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Abstract
Some recent studies have shown that physical objects present in the environment can affect altru-
ism. This effect was demonstrated in the context of fundraising for animals. Different banks were 
placed near the cash register in eight bakeries with a message explaining that the solicitation was 
for animal welfare. The banks were either in the shape of a dog, a cat, a cow, a pig, or a classic 
cube. Results showed that more donations were given with the dog and cat banks, whereas no 
difference in donations was found among the three other banks.
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Introduction

Charitable donations represent a substantial portion of income for many non-
profit organizations across the world (Anheier & Salamon, 2006). Thus, 
knowing the processes and techniques that are predictive of donation are 
essential for such organizations.

In a recent paper, Bekkers and Wiepking (2010) reviewed more than 500 
articles dealing with the central question of why people donate to charitable 
organizations. They identified a number of papers that focused on solicitation 
techniques. It seems that the way in which potential donors are solicited deter-
mines the effectiveness of the fundraising campaign. In France, the association 
for animal welfare (Société Protectrice des Animaux) is mainly dependent on 
private donations. Donations are made primarily by individuals who deposit 
money in donation boxes placed in stores. The objective of the current study 
was to test the effect on donations of a new form of donation box—banks in 
the shape of familiar animals.
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Charity organizations use a variety of techniques to encourage individuals 
to donate money. These techniques mainly include personal requests involv-
ing face-to-face interaction between a solicitor and the individual of whom the 
request is made. Some of these personal techniques use sequential requests, 
such as the foot-in-the-door technique (Freedman & Fraser, 1966) or the 
door-in-the-face technique (Cialdini et al., 1975). Other techniques are based 
on ingratiation techniques such as flattery (Dunyon, Gossling, Willden, & 
Seiter, 2010), incidental similarity (Burger, Messian, Patel, del Prado, & 
Anderson, 2004) or mimicry (Van Baaren, Holland, Kawakami, & Van Knip-
penberg, 2004). Others use nonverbal behaviors displayed by the solicitor 
such as tactile contact (Kleinke, 1977), smiling (Solomon et al., 1981) or gaz-
ing (Kleinke, 1980).

Other appeals are impersonal and do not involve face-to-face interaction. 
However, techniques to influence donation can be used with impersonal solic-
itation as well. Adding the phrase “even a penny will help” to a standard plea 
has been shown to increase the number and the amount of donations given to 
charities, whether the participant was solicited by mail or with the help of a 
donation box (Perrine & Heather, 2000; Weyant, 1984).

Pictures and Images in Fundraising Requests

Several studies have found that pictures and images in fundraising advertising 
are associated with more donations. Feinberg (1986) showed that in the pres-
ence of credit card cues, an individual was more likely to give money to a 
charitable cause than individuals who were not exposed to the credit card cues. 
Eayrs and Ellis (1990) compared charity advertising posters showing mentally 
disabled children and adults and reported that the images that elicited the 
greatest commitment to give money were those that prompted feelings of 
guilt, sympathy, and pity. Burt and Strongman (2003), who studied the emo-
tional intensity generated by images used to make donation requests, found 
that images showing negative emotions were associated with significantly 
greater monetary donations.

Some studies also found that images of animals elicited greater compassion 
and donations for animal welfare. Using donation boxes placed in various 
stores, Perrine and Heather (2000) found that a fundraising request for an 
animal welfare organization was more effective when color pictures of puppies 
were displayed on the donation boxes. However, the question still remains 
whether it is the pictures per se or the puppies that explain the difference in 
the amount of donations. Gunnthorsdotti (2001) showed people a flyer from a 
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fictitious environmental organization pleading for the protection of either bats 
or apes. The flyer contained either no picture, a picture of an attractive mem-
ber of its species, or a picture of an unattractive member of its species. It was 
found that the presence of a picture was associated with greater support com-
pared with the condition in which no picture was presented. The authors also 
found for both species that the animal’s attractiveness substantially increased 
support for its protection. There was also more support for saving the species 
that was larger in size and resembled humans more (ape condition).

Physical Objects and Altruism

In the previous studies, only pictures and images were used in fundraising 
advertising. Research has suggested, however, that physical objects can also 
elicit greater altruism. Guéguen, Jacob, and Charles-Sire (2011) placed a pink 
opaque donation box near the cash register in various stores with a message 
soliciting donations for a humanitarian project. The donation boxes were 
banks with a cardioid shape, a round shape, or a square shape. The authors 
found that more money was collected with the cardioid-shaped bank. It was 
also found that more donations were made compared to a control condition 
in which only a picture was used. In the same way, Guéguen (in press) 
instructed restaurant employees to place their bill under a dish that had a car-
dioid shape, a round shape, or a square shape. Results showed that more tips 
were left in the dish with the cardioid shape. In both studies, the Activation 
Spreading Theory (Anderson, 1983; Bargh, 1994) was used by the authors to 
explain their results. According to this theory, information is encoded into 
cognitive units that form an interconnected network, and the retrieval of 
information is performed by spreading activation throughout this network. 
Consistent with this cognitive process, when someone is exposed to informa-
tion, such as a cardioid shape, the network where this information is encoded 
is activated. In this way, an individual does not only retrieve the concept asso-
ciated with the shape (a heart, in these studies), but also additional cognitive 
units that become available. In human memory, the concept “heart” is associ-
ated with the cardiac organ, with love and romance, as well as with solidarity, 
generosity, altruism, etc. Thus, when people were exposed to the heart-shaped 
bank or dish, the concept “heart” also activated the concepts of solidarity, 
generosity, and altruism, which, in turn, led them to give more money to the 
fundraising association or the restaurant employee.

Given that these previous studies showed that cardioid shapes can elicit 
altruism, it could be supposed that other physical objects can increase dona-
tion. In this study, I decided to use Guéguen and Jacob’s paradigm by testing 
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the effect of banks that represented familiar companion animals (a dog or a 
cat) and to compare them with banks that represented familiar farm animals 
(a cow or a pig). A recent study of the pictures used in France in animal wel-
fare campaigns showed that the image of a dog or a cat was present in nearly 
99% of the cases, whereas the use of farm animals was very rare (Ciccotti & 
Guéguen, 2010). Mermet (2010) showed that pigs and cows—the main farm 
animals in France—are associated only with the idea of animals raised in the 
food industry, whereas dogs and cats are perceived as companion animals who 
help humans avoid loneliness. Ciccotti and Guéguen (2010) also found that 
negative traits are associated with farm animals (e.g., stupidity, dirtiness), 
while positive traits are clearly associated with dogs and cats (e.g., tenderness, 
loyalty). Research also found that the presence of a dog is associated with a 
more positive perception of the human companion and greater helping behav-
ior. Guéguen and Ciccotti (2008) found that confederates who walked in the 
street accompanied or not by a dog and solicited people for money received 
more donations when they walked with a dog. It was also found that they were 
perceived more favorably by passersby.

Thus, my objective was to replicate and expand the work of Perrine and 
Heather (2000) when soliciting funds for animal welfare by increasing the 
vividness of the solicitation with the help of physical cues related to the solicita-
tion. In my experiment, I wanted to test the effect of a real object and not only 
pictures, by testing the shape of the donation box. I tested several animal banks 
in my experiment: some of them were familiar companion animals, whereas 
others were farm animals, and others a classic donation box that was not related 
to animals. It was hypothesized that the banks representing familiar companion 
animals (a dog or a cat) would be associated with more donations.

Method

Participants

The participants were customers who anonymously put money in any of the 
five banks placed in the bakeries that participated in the fundraising operation 
that took place in Brittany on the west coast of France.

Materials

Five opaque plaster banks with a slit on the top were used. The banks were 
made by the same manufacturer, and all were white. All had nearly the same 
volume (+ or − 4%). One of the banks was in the shape of an adult mongrel 
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(dog condition), one in the shape of a European adult cat (cat condition), one 
in the shape of an adult pig (pig condition), one in the shape of a cow (cow 
condition), and the last one was a classic cube.

A sign bearing the message “Help our friendly animals. Make a donation to 
the French Association for Animal Welfare” was displayed near the bank. This 
message was also printed on the top of the lid just above the slit of each bank.

Procedure

The experiment was carried out in eight bakeries from 7:00 am to 7:00 pm 
(and from 7:00 am to 8:00 pm in two bakeries) on each business day for five 
weeks. The bakeries were located in two towns in Brittany on the west Atlantic 
coast of France (Lorient and Vannes). Each bakery was open five and a half 
days per week; six were closed on Sunday afternoons and Mondays; and the 
two others were closed on Sunday afternoons and Wednesdays. The test was 
conducted for six successive weeks. The managers of the bakeries kindly con-
sented to allow their bakeries to be used for conducting the experiment. The 
animal bank was placed near the cash register in the bakeries. Given the fact 
that the practice of collecting money for nonprofit organizations is frequent in 
French bakeries, precautions were taken not to solicit bakeries that were 
already involved in another fundraising campaign.

The five banks were distributed according to a random distribution for each 
bakery. The experimental condition selected by the randomizer was used for 
the entire day. Since the observational periods lasted 30 days (5 weeks, 6 days 
per week), each experimental condition was tested for six days in each bakery. 
Collaborators were instructed to go to the bakery at closing time, to collect the 
money, and to change the bank according to the experimental condition 
selected for the following day. For each condition and each bakery per day, the 
collaborator was instructed to note on a form the amount of money found in 
the bank. Thus, 48 measures per experimental condition were available 
(8 bakeries × 6 days).

Results

The dependent variables used in this experiment were the amount of money 
collected per day in each experimental condition and in each bakery. Data 
were analyzed with the help of an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Preliminary 
analyses revealed no interaction effect between the bakeries and the experi-
mental conditions (P > .80). Thus, data were combined across bakeries and 
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Average Amount of Money (SD in parentheses) Left (in euros) per 
Day and per Bakery by the Customers in the Experimental Conditions

Experimental Condition
Dog Cat Pig Cow Cube

0.63 €
(0.26)

0.52 €
(0.25)

0.26 €
(0.13)

0.25 €
(0.15)

0.27 €
(0.19)

A main effect of the experimental condition was found (F[4, 235] = 36.64, 
P < .001, ηp² = .38). The post-hoc test revealed that the “dog” condition was 
statistically different from the “cat” condition (0.63 vs. 0.52, LSD test, 
P = .004), the “pig” condition (0.63 vs. 0.26, LSD test, P < .001), the “cow” 
condition (0.63 vs. 0.25, LSD test, P < .001) and the “cube” condition (0.63 
vs. 0.27, LSD test, P < .001). The “cat” condition was statistically different 
from the “pig” condition (0.52 vs. 0.26, LSD test, P < .001), the “cow” condi-
tion (0.52 vs. 0.25, LSD test, P < .001) and the “cube” condition (0.52 vs. 
0.27, LSD test, P < .001). Further comparison between the “pig,” the “cow,” and 
the “cube” conditions revealed no significant difference (LSD test, P > .60).

Discussion

The results found in this experiment carried out in a field setting confirmed 
my hypothesis. A bank in the shape of a dog or a cat was associated with more 
donations. This effect appeared to be strong, given the high effect-size found 
in this study.

These results confirm the role of physical objects present in the immediate 
environment of an individual in his/her subsequent behavior (Berkowitz & 
LePage, 1967; Jacob, Guéguen, & Boulbry, 2011). They also confirmed recent 
studies showing that some physical objects have the property to elicit altruism. 
Guéguen and Jacob (in press) found that a bank with a cardioid shape elicited 
more donations for a humanitarian project than a donation box with a round 
shape or a square shape. Guéguen (in press) found that in a restaurant, more 
tips were left if the bill was placed in a dish with a cardioid shape.

In this experiment, I extended the results of these previous studies by show-
ing that altruistic behavior is also affected by other physical objects. In Gué-
guen and Jacob’s study and in Guéguen’s study, only cardioid shapes were used 
and compared to classic shapes, whereas new shapes were used in the current 
experiment. To my knowledge, this is the first time that banks in the shape of 
familiar animals were tested.
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It now remains to discover why this effect occurred. The results clearly show 
that this is not due to the use of familiar animal shapes. Mermet (2010) found 
that in France, people consider cows and pigs familiar and easy to recognize. 
However, I found that compared to the “cube” condition, which could be 
considered here as a basic control condition, there was an increase in the 
amount of donations left by individuals only when the banks represented a 
dog or a cat, whereas no difference was found between the control condition 
and the “cow” and “pig” conditions. It was also found that the dog and cat 
banks elicited greater donations than the cow or the pig ones. Two explana-
tions for these results can be put forward. First, while dogs, cats, cows, and 
pigs are familiar to French people, most of the individuals had never had con-
tact with a cow or a pig. Ciccotti and Guéguen (2010) showed that nearly 
98% of French people had previously petted a dog or a cat, whereas only 6% 
had petted a cow and 2%, a pig. Thus, while cows and pigs are familiar and 
well-known to French people, individuals mainly have contact with cats and 
dogs. One other factor that could explain my results is that dogs and cats, but 
not pigs and cows, are symbols of animals who are victims of abuse, abandon-
ment, and sometimes martyrdom in France. In most fundraising campaigns 
conducted by organizations for animal welfare in France, only pictures of dogs 
and cats were used to increase the vividness of the campaign (Ciccotti & Gué-
guen, 2010). Thus, the finding that more donations were made in the “dog” 
or the “cat” condition is probably explained by the fact that these animals are 
the only symbols related to animal welfare campaigns in the representation 
and memory that people have of them. This is probably not the case for pigs 
or cows, who, in France, are only associated with the idea of animals raised for 
food (Mermet, 2010). Ciccotti and Guéguen (2010) also found that positive 
traits are associated with dogs and cats, whereas negative ones are associated 
with cows and pigs.

I also found that more donations were given with a bank in the shape of a 
dog rather than that of a cat. This effect is perhaps explained by a French ten-
dency. Mermet (2010) showed that French people love both cats and dogs but 
have a slight preference for dogs. In French campaigns for animal welfare, 
pictures of dogs are more frequently used than pictures of cats (Ciccotti & 
Guéguen, 2010). These authors also found that more positive traits are associ-
ated with dogs (e.g., loyalty, sociability) than with cats (e.g., individualist, 
selfish). These two combined effects could explain why I found more dona-
tions when using the dog bank rather than the cat bank.

Thus, according to the theoretical explanation given by Guéguen and Jacob 
(in press) and Guéguen (in press), it could be argued that, congruent with the 
Activation Spreading Theory (Bargh, 1994), in my experiment, the dog or the 
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cat bank acted as a prime that led to activating concepts associated with com-
passion for animals and/or more empathy or sympathy for animal welfare 
that, in turn, made participants more likely to make a donation. It would be 
interesting in future studies to test whether feelings of compassion, empathy, 
or sympathy for animal welfare really increase when individuals are exposed to 
such banks in the context of fundraising.

Given the high effect-size found here, it can be concluded that using banks 
that represent our more familiar companion animals is a strong technique to 
enhance people’s compassion and donations. This experiment has some practi-
cal interest. Fundraising is essential for nonprofit organizations to obtain 
money for their operations. In France, where this experiment was carried out, 
a host of fundraising campaigns use donation boxes placed in various stores. 
Thus, it could be worthwhile for them to use banks with shapes that have the 
property of activating cognitions associated with compassion and support. 
Here I found that donations nearly doubled in the “dog” condition as com-
pared to the “pig,” “cow,” or cube-control conditions. Thus, the generalization 
of the use of such banks in national fundraising campaigns could be associated 
with a large difference in the amount of funds collected.
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