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WINNING HEADS AND HEARTS? HOW 

PERCEPTIONS OF WEBSITES ENCOURAGE 

PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 

Abstract 

Little is known about whether appeals to the ‘head’ (i.e., argument) and the ‘heart’ 

(i.e., emotion) are effective on websites encouraging prosocial behaviour. We find 

that appeals to both the head and the heart motivate online prosocial behaviour. 

Our findings suggest that i) appeals to the heart are more effective than appeals 

to the head, ii) positive and negative appeals to the heart have similar 

effectiveness, and iii) that mixed appeals to the heart are ineffective. 

Keywords: prosocial behaviour; behaviour change; philanthropy; volunteering; 

affect; persuasion 
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1 Introduction 

Prosocial behaviour is behaviour “defined by some significant segment of society 

and/or one’s social group as generally beneficial to other people” (Penner, Dovidio, 

Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005, p. 366). Behaviours such as volunteering, 

philanthropy, and activism are therefore commonly regarded as being prosocial in 

nature. Prosocial behaviour is widely regarded as socially important (e.g., 

Bendapudi, Singh, & Bendapudi, 1996; Hastings, Rubin, & DeRose, 2005; Knafo 

& Plomin, 2006) because it plays a vital role in resolving social issues, such as 

disease prevention, disaster relief and poverty reduction (e.g., Chowdhry & 

Beeman, 2001; Hodgson, 2004; Scaife, 2008; Zagefka & James, 2015). It is 

therefore promoted by a wide range of organisations including think tanks (Taylor, 

2007), governments (Dolan, Hallsworth, Halpern, King, & Vlaev, 2010; Sunstein, 

2013) and social movements (see MacAskill, 2015; Singer, 2015).  

Given the growth of Information and Communications Technology (ICT), 

organisations have become ever more dependent on using websites to promote 

prosocial behaviour (Earl, Kimport, Prieto, Rush, & Reynoso, 2010). Website 

design has, therefore, become critical for capturing and leveraging online 

audiences (Bennett, 2009; Faseur & Geuens, 2010; Shier & Handy, 2012).  

However, organisations often miss out on resource acquisition (e.g., donations 

and volunteer time) by failing to use online appeals effectively (Horvath, 2011; 

Young-Powell, 2013). Many prosocial websites are out-dated in appearance or 

difficult to use (Estes & Nielsen, 2011). Some do not attempt to persuade (Horvath, 

2011), and those which do can be overly reliant on using data (Gertler, 2015) or 

emotional appeals (Hudson, 2013). 

One reason why prosocial organisations are failing to use their online presence 

effectively is a lack of guidance. Existing guidelines tend to be based on small-

scale data or personal experience (Bosrédon, 2012; Horvath, 2011). 
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Compounding the lack of practical guidance is a lack of relevant research into the 

factors that drive online prosocial behaviour (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2015). Little 

research explores the impacts of online contexts on prosocial behaviour (Bennett, 

2009; Fatkin & Lansdown, 2015). Fields that examine online domains, such as 

Information Systems (IS), rarely examine charitable and volunteering 

organisations (Gutierrez & Zhang, 2007; Kwampaiboon, Jevtic, & Pyshnyak, 2014; 

McMahon, Seaman, & Lemley, 2015; W. Zhang, Gutierrez, & Mathieson, 2010). 

Fields that seek to understand how to drive behaviour tend to focus on 

understanding how to drive commercial behaviour (Bendapudi et al., 1996). Fields 

that examine volunteering and philanthropy tend to examine traditional channels 

for outreach and overlook online channels (Gertler, 2015). As a result, there have 

been calls for greater research into i) digitally driven prosocial behaviour (Wilson, 

2012) and ii) the design of prosocial websites (see Bosrédon, 2012; National 

Volunteering Strategy Consultation, 2011). 

The guidance needed is insight into the types of website appeals that best promote 

prosocial behaviour. Though these insights can emerge from research in similar 

contexts, for example in research to encourage behaviour online, or in research to 

encourage prosocial behaviour using different channels, all candidate appeals 

must be tested in the relevant context (i.e., website based communication to 

encourage prosocial behaviour) before they are conclusively accepted. This is 

because changes in context significantly influence the persuasiveness of appeals; 

approaches that are persuasive for one type of behaviour, or mode of 

communication, are not always persuasive for others (Cooney, 2011; Fielding & 

Knowles, 2015; Gass & Seiter, 2011). Accordingly, we should not assume that an 

approach that increases donations on the street will increase inbound conversions 

on a charity website. Nor should we expect that the best way to “sell” a socially 

beneficial behaviour like volunteering will also be the best way to “sell” a self-



4 

 

beneficial behaviour such as taking a vacation. Instead, we should test the 

effectiveness of techniques to determine the extent to which their effects are 

transferable or context specific. 

To provide guidance for prosocial organisations encouraging behaviour through 

websites, the objective of this study is to examine whether such websites can draw 

on appeals to the head (argument strength) and the heart (affect) to encourage 

prosocial behaviour. This tests the common claim that requests for prosocial 

behaviour should involve appealing to the ‘head’, through argument, and to the 

‘heart’, through creating positive and/or negative affect (Darwin & Kagan, 2012; 

Hudson, 2013; Sanders & Tamma, 2015). In addition to providing insight into the 

effectiveness of website based appeals to the head and the heart, the study also 

aims to give insight into related questions such as whether it is best to have an 

appeal that targets either positive or negative emotion, or one that targets both in 

combination.  

We assess the influence of website appeals by assessing how users’ perceptions 

while using a prosocial website influence their post-usage behaviour. We focus on 

perceptions as i) individuals’ perceptions of websites are associated with post-use 

behaviour (e.g., Barnes & Vidgen, 2002; Chiou, Lin, & Perng, 2010; C. Y. Li & Ku, 

2011; Recker, Rosemann, Green, & Indulska, 2011), and ii) individuals’ 

perceptions can predict their participation in prosocial behaviour (Neumann, 

Boyle, & Chan, 2013; Weiner, Osborne, & Rudolph, 2011).  

The study proceeds as follows. First, a review of literature is conducted to provide 

a theoretical basis for encouraging prosocial behaviour. We build on this 

foundation to develop a research model. We test this model by examining the 

extent to which it predicts individuals' prosocial behaviour after their use of a 

website promoting prosocial behaviour. We present results for our model for two 

websites (each of which prioritises a different affective user experience) and 
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conduct an analysis to compare results across both sets of viewers. The study 

concludes by discussing findings, contributions to IS research and practice, 

research limitations and possibilities for future research. 

2 Theoretical Background  

Our theoretical background starts by discussing what is known about how to use 

websites to encourage prosocial behaviour. As there is limited literature, we draw 

insights from two similar contexts, by exploring: i) what persuades people to 

engage in prosocial behaviour, in general, and ii) how websites persuade people 

to engage in general behaviour.  Finally, we explore how differences in context 

may mediate the transferability of research insights from our two similar contexts 

of interest into the context of using websites to promote prosocial behaviour. 

2.1 How do websites persuade people to engage in prosocial 
behaviour?  

Very little research explores how non-commercial websites and organisations can 

be more effective (Gutierrez & Zhang, 2007; W. Zhang et al., 2010). 

Demonstrating this, Gertler (2015) mentions that the study of online fundraising 

seems “particularly un- or underdeveloped in the literature thus far” (p. 64), noting 

that this “[appears] especially strange considering the recent rise of nonprofits […] 

which depend largely on social media and online fundraising campaigns” (p. 64).  

The lack of general research into how non-commercial websites and organisations 

can be more effective is compounded by a lack of research that specifically 

examines how websites persuade people to engage in prosocial behaviour 

(Bennett, 2009; Fatkin & Lansdown, 2015). Bennett (2009) examined a variety of 

donors to charity websites to understand why they made impulsive donations. 

While mostly interested in donor characteristics, his findings suggested that 

donors were influenced by emotive and informative aspects of website design. 

Shier and Handy (2012) also examined a variety of donors to charity websites to 
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understand donation behaviour. They found that positive perceptions of the 

website’s characteristics, accessibility and ability to create trust in the 

organisation, did not influence donation on the platform they examined. Grimm 

and Needham (2012) researched how promotional material on websites affected 

volunteer decisions, finding that the website’s structure and appearance, 

information, visuals, and use of exciting language all affected volunteer decisions. 

(Removed for review) provide the most conclusive evidence examining how 

websites encourage prosocial behaviour. They interviewed 40 participants, each 

of whom had visited and compared six volunteering websites, to determine the 

factors that made these participants desire to engage in prosocial behaviour. Their 

results suggested that ten types of website feature (interaction, factual, anecdata, 

external recognition, organisational expression, value suggestion, explanatory 

content, visual media, written media and, website design), and seven perceptions 

(ease of use, aesthetics, information quality, trust, negative affect, positive affect, 

and argument strength) were linked to behavioural intention to engage in prosocial 

behaviour.  

2.2 What persuades people to engage in prosocial behaviour?  

Considerable research, nearly all in offline contexts, has examined what causes 

people to engage in prosocial behaviour (Penner et al., 2005). Much of this 

research has examined the cognitive and psychological processes that influence 

decision-making in prosocial contexts (e.g., Cialdini, Baumann, & Kenrick, 1981; 

Cialdini, Darby, & Vincent, 1973; Marsh, Kozak, & Ambady, 2007; J. A. Piliavin, 

1981), how social and environmental factors influence decision-making processes 

(e.g., Bar-Tal, 1982; Dovidio, Piliavin, Gaertner, Schroeder, & Clark, 1991; I. M. 

Piliavin, Rodin, & Piliavin, 1969), and the motivations that underpin prosocial 

behaviours (e.g., Batson, 2011; Cialdini et al., 1987).  

Relatively little research has examined which appeals are most persuasive for 
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encouraging prosocial behaviour. The relevant research can be broadly classified 

as relating to two types of appeals, appeals to the head (though argument) and to 

the heart (through affect) (Sullivan, 2013).  Appeals to the heart can be further 

divided based on whether they focus on creating i) positive, ii) negative or iii) mixed 

(both positive and negative) affective responses. 

There is considerable debate about where and when each type of appeal works 

best (Gleasure & Feller, 2016a; Hudson, 2013). Practitioner-focused literature 

generally argues that appeals to the heart are better than appeals to the head 

(Andresen, 2007; Stannard-Stockton, 2009). However, there is less agreement 

whether appeals to the heart should target positive or negative affect. Though 

some practitioners argue that it is best to create negative affective responses 

(Brooks, 2009) others encourage positive appeals (Hesz & Neophytou, 2010; 

Neilson, Shapiro, Mittelman, & Neilson, 2011; Ross & Segal, 2013). Little, if any, 

practical literature discusses the value of combining both positive and negative 

emotional appeals.  

Academic literature also fails to provide a clear consensus. The research generally 

suggests that appeals to the heart are better than appeals to the head (Farley & 

Stasson, 2003; Marchand & Filiatrault, 2002; Slovic, Finucane, Peters, & 

MacGregor, 2007), but some researchers have also found evidence to the contrary 

(Karlan & Wood, 2016). Research also suggests that it is more effective to target 

negative affect than positive affect (Choi, Rangan, & Singh, 2016; Clark, Garces-

Ozanne, & Knowles, 2017; Small & Verrochi, 2009), but these findings are also 

inconsistent (Graton, Ric, & Gonzalez, 2016; Verrochi Coleman & Williams, 2013). 

A small amount of literature shows that it may be effective to combine both positive 

and negative emotional appeals (Bennett, 2015; Liang, Chen, & Lei, 2014).  

2.3 How do websites persuade people to engage in behaviour?  

IS research has widely examined how website factors influence behaviour (e.g., 
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Geiger, Rosemann, & Fielt, 2011; Kane, Alavi, Labianca, & Borgatti, 2014; Moore 

& Benbasat, 1991). Several papers have examined the role of website features in 

promoting behaviour (e.g., Abdallah & Jaleel, 2014; Bai, Hu, & Jang, 2007; Blake, 

Neuendorf, & Valdiserri, 2005; Yoon & Occeña, 2015). However, perhaps due to 

the breadth of differences across websites’ designs and aims, there is no broadly 

applicable framework that explains how website features drive behaviour.  

Considerable research, through mostly in commercial contexts (cf. W. Zhang et 

al., 2010), has examined how the perceptions a website creates in visitors 

influence its ability to change their behaviour. Perhaps the largest body of IS 

research on this topic argues that, regardless of a website’s aim, the website’s 

“quality” will influence its ability to encourage behaviour (Lowry, Posey, Bennett, 

& Roberts, 2015; Murray & Häubl, 2011; Setia, Venkatesh, & Joglekar, 2013; 

Tuch, Bargas-Avila, & Opwis, 2010).  

2.4 Assessing the influence of changes in context  

We should not assume that what persuades people to engage in prosocial 

behaviour offline, will persuade them equally well online. Nor should we assume 

that website quality is of equal important for promoting prosocial and proself 

behaviour. Persuasion is highly contextual: approaches which change behaviour 

in one context should not be assumed to perform well in other contexts prima facie; 

they may be ineffective or even counterproductive (e.g., Choi et al., 2016; Shier & 

Handy, 2012; W. Zhang et al., 2010). Indeed the recognition of the importance of 

context within persuasion has necessitated the development of a wide range of 

approaches for deconstructing persuasion attempts into contextual factors (e.g., 

Eagly, 1987; Kruglanski & Thompson, 1999; Lasswell, 1948; Stiff & Mongeau, 

2003).  

Considerable research provides examples of where persuasion that is effective in 

face to face, or other offline contexts is less effective in online contexts (Guadagno 



9 

 

& Cialdini, 2005). Receiving a request for prosocial behaviour through a website 

is very different to receiving that request offline (Sproull, 2005). For instance, many 

people find it easier to engage with information that is communicated face to face 

(Helms, 2014) and the ease with which people can process information affects its 

persuasiveness (Wang & Teo, 2013). People are often persuaded by the 

persuasion source’s characteristics, and the social implications of their action 

(Guadagno & Cialdini, 2005) and websites provide inferior source and social 

information than face to face exchanges (Grieve, Padgett, & Moffitt, 2016; Sproull, 

2005).  

Further, the potential for inducing positive experience and mood, both of which are 

linked to prosocial behaviour (Cooney, 2011), may be reduced on websites as they 

cannot create rewarding interpersonal interactions. People give most to 

identifiable victims (Erlandsson, Västfjäll, Sundfelt, & Slovic, 2016). However, on 

websites, the beneficiary and their suffering are often intangible. Additionally, 

where the beneficiary and their suffering are tangible they are still considerably 

less tangible than if they were encountered in a face to face context. As these 

differences reduce the experience of important precursors for prosocial behaviour, 

such as empathy (Nicovich, Boller, & Cornwell, 2005) and negative emotional 

experience (Cialdini & Kenrick, 1976; Shin, Lee, & Kim, 2015), they may mean 

that appeals to the heart are less impactful. 

Similarly, what is effective for promoting commercial behaviour is often less 

effective, or even ineffective, for promoting prosocial behaviour (e.g., Bendapudi 

et al., 1996; Rothschild, 1979, 1999). As Rothschild (1979) famously opined, you 

often cannot “sell brotherhood like soap” (p. 11). This is also true online: a 

commercial and a prosocial website will likely achieve their goals through using 

different content to create different user experiences.  

Usually, a commercial website can easily communicate how their target behaviour 
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provides a personal benefit. In contrast, a website promoting prosocial behaviour 

is often promoting behaviour that many visitors will intuit no benefit from. Indeed, 

in many cases, visitors will consider the promoted prosocial behaviour to be 

counter to their self-interest (Rothschild, 1979). As a result, such websites may 

need to invest in orchestrating benefits from performing the prosocial behaviour. 

For example, this may involve i) making participation in the behaviour boost social 

image (Ariely, Bracha, & Meier, 2009), or ii) to reduce (recently induced) negative 

affect (Cialdini et al., 1973).  

Visitors may expect less of a prosocial website than of a commercial counterpart. 

Having a better website is generally considered to be an advantage in commercial 

contexts (Wells, Valacich, & Hess, 2011). However, prosocial organisations are 

often expected to be cash-strapped and maximise the funding they deliver to their 

cause area rather than fund organisational improvements, such as website 

improvement (Caviola, Faulmüller, Everett, Savulescu, & Kahane, 2014; 

MacAskill, 2015). As a result, some individuals may see a basic prosocial website 

as more desirable than a more advanced alternative because it signals an 

organisation with a greater need for funding and lower overhead.  

Conversely, visitors may also evaluate prosocial websites more intensely than 

commercial alternatives. Online purchase is often a familiar, low risk and low 

involvement behaviour where the fulfilment process is relatively standardised, 

transparent, and well understood. In contrast, websites that promote prosocial 

behaviour are promoting something that is higher risk and higher involvement as 

it is generally less common, transparent, and standardised. Potential benefactors 

are often unclear how exactly an organisation will use their volunteered time or 

money (Caviola et al., 2014). They must be convinced that their safety, health, and 

wellbeing will be maintained and that their financial contributions will be used 

honestly and effectively.  
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3 Research model development 

Our research model captures how behavioural outcomes are influenced by 

perceptions on the website, which in turn are influenced by the characteristics of 

the website involved. 

3.1 Prosocial behaviour  

There are three broad categories of prosocial behaviours: Activism: groups or 

individuals acting to address a social problem (Martin, Hanson, & Fontaine, 2007), 

Philanthropy: giving money, or other forms of capital, to a prosocial cause (Schuyt, 

Bekkers, & Smit, 2010) and; Volunteering: giving time to a cause (e.g. James, 

2006). We examine volunteering and philanthropy because they are the target of 

many prosocial websites. Each behaviour involves a different decision-making 

process: Volunteering is more emotion-driven and philanthropy is more 

information-driven (Michel & Rieunier, 2012).  We next discuss how behavioural 

intention is an intermediate step toward prosocial behaviour. 

3.2 Behavioural intention 

Generally individuals intend to engage in a behaviour before they perform this 

behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Accordingly, behavioural intention, “a 

measure of the likelihood that a person will engage in a given behaviour” (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 1980, p. 42), is widely used to understand how intentions influence 

behaviour (Bhattacherjee & Sanford, 2006; Davis, Bagozzi, & Warshaw, 1989; 

Venkatesh, Morris, Davis, & Davis, 2003), including prosocial behaviour 

(Griskevicius, Tybur, & Van den Bergh, 2010). Accordingly, we hypothesise: 

 H1: Behavioural intention is positively associated with volunteering 

behaviour. 

 H2: Behavioural intention is positively associated with philanthropic 

behaviour. 
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Having argued that individuals’ engagement in prosocial behaviour is an outcome 

of their behavioural intention, we next propose that behavioural intention will be 

influenced by website perceptions. 

3.3 Perceptions 

Perception is widely recognised as influencing intention and behaviour (Wee et 

al., 2014; Yeung & Morris, 2001). Perceptual measures are therefore widely used 

to assess if and how website factors influence behavioural intention (e.g., Gable, 

Sedera, & Chan, 2008). To identify perceptions that might encourage prosocial 

behaviour we draw on (removed for review), who found seven perceptions that 

were linked to behavioural intention to engage in prosocial behaviour (see Table 

1). We now explain why each of these perceptions is likely to influence behavioural 

intention, starting with argument strength. 

Table 1. Website perceptions driving prosocial behaviour (removed for review) 

Construct Definition 
Argument 
strength 

The extent that the arguments made are convincing or valid 
(Cacioppo, Petty, & Morris, 1983). 

Negative affect The extent that the website created unpleasurable 
emotional engagement, such as sadness and guilt 
(Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). 

Positive affect The extent that the website created pleasurable emotional 
engagement, such as such as excitement and happiness 
(Watson et al., 1988). 

Website quality 

Ease of use The extent that the process of using the website was 
perceived as effortful (Venkatesh, 2000). 

Trust  The extent that the website created trust beliefs, such as 
integrity, benevolence, ability, and predictability, toward the 
entity or entities that it is associated with (Gefen, 
Karahanna, & Straub, 2003). 

Aesthetics The extent that the website is aesthetically pleasing to the 
eye (van der Heijden, 2003) 

Information 
quality 

The extent that the website conveyed timely, accurate, 
reliable, relevant, and complete information (Byrd, 
Thrasher, Lang, & Davidson, 2006). 

Argument strength is defined as the extent that arguments made are convincing 

or valid (Cacioppo et al., 1983). An argument is “a reason or set of reasons given 
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in support of an idea, action or theory” (Oxford Dictionary, 2015). There is evidence 

that perceptions of strong arguments encourage behavioural intentions (Johnson, 

Maio, & Smith-McLallen, 2005). Research shows that stronger arguments are 

associated with increased levels of change in behaviour (e.g., Zhao, Strasser, 

Cappella, Lerman, & Fishbein, 2011), both in online domains generally (K. Z. K. 

Zhang, Zhao, Cheung, & Lee, 2014) and in prosocial contexts specifically (Bekkers 

& Wiepking, 2011; Khaled, Barr, Noble, & Biddle, 2006). Given this literature, we 

use argument strength to assess the perceived effectiveness of a website’s 

appeals to the “head” of the visitor and hypothesise: 

H3: Argument strength is positively associated with behavioural intention. 

Affect refers to mood, emotion and feeling (Hwang & Kim, 2007). We define 

negative affect as the extent that the website creates unpleasurable emotional 

engagement such as sadness and guilt, and positive affect as the extent that the 

website creates pleasurable emotional engagement such as excitement and 

happiness (Watson et al., 1988).   

In addition to (removed for review), considerable research suggests that 

experiences of affect - both positive and negative - will increase behavioural 

intention to engage in prosocial behaviour (Farley & Stasson, 2003; Marchand & 

Filiatrault, 2002; Slovic et al., 2007). Negative affect has been shown to encourage 

individuals to engage in prosocial behaviour in order for them to feel better (see 

Cialdini et al., 1981). In contrast, Positive affect has been shown to create a more 

positive mood and greater willingness to help others (Guéguen & De Gail, 2003; 

Prade & Saroglou, 2016). Based on this evidence, we use measures of positive 

and negative affect to assess the perceived effectiveness of a website’s appeals 

to the heart and hypothesise: 

H4: Negative affect is positively associated with behavioural intention. 
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H5: Positive affect is positively associated with behavioural intention. 

We define mixed affect as the extent to which the website creates both pleasurable 

and unpleasurable emotional engagement (Bloom & Capatides, 1987).  Research 

suggests that people can simultaneously experience both positive and negative 

affect (Andrade & Cohen, 2007; Cohen, Pham, & Andrade; Larsen, McGraw, & 

Cacioppo, 2001; Norris, Gollan, Berntson, & Cacioppo, 2010) However, through it 

appears that both positive and negative affect may increase intention to (Bennett, 

2015; Liang et al., 2014), little research has assessed how mixed affect influences 

prosocial behaviour. Given this gap in the literature, we also measure how 

experiences of mixed affect influence a website’s appeals to the heart. As both 

positive and negative affect are predicted to increase intention to engage in 

prosocial behaviour, we hypothesise: 

H6: Mixed affect is positively associated with behavioural intention. 

Website quality is defined as website’s performance at delivering information 

and services (Huang & Benyoucef, 2013). In agreement with (removed for review), 

we conceptualise website quality as including ease of use, trust, aesthetics, and 

information quality. Ease of use is defined as the extent that the process of using 

the website was perceived as effortful (Venkatesh, 2000). Trust is defined as the 

extent to which the website created trust beliefs (such as integrity, benevolence, 

ability, and predictability) toward the entity or entities that it is associated with 

(Gefen et al., 2003). Aesthetics is defined as the extent that the website is 

aesthetically pleasing to the eye (van der Heijden, 2003). Information quality is 

defined as the extent that the website conveyed timely, accurate, reliable, relevant, 

and complete information (Byrd et al., 2006). Based on the evidence we use these 

four first-order constructs to assess the perceived effectiveness of a website’s and 

hypothesise that: 

H7: Website quality is positively associated with behavioural intention. 
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3.4 Website content 

Website content can selectively mediate which perceptions a website visitor will 

experience. A website visitor’s perceptions emerge from their interaction with 

website content. Some perceptions, such as website quality, are universal as they 

emerge across all websites regardless of content. In contrast, perceptions of affect 

may only emerge on websites with content that creates affect. For example, a 

visitor to a website that encourages prosocial behaviour by using positive content 

(e.g., happy, positive imagery) is unlikely to perceive that they felt negative, or 

mixed, affect. Thus, not all websites allow for the measurement of how perceptions 

of affect influence prosocial behaviour. We discuss later how this has implications 

for our research setting and measurement model.  

3.5 Summary 

In summary, H1 and H2 examine the impact of behavioural intention on two 

prosocial behaviours: volunteering and philanthropy. H3 to H7 examine how 

perceptions create behavioural intention to engage in prosocial behaviour. Based 

on prior research suggesting correlation (Penner et al., 2005), we controlled for 

age, gender, income and education. Our research model is shown in Figure 1 with 

hypotheses outlined from right to left. We next discuss the research method used 

to assess our model. 
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Figure 1. Research Model 

4 Research method 

The objective of this study is to examine whether websites can draw on appeals 

to the head (argument strength) and the heart (affect) to encourage prosocial 

behaviour. To achieve the research objective, our theoretical model was tested 

using a survey. A survey was appropriate as it could give insight into the studied 

perceptions’ aggregate effect on prosocial behaviour. The survey was 

administered to participants who had just viewed a website promoting volunteering 

and philanthropy.  

To identify suitable websites, we searched for active websites that were i) 

promoting volunteering and philanthropy, ii) mentioned by independent media, and 

iii) indexed by reputable organisations (e.g., Alexa; a service that categorises Web 

sites by type; Perez, 2013). We noted that suitable websites generally focused on 

targeting either positive or negative affect. This was a potential issue as accurately 

testing our model required that our participants would be exposed to similar 

quantities of positive and negative content. Accordingly, rather than using a single 

website, we randomly assigned participants to one of two websites (each focusing 
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on positive and negative affect to differing extents). After evaluating options during 

our pilot testing, we selected "Amnesty International" (AI) and "Casa Guatemala" 

(CG).  

4.1 Instrument design 

4.1.1 Questionnaire development 

Questionnaire development involved one round of pretesting and three pilot tests. 

First, we pretested the initial questionnaire for content validity. This involved 

conducting hour-long cognitive interviews (see Collins, 2003; Nanda, Gupta, 

Kharub, & Singh, 2013) with five participants while they answered the 

questionnaire. During these interviews, we asked the participants to explain their 

interpretation of questions, and whether they found any aspects of the 

questionnaire confusing. Several questions were reworded based on feedback.  

Next, we conducted a pilot test to assess i) the convergent and discriminant validity 

of the questionnaire, and ii) whether the websites we used were creating 

experiences of both positive and negative affect. This involved 40 participants 

completing the questionnaire under observation and giving feedback after 

completion. The results suggested the questionnaire had convergent and 

discriminant validity. Additionally, some changes were made. The questionnaire 

was shortened as some participants commented that it was too long. Several 

questions were reworded as they were found to be confusing. Because our results 

suggested that participants were predominately experiencing positive affect, we 

selected a new pair of websites for the next pilot test.  

We conducted our second pilot test using 40 participants recruited from 

Mechanical Turk (MT). Our aim was to test our data collection process on MT and 

improve the questionnaire’s design. The results suggested that MT was a suitable 

source for collecting data. Based on feedback the questionnaire was restructured 

into a single survey rather than two surveys (one prior to viewing the website and 



18 

 

one after viewing the website). As our results suggested that participants were not 

experiencing much negative affect on either website, we selected a new pair of 

websites for another pilot test.  

To improve the questionnaire and test the new websites we conducted a third pilot 

test using 40 participants recruited from MT. The results revealed that the 

questionnaire did not require further changes. Additionally, the results showed that 

the websites used were creating a mix of both positive and negative affective 

experiences. At this point, we finalised the questionnaire and websites and began 

data collection. 

4.1.2 Measurement of constructs 

We used newly developed scales to measure volunteering and philanthropy. 

Replicating Gardiner and Iarocci (2014), we measured volunteering by recording 

whether participants submitted their email to a mailing list to explore volunteering 

opportunities in their area. We measured philanthropy by recording whether 

participants offered to donate a percentage of their payment for participation 

($1.50) to the organisation whose website they had viewed.  

We measured negative affect, positive affect, argument strength, and behavioural 

intention using pre-validated scales. Argument strength was measured using five 

items adapted from Zhang (1996). Negative affect and positive affect were 

measured using five items adapted from versions of the well-established positive 

and negative affect schedule (PANAS) (Watson et al., 1988). Both affect scales 

used four items from Price, Arnould, and Tierney (1995) and one item from Karim, 

Weisz, and Rehman (2011). Behavioural intention was measured using a three-

item scale adapted from Bhattacherjee (2001). The study operationalised website 

quality as a second-order superordinate construct reflected by four first-order 

formative constructs: ease of use, trust, information quality and aesthetics. Ease 

of use was measured with four items adapted from Venkatesh (2000). Information 
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quality was measured using three items adapted from Wells et al. (2011). 

Organisation trustworthiness was measured using three items adapted from 

Gefen (2000). Finally, aesthetics was measured using four items adapted from 

van der Heijden (2003). 

The study used different types of scales to limit scale-related biases such as 

common-method bias and acquiescence bias (Chin, Johnson, & Schwarz, 2008). 

Two constructs (argument strength and aesthetics) were measured using fast-

form scales (see Chin et al., 2008), while all other constructs were measured using 

Likert scales. Appendix 1 lists the items used to operationalise each construct and 

their sources. 

4.1.3 Quality control processes 

We used quality control processes to maximise the quality and validity of our data. 

First, we used attention traps. These involve asking survey participants to give a 

certain response to an item to assess whether they are paying attention (see Guin, 

Baker, Mechling, & Ruyle, 2012; Miller & Baker-Prewitt, 2009; Smith, 2013). We 

removed questionnaire responses that failed one or more of our three attention 

traps (see Appendix 1 for details and locations). Second, we removed responses 

from participants who had i) previously completed a questionnaire for a pilot test, 

ii) completed the questionnaire in less than five minutes, or iii) failed to describe 

the website and content that they had viewed.  

4.2 Research setting 

The two websites used, "Amnesty International" (AI) and "Casa Guatemala" (CG), 

differed in several ways. AI predominately used negative content.  Their website 

was professional, interactive, and aesthetically polished with dark colours and a 

sombre theme. It presented many high-level appeals to address a range of social 

issues involving abstract groups and situations, for instance, improving refugee 

rights. These appeals generally provided a lot of information about specific 
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problems. CG predominately used positive content. Their website was simple, 

relatively static, had many bright and cheerful images and used a colourful positive 

theme. CG tended to focus on conveying a singular and simple message 

accompanied by imagery of specific individuals (smiling children). Compared to AI 

their pages used less text and provided less information. Although both websites 

appeared to target philanthropy more than volunteering, CG made volunteering 

calls to action more prominent. Appendix 2 provides a link to each website, and a 

screenshot of their homepage at the time the research was conducted. 

4.3 Participant sample 

We recruited our final participant sample from Mechanical Turk (MT), an online 

crowdsourcing market, which is widely used to source participants for 

questionnaires (Chen, Natala, & Bradley, 2011; Mason & Suri, 2012; Mason & 

Watts, 2009; Steelman, Hammer, & Limayem, 2014; Turner, Kirchhoff, & Capurro, 

2012). We used MT for recruitment so that we could test the model across a larger 

and more diverse audience than a local population. Participants completed 334 

questionnaires, of which 98 were removed for failing a quality control test. Our final 

sample, therefore, consisted of 236 responses; 101 for AI and 135 for CG. 

Appendix 3 outlines the demographics of the final sample. 

4.4 Data collection  

We collected data by posting a task on MT. On opening the questionnaire, each 

participant was given instructions and informed that "prosocial behaviour refers to 

volunteering, donating money, or supporting a prosocial cause by other means". 

They were asked about their demographics and past volunteering and 

philanthropy. The participant was then prompted to open one of two websites 

(Amnesty International or Casa Guatemala) in a new tab on their browser and 

asked to investigate an opportunity for prosocial behaviour that interested them. 

They were informed that they would later be asked questions about the prosocial 
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opportunity and about the website and that they should review the website for at 

least two minutes to prepare. To encourage this, we programmed the “next page 

button” on the questionnaire to remain hidden for 120 seconds. After viewing the 

website, the participant was asked, "What opportunity for prosocial behaviour did 

you examine on the website?" and requested to write at least two sentences in 

response. After doing this, participants answered the rest of the questionnaire. 

5 Analysis and findings 

SmartPLS 3.0 (Ringle, Wende, & Becker, 2014) was used to assess the model by 

performing a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), path analysis, and group 

analysis. We chose to use partial least squares (PLS) rather than a covariance-

based approach because PLS is more likely to run complex models with small 

sample sizes. All constructs, with the exception of website quality, were modelled 

as reflective because they used interchangeable items (cf. (Petter, Straub, & Rai, 

2007) and had been modelled as reflective in prior research. Website quality was 

modelled as a second-order formative construct formed by four first order reflective 

constructs. We did this using the repeated indicator approach (e.g., Chin, Marcolin, 

& Newsted, 2003) where the indicators for each first order construct (e.g., ease of 

use) are reused as indicators for the second-order construct (i.e., website quality).  

The study used a four-stage analysis process. First, we assessed data quality by 

testing for non-response bias and common-method bias. Second, we evaluated 

the measurement model by examining how items loaded on constructs. Third, after 

validating the measurement model and removing problematic items, we evaluated 

hypotheses for both websites by examining the paths between constructs and their 

R2 scores. Fourth, we used a multi-group analysis to assess how the model varied 

across the participant groups who viewed each website.  

5.1.1 Data quality 

We tested the data for non-response bias by comparing the first and last quartiles 
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of questionnaire respondents (Armstrong & Overton, 1977). This indicated that 

non-response bias was not a concern for this study: late and early respondents 

did not differ significantly with respect to age, gender, level of education, or 

income. We also tested for common-method bias using Harman's single factor test 

(Malhotra, Kim, & Patil, 2006). This revealed no issues with common-method bias: 

no single factor explained more than 50% of the variance. 

5.1.2 Scale validation 

Mirroring similar research designs (e.g., Cyr, Head, Larios, & Pan, 2009) we 

combined our data for scale validation, before splitting it for model analysis on 

each website. We tested our scales’ convergent and discriminant validity using the 

criteria suggested by Hair, Hult, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2014). On this basis, 

convergent validity is demonstrated when a scale’s items load at 0.708 or higher 

on their intended latent construct. As shown in Table 2, all but four items met this 

criterion. As per Hair et al. (2014), these four items were removed from the 

analysis.  

Table 2. Factor loadings and descriptive statistics  

Scale Item Loading 
Highest 
cross-
loading 

Mean 
Standard  
Deviation 

Standard 
Error 

Argument 
strength 

AS1 0.89 0.65 5.98 1.02 0.07 

AS2* 0.19 0.14 3.87 1.87 0.12 

AS3 0.89 0.55 5.91 1.04 0.07 

AS4 0.92 0.63 5.67 1.23 0.08 

AS5* 0.68 0.32 5.26 1.63 0.11 

Negative affect 

NA1* 0.66 0.10 2.88 1.91 0.12 

NA2 0.93 0.14 3.50 2.05 0.13 

NA3 0.89 0.11 3.32 2.07 0.13 

NA4 0.80 0.12 2.58 1.81 0.12 

NA5* 0.52 0.04 2.37 1.86 0.12 

Positive affect 

PA1 0.87 0.48 4.75 1.87 0.12 

PA2 0.83 0.35 3.52 2.00 0.13 

PA3 0.80 0.40 2.94 1.87 0.12 

PA4 0.87 0.42 3.83 2.07 0.13 

PA5 0.82 0.45 4.63 1.93 0.13 

Ease of use EU1 0.93 0.52 6.00 0.91 0.06 
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EU2 0.95 0.49 5.97 0.99 0.06 

EU3 0.92 0.56 5.91 1.00 0.06 

EU4* 0.65 0.37 5.68 1.37 0.09 

Trust 

TR1 0.95 0.64 5.64 1.13 0.07 

TR2 0.96 0.64 5.65 1.11 0.07 

TR3 0.96 0.65 5.62 1.13 0.07 

Information 
quality 

IQ1 0.93 0.50 5.72 1.05 0.07 

IQ2 0.91 0.53 5.72 1.04 0.07 

IQ3 0.93 0.57 5.73 1.04 0.07 

Aesthetics 

AT1 0.92 0.56 5.03 1.55 0.09 

AT2 0.94 0.57 5.39 1.43 0.10 

AT3 0.91 0.57 5.47 1.46 0.09 

AT4 0.94 0.59 5.03 1.55 0.10 

Behavioural 
intention 

BI1 0.93 0.48 4.95 1.47 0.09 

BI2 0.91 0.52 4.84 1.44 0.09 

BI3 0.93 0.49 4.90 1.44 0.09 

Legend; * indicates that item was removed. IQ = Information quality, AS= Argument 
strength, AT = Aesthetics, EU = Ease of use, NA = Negative Affect, PA = Positive 
affect, BI = Behavioural intention, TR = Trust. 

 

We then examined whether constructs had Cronbach's Alpha (CA) and Composite 

Reliability (CR) scores above 0.7 and an Average Variance Extracted (AVE) above 

0.5. As Table 3 shows, our scales clearly exceeded these thresholds, with 

minimum scores of 0.85, 0.91, and 0.70, for CA, CR, and AVE, respectively. We 

therefore determined that the data met the criteria for convergent validity 

suggested by Hair et al. (2014). 

Table 3. Scale properties and relationships  
 CA CR AVE IQ AS ATT EU NA PA BI TR 

IQ 0.91 0.95 0.85 0.92        

AS 0.89 0.93 0.81 0.52 0.90       

AT 0.94 0.96 0.86 0.43 0.60 0.93      

EU 0.92 0.95 0.86 0.56 0.46 0.43 0.93     

NA 0.85 0.91 0.77 0.02 0.07 0.03 -0.05 0.88    

PA 0.89 0.92 0.70 0.32 0.34 0.48 0.27 -0.28 0.84   

BI 0.96 0.97 0.93 0.42 0.51 0.50 0.23 0.12 0.47 0.96  

OT 0.96 0.97 0.92 0.41 0.67 0.58 0.49 0.06 0.33 0.58 0.96 
The square root of AVE is shown on diagonal and bolded. Legend: CA = Cronbach's 
alpha. CR = Composite reliability, AVE = Average variance squared, IQ = Information 
quality, AS= Argument strength, AT = Aesthetics, EU = Ease of use, NA = Negative Affect, 
PA = Positive affect, BI = Behavioural intention, TR = Trust. 

We tested for discriminant validity using two steps as suggested by Hair et al. 

(2014). First, we assessed the Fornell-Lacker criterion (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 



24 

 

This dictates that the square root of the AVE for every construct should be greater 

than that construct’s correlation with any other construct. As shown in Table 3, the 

data comfortably satisfies the Fornell-Lacker criterion as the square root of the 

AVE for every construct is smaller than that construct’s correlation with any other 

construct. Appendix 4 shows the covariance matrix. 

Second, we assessed item cross-loadings. Discriminant validity is supported if 

items load i) highly on their intended construct, and ii) more highly on their intended 

construct than on any other construct (Gefen & Straub, 2005; Wixom & Watson, 

2001). As Table 2 shows, we had no issue with cross-loadings. All final items 

loaded i) highly on their constructs (above .80), and ii) more highly (by at least .2) 

on their intended construct than on any other construct. We therefore determined 

that the data met the conditions for discriminant validity suggested by Hair et al. 

(2014). 

Having examined all first-order constructs, we assessed website quality as a 

second-order formative construct. Based on the guidelines of Lowry and Gaskin 

(2014), we examined the collinearity statistics for the first order constructs (e.g., 

ease of use) by examining their Variance Inflation Value (VIF). The results showed 

that all constructs had VIF values lower than 2 – which fell well within the threshold 

of 10 suggested by Petter et al. (2007). 

5.2 Hypotheses testing 

We used the SmartPLS3.0 bootstrapping procedure to evaluate hypotheses H1 

through to H7 for the data pertaining to each website. We used 5000 resamples 

as recommended by Wetzels, Odekerken-Schroder, and Van Oppen (2009).  
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Figure 2. PLS Analysis of Effects for Amnesty International 

Legend: Path significance: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, R2 in parenthesis 

As Figure 2 shows, five hypotheses were supported for the participants who 

viewed AI. H1 and H2 were supported: behavioural intention had a significant 

effect on both volunteering (β=0.326, p< 0.001) and philanthropy (β=0.183, p< 

0.05). Our model explained 4.9% of philanthropic behaviour and 18.6% of 

volunteering behaviour. H3 was not supported: argument strength (β=-0.035, p = 

0.788) had no significant impact on behavioural intention. H4 and H5 were 

supported because negative affect (β=0.315, p< 0.001) and positive affect 

(β=0.232, p< 0.05) had a significant impact on behavioural intention. H6 was not 

supported: mixed affect had no significant impact on behavioural intention (β=-

0.119, p= 0.74). H7 was supported since website quality had a significant impact 

on behavioural intention (β= 0.414, p< 0.001). Overall, our model explained 49.1% 

of behavioural intention. 
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Figure 3. PLS Analysis of Effects for Casa Guatemala 

Legend: Path significance: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, R2 in parenthesis 

As Figure 3 shows, four of seven hypotheses were supported in the group of 

participants who viewed Casa Guatemala. H1 and H2 were supported since 

behavioural intention had a significant effect on both volunteering (β=, p< 0.001) 

and philanthropy (β=0.246, p< 0.001). Our model explained 9.8% of philanthropic 

behaviour and 25.3% of volunteering behaviour. H3 and H5 were supported: 

argument strength (β=0.412, p< 0.001) and positive affect (β=0.356, p< 0.001) had 

a significant impact on behavioural intention. H4, H6 and H7 were not supported. 

Mixed affect (β= -0.67, p=229), negative affect (β=0.135, p=0.199) and website 

quality (β= -0.019, p=0.862) had no significant impact on behavioural intention. 

Overall, our model explained 49.6% of behavioural intention.  

Three of our control variables had significant impacts on our endogenous 

constructs. For CG, education influenced volunteering (β= 0.235, p<0.001), and 

income influenced behavioural intention (β= -0.144, p<0.05). For AI, education (β= 

0.181, p<0.05) and age influenced volunteering (β= -0.183, p<0.05). 
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5.3 Analysis of effects on the model across website viewer 
groups 

SmartPLS 3.0 was used to perform a parametric multi-group analysis (see 

Bernhaupt, Isbister, & De Freitas, 2015). This was used to evaluate how the path 

strengths (β) and significance levels (p) for the structural model varied when data 

from each website viewer group (referred to as AI and CG viewers) was analysed. 

Table 4 shows the result of this analysis. The first column shows the path strengths 

(i.e., regression weights) and significance when we used the data for CG. The 

second column shows the path strengths (i.e., regression weights) and 

significance when we used the data for AI. The third column shows the difference 

between these results and whether it is significant. 

Table 4. Comparison of website viewer groups  

Path CG viewers AI viewers Difference 

B. Intention -> Volunteering 0.349*** 0.326*** 0.023 

B. Intention -> Philanthropy 0.246*** 0.183* 0.063 

Argument strength -> B. intention 0.412*** -0.035 0.447** 

Negative affect -> B. intention 0.135 0.315* -0.18 

Positive affect -> B. intention 0.356*** 0.232* 0.124 

Mixed affect -> B. intention -0.075 -0.119 0.044 

Website quality -> B. intention -0.019 0.414*** -0.433** 

Legend: AI= Amnesty International, CG = Casa Guatemala, Significance: * p < 
.05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  

Behavioural intention had a significant influence on behaviour on both websites. 

Argument strength significantly influenced intention for CG but not AI. Negative 

affect significantly influenced intention for AI but not CG. Positive affect 

significantly influenced intention in both data groups. Mixed affect significantly 

influenced intention for AI but not CG. Website quality significantly influenced 

intention for AI but not CG.  

Two differences in path strengths were significant: i) CG viewers had a significantly 

stronger relationship between argument strength and behavioural intention, and ii) 

AI viewers had a significantly stronger relationship between website quality and 

behavioural intention.  

We further investigated the differences between AI and CG viewers by comparing 
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items’ means using a Welch's unequal variances t-test - an equality of means test 

that is robust against unequal sample sizes and variance (Field, 2005). This t-test 

identified twenty-four significant differences. Appendix 5 shows the full results of 

this analysis: the mean scores for each item (for both AI and CG viewers), the 

differences across these groups, and the significance of these differences. As 

Appendix 5 shows, CG viewers gave significantly higher ratings for all items 

measuring positive affect, and significantly lower ratings for all items measuring 

negative affect. There were no significant differences between AI and CG in the 

amounts of prosocial behaviour produced in viewers (i.e., their commitments to 

philanthropy or requests to be sent volunteering opportunities) suggesting that 

neither was significantly more effective at soliciting prosocial behaviour. There 

were no significant differences in the influences of control variables across groups. 

6 Discussion 

We tested our model using participants who had visited a website encouraging 

prosocial behaviour (either Casa Guatemala (CG) or Amnesty International (AI)). 

Three hypotheses (H1, H2 & H5) were supported by both participant groups and 

six (H1, H2, H3, H4, H5 & H7) by at least one participant group. These findings 

provide initial, but equivocal, evidence that argument strength, positive affect, 

negative affect and website quality may influence prosocial behaviour (i.e., 

philanthropy and volunteering) through creating behavioural intention. One 

hypothesis (H6) was unsupported for both groups, suggesting that mixed appeals 

to positive and negative affect do not increase behavioural intention to engage in 

prosocial behaviour.  

Why were there different findings across website viewer groups? The differences 

in affect scores were expected – our research design required websites that would 

create different proportions of affective responses. The differences in the influence 

of argument strength may be due to the websites using arguments that differed in 
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complexity and scope. CG used short simple arguments for helping clearly 

identifiable victims with clearly understandable issues (being orphaned or 

abused). In contrast, AI used text-heavy, complicated arguments for addressing 

relatively abstract issues affecting broad groups (e.g., refugee policy). Given that 

people tend to find it easier to identify with single victims (Erlandsson et al., 2016), 

it is possible that users found that CG’s arguments were easier to grasp and more 

influential.  

Similarly, the differences in the influence of website quality might also be due to 

website design factors. As stated earlier, AI relied on providing detailed factual 

arguments to encourage action. Because arguments are underpinned by 

credibility assessments, AI’s focus may have made website quality, particularly 

trust and information quality, more important in influencing their visitors’ intentions. 

In contrast, CG was a simple and relatively static website that appealed to 

emotion. Visitors may therefore have been more likely to be influenced by affective 

reactions than the quality of the website. 

Our findings have many implications for existing literature. Research has 

previously suggested that websites promoting prosocial behaviour should aim to 

appeal to the ‘head’, through argument, and to the ‘heart’, through creating positive 

and/or negative affect (Darwin & Kagan, 2012; Hudson, 2013; Sanders & Tamma, 

2015). However, previous research had not established whether appeals to the 

head and the heart would be effective on websites promoting prosocial behaviour. 

Our findings suggest that appeals to the head and the heart do play a role in 

influencing online benefactors. Accordingly, they reinforce claims that using such 

appeals is important for converting users into donors (Bennett, 2009).  

Existing literature has not established the relative impacts of appeals to the head 

and the heart on websites promoting prosocial behaviour. We found that appeals 

to the heart were more effective. This generally supports the practical and 
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academic literature (Andresen, 2007; Farley & Stasson, 2003; Marchand & 

Filiatrault, 2002; Slovic et al., 2007; Stannard-Stockton, 2009). Some literature has 

suggested that negative affect appeals are generally more influential in promoting 

prosocial behaviour (Choi et al., 2016). In contrast, we found that creating 

experiences of i) positive and ii) negative led to roughly equivalent behavioural 

intention to engage in prosocial behaviour. Previous research has also suggested 

that combining negative affect and positive affect might be persuasive in promoting 

prosocial behaviour (Bennett, 2015; Liang et al., 2014). We found that mixed affect 

failed to significantly increase intention to engage in prosocial behaviour. Thus, 

rather than being additive in their influence on intention, mixed experiences of 

affect may instead induce ambivalence and cognitive dissonance, as has been 

found in commercial contexts (Penz & Hogg, 2011). Research has provided 

contradictory evidence as to whether appeals to the heart should target positive 

or negative emotion.  

Our findings have several implications for IS research on perceptions. Our 

discovery that argument strength can have a positive influence on behavioural 

intention extends the small body of IS research that has examined this concept 

(e.g., W. Li, Gao, & Ke, 2014; Luo, Li, Fu, Zeng, & Lan, 2014). The fact that website 

quality did not have a significant effect on behavioural intention (on the CG 

website) is unusual given that IS studies generally link website quality to 

behavioural intention (Lowry et al., 2015; Murray & Häubl, 2011; Setia et al., 2013; 

Tuch et al., 2010). We also found that perceptions of negative affect increased 

behavioural intention when most IS research finds the opposite (e.g., Hong, Hess, 

& Hardin, 2013). We suspect that these latter two differences may be due to 

differences in the decision-making process across prosocial and commercial 

contexts (e.g., Rothschild, 1979). 

From a methodological perspective, our use of behavioural measures responds to 
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calls for social science researchers to measure behaviour rather than just attitude 

or intention (e.g., Eccles et al., 2006). Because they measure behaviour, the R2 

scores we report are more precise than those that might be inferred from solely 

measuring behavioural intention (see Danner, Aarts, & De Vries, 2008; Limayem, 

Hirt, & Cheung, 2007; Newberry, Klemz, & Boshoff, 2003). Across AI and CG, our 

model explained 5%/10% philanthropic behaviour and 19%/25% of volunteering 

behaviour, respectively. It is possible that the differences in R2 scores between 

volunteering and philanthropy are due to the different decision-making processes 

that underlie each behaviour (Michel & Rieunier, 2012). These R2 scores are 

typical of research examining actual behaviour (see Kohl, Crutzen, & de Vries, 

2013; Rooke, Thorsteinsson, Karpin, Copeland, & Allsop, 2010; Webb, Joseph, 

Yardley, & Michie, 2010). For example, when reviewing 85 studies examining 

internet-mediated behavioural interventions, Webb et al. (2010) reported an 

average effect size of 0.16 and noted that “on average, interventions had a 

statistically small but significant effect” (p. 1). It should also be noted that research 

into prosocial behaviour tends to find lower correlations between intention and 

behaviour than other research contexts (Anker, Feeley, & Kim, 2010).  

7 Theoretical and practical contributions 

The objective of this study was to examine whether websites can draw on appeals 

to the head (argument strength) and the heart (affect) to encourage prosocial 

behaviour. Additionally, we aimed to provide insight into questions such as 

whether it is best to have an appeal that targets either positive or negative emotion, 

or one that targets both in combination. Through achieving this objective, our study 

provides several theoretical and practical implications, and several avenues for 

future research. 

7.1 Theoretical implications  

Our study responded to calls to explore how to use websites to encourage 
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prosocial behaviour (e.g., Bennett, 2009; Gertler, 2015; Wilson, 2012; W. Zhang 

et al., 2010). The findings give researchers novel insight into the value, and relative 

importance, of appeals to “head factors” such as argument strength, and “heart 

factors” such as negative and positive affect in the context of using websites to 

encourage prosocial behaviour. The model provides the first quantitative evidence 

for the role of perceptions of websites in encouraging prosocial behaviour. Some 

of these findings are novel and contrary to past research, for instance, that 

experiencing negative affect can lead to an intention to engage in a desired 

behaviour and that website quality may not always be a significant factor in 

prosocial contexts. 

Outside of IS, our research contributes to several broader discussions around the 

type of appeals that are best to use for encouraging prosocial behaviour. We add 

to the literature (e.g., Andresen, 2007; Gleasure & Feller, 2016a; Hudson, 2013; 

Stannard-Stockton, 2009; Sullivan, 2013) examining the impact of appeals to the 

head and the heart for promoting prosocial behaviour. We add to the debate that 

explores whether appeals to the heart should aim to create positive, negative or 

mixed affect (e.g., Choi et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2017; Small & Verrochi, 2009). 

We also contribute to examination of how changes in context influence the 

effectiveness of attempts at persuasion, both in terms of the outcome targeted, 

and the channel used (e.g., Guadagno & Cialdini, 2005; Rothschild, 1979; Sproull, 

2005). 

7.2 Practical implications 

Our study makes several valuable contributions to practice. First, by identifying 

seven website perceptions that create behavioural intention, the theoretical model 

aids practitioners’ who desire to improve the efficiency of websites that encourage 

prosocial behaviours (see Bosrédon, 2012; Estes & Nielsen, 2011; National 

Volunteering Strategy Consultation, 2011). Second, our findings provide tentative 
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suggestions for prosocial website designers. Overall, they suggest that websites 

that encourage prosocial behaviour should try to i) appeal to both the head and 

the heart, ii) target either positive affect or negative affect and iii) avoid investing 

time into creating mixed experiences of positive and negative affect. The 

administrators of prosocial websites can use the scale in Appendix 1 to assess the 

perceptions that their website produces and identify potential improvements.  

7.3 Limitations and future research 

Many factors play a role in prosocial behaviour (Penner et al., 2005), therefore we 

encourage future research to also examine the role of additional individual and 

environmental factors. Our data could have been more externally valid if gathered 

from actual website users. Because our participants knew that they were doing a 

survey, they may not have behaved entirely naturally. Additionally, our participants 

may have reacted differently to the websites’ content than normal website users 

would. Gathering data from actual website users would also allow for better 

operationalisations of prosocial behaviour, for example, by recording donations or 

volunteer pledges made on the website. Future researchers should consider these 

approaches where possible.  

We have highlighted how context can bound the usefulness of approaches for 

encouraging behaviour. We would encourage future research to further explore 

how best to align approaches for encouraging prosocial behaviour with the specific 

domain they occur with. Exploring how contextual differences influence the 

performance of websites encouraging prosocial behaviour should be a major area 

of interest for future research. Websites are accessed by individuals from many 

different cultures. IS research has found cultural differences in preferences for 

website design (Cyr et al., 2009). Similarly, persuasion research has found cultural 

differences in the effectiveness of persuasion techniques (e.g., Khaled, Barr, 

Biddle, Fischer, & Noble, 2009). Further, there are different types of prosocial 



34 

 

behaviour. Each of these involves a different system of incentives and barriers 

which may influence what will work for behaviour change within that context. For 

instance, these include, online volunteering to and contribute to software and wikis 

(Baytiyeh & Pfaffman, 2010; Xu, Jones, & Shao, 2009; Xu & Li, 2015) and 

donations to support the creation of hardware and software (Gleasure & Feller, 

2016b; Wan, Lu, Wang, & Zhao, 2017; Warren et al., 2017). Finally, future 

research should also explore how levels of involvement influence behaviour in 

prosocial online contexts (Cyr, Head, Lim, & Stibe, 2018) as this is likely to interact 

with the types of appeals that are most effective. 
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Appendix 1. Items used to operationalise constructs 

Table 5. Items and descriptive statistics 

Construct Item Wording Adapted from 

  In the past, approximately how many 
times have you: 

 

Philanthropy  donated money to support a prosocial 
cause? 

 

Volunteering  volunteered time to support a prosocial 
cause? 

 

Attention Trap 1   
helped others? To show you are 
paying attention, please answer this 
question as never 

 

Positive affect 

 
To what extent did you feel any of the 
following emotions while using the 
website: 

 

PA1 
Inspired 

(Karim et al., 
2011) 

PA2 
Happy 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

PA3 
Elated 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

PA4 
Pleased 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

PA5 
Warm-hearted 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

Negative affect 

NA1 
Upset 

(Karim et al., 
2011) 

NA2 
Sad 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

NA3 
Sorry 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

NA4 
Regretful 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

NA5 
Angry 

(Price et al., 
1995) 

Aesthetics 

 
Overall, I would evaluate the websites 
level of attractiveness (i.e., whether it is 
aesthetically pleasing to the eye) as: 

(van der 
Heijden, 2003) 

AT1 Low - High 

AT2 Bad - Good 

AT3 Negative - Positive 

AT4 Unpleasant - Pleasant 

Information 
quality 

 
Please indicate the extent to which you 
agree or disagree with the following 
statements: 

(Wells et al., 
2011) 

IQ1 
I have sufficient information about the 
opportunities for prosocial behaviour 
available on this website 

IQ2 
I have adequate information about the 
opportunities for prosocial behaviour 
available on this website 

IQ3 I have an acceptable level of 
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information about the opportunities for 
prosocial behaviour available on this 
website 

Trust 

 

Based on your experiences on the 
website, please indicate the extent to 
which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements: 

(Gefen, 2000) 

TR1 
The organisation’s website creates the 
impression that they can be trusted 

TR2 
Based on their website, I believe this 
organisation is trustworthy 

TR3 
The website makes me believe that I 
can trust the organisation it represents 

Attention Trap 2  
The website can be trusted. If you are 
paying attention please answer 
"strongly disagree" 

 

Argument 
strength 

 
Overall, I would evaluate the 
websites arguments for engaging in 
prosocial behaviour as: 

(Y. Zhang, 
1996) 

AS1 Unbelievable - Believable 

AS2 Not forceful - Forceful 

AS3 Irrelevant - relevant 

AS4 Ineffective - effective 

AS5 Not compelling - compelling  

Behavioural 
Intention 

 
Please indicate the extent to which you 
agree or disagree with the following 
statements: 

(Bhattacherjee, 
2001) 

BI1 
My intention is to engage in more 
prosocial behaviour 

BI2 
I will engage in more prosocial 
behaviour from now on 

BI3 
I plan to engage in more prosocial 
behaviour 

Attention Trap 3  
The website was persuasive. If you are 
paying attention please answer 
strongly disagree. 

 

Ease of use 

 

Based on your experiences on the 
website, please indicate the extent to 
which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements: 

(Venkatesh, 
2000) 

EU1 
My interaction with the website was 
clear and understandable. 

EU2 
Interacting with the website did not 
require a lot of my mental effort 

EU3 I found the website to be easy to use 

EU4 
I found it easy to get the website to do 
what I wanted it to do 

Philanthropy  

If you wish, you can donate a portion of 
your earnings for this task to the 
organisation whose page you 
reviewed. Please indicate the 
percentage of your earnings which you 
are willing to donate. If you do not wish 
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to donate, please move the slide to 
select 0. 

Volunteering  

To what extent would you interested in 
being added to mailing list for 
opportunities to support prosocial 
causes in your area? if 5-7 selected on 
7-point scale; then:) Please enter your 
email address here it will be added to a 
mailing list for opportunities to support 
prosocial causes in your area): 
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Appendix 2. Screen shots of websites 

Screenshot of Amnesty International 

 
Link: http://www.amnesty.org.au/  
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Screen shot of Casa Guatemala 

 
Link: http://www.casa-guatemala.org/index.php 
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Appendix 3. Summary of final sample 

Table 6. Sample and group demographics 

  All Website 

   AI CG 

Number  236 101 135 

Average Age  37 37 37 

Gender 

Male 117 49 68 

Female 118 51 67 

Other 1 1 0 

Education 
level 

No schooling completed 0 0 0 

Nursery school to 8th grade 0 0 0 

Some high school, no diploma 1 0 1 

High school graduate, diploma or equivalent  18 7 11 

Some college completed, no degree 33 9 24 

Trade/technical/vocational training 12 6 6 

Associate degree 23 11 12 

Bachelor’s degree 112 49 63 

Master’s degree 32 17 15 

Professional degree 4 1 3 

Doctorate degree 1 1 0 

Income 

0-29,999 123 54 69 

30,000- 49, 999 62 22 40 

50,000- 69, 999 35 16 19 

70,000- 89, 999 11 6 5 

90,000- 109,999 5 3 2 

110,000- 129,999 0 0 0 

130,000 or more 0 0 0 

Nationality 

American 159 70 89 

Indian 68 29 39 

Other 9 2 7 

Ethnicity 

White 137 59 78 

Hispanic or Latino 7 3 4 

Black or African American 15 7 8 

Native American or American  4 2 2 

Indian 71 29 42 

Asian / Pacific Islander 1 1 0 

Other 0 0 0 

Marital status 

Single, never married 95 38 57 

Married or domestic partnership 117 52 65 

Widowed 4 2 2 

Divorced 19 9 10 

Separated 1 0 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



53 

 

Appendix 4. Covariance model 

Table 7. Covariance model 
 AS NA PA EU OT IQ AT BI Phil. Vol. 

AS1 0.87 0.07 0.28 0.40 0.65 0.45 0.55 0.50 0.08 0.16 

AS2* 0.19 0.13 -0.13 -0.06 -0.02 0.04 0.02 0.14 -0.01 0.09 

AS3 0.86 0.09 0.25 0.43 0.55 0.46 0.45 0.50 0.00 0.16 

AS4 0.92 0.09 0.36 0.40 0.61 0.50 0.61 0.63 0.08 0.22 

AS5* 0.67* -0.05 0.14 0.19 0.31 0.27 0.30 0.32 -0.02 -0.03 

NA1* 0.01 0.66 -0.38 -0.08 0.01 -0.05 -0.05 -0.01 -0.01 0.10 

NA2 0.07 0.89 -0.30 -0.04 0.09 0.01 0.02 0.12 -0.02 0.14 

NA3 0.10 0.87 -0.25 -0.07 0.08 0.02 0.03 0.08 -0.04 0.11 

NA4 0.01 0.80 -0.16 -0.05 -0.02 0.02 0.03 0.09 -0.05 0.12 

NA5* 0.00 0.52 -0.45 -0.16 -0.01 -0.10 -0.12 -0.06 -0.07 0.04 

PA1 0.34 -0.10 0.87 0.29 0.30 0.33 0.44 0.48 0.20 0.23 

PA2 0.20 -0.38 0.83 0.19 0.22 0.23 0.35 0.33 0.12 0.08 

PA3 0.20 -0.14 0.80 0.11 0.22 0.21 0.34 0.40 0.19 0.13 

PA4 0.24 -0.22 0.87 0.24 0.30 0.27 0.42 0.41 0.14 0.16 

PA5 0.29 0.00 0.82 0.31 0.30 0.31 0.44 0.45 0.13 0.19 

EU1 0.44 0.00 0.27 0.91 0.48 0.52 0.42 0.35 -0.06 0.05 

EU2 0.39 0.01 0.27 0.93 0.45 0.49 0.42 0.34 -0.04 0.04 

EU3 0.38 -0.05 0.22 0.91 0.44 0.56 0.35 0.29 0.02 0.05 

EU4* 0.20 -0.05 0.19 0.66 0.21 0.37 0.16 0.18 0.04 -0.06 

TR1 0.61 0.07 0.28 0.47 0.95 0.38 0.57 0.54 0.09 0.15 

TR2 0.61 0.06 0.31 0.45 0.96 0.38 0.53 0.57 0.09 0.16 

TR3 0.61 0.08 0.35 0.46 0.96 0.42 0.56 0.58 0.07 0.18 

IQ1 0.45 0.07 0.30 0.51 0.34 0.92 0.41 0.48 0.17 0.14 

IQ2 0.53 0.04 0.32 0.49 0.42 0.92 0.39 0.51 0.10 0.16 

IQ3 0.44 0.05 0.28 0.58 0.38 0.93 0.39 0.47 0.09 0.08 

AT1 0.54 0.12 0.39 0.40 0.51 0.39 0.92 0.56 0.17 0.24 

AT2 0.55 0.11 0.39 0.36 0.53 0.37 0.94 0.52 0.13 0.19 

AT3 0.54 -0.03 0.49 0.36 0.57 0.41 0.91 0.51 0.14 0.24 

AT4 0.53 0.08 0.50 0.39 0.53 0.42 0.93 0.59 0.17 0.20 

BI1 0.48 0.13 0.44 0.19 0.37 0.40 0.47 0.93 0.22 0.36 

BI2 0.49 0.11 0.46 0.22 0.39 0.43 0.52 0.91 0.27 0.42 

BI3 0.48 0.12 0.44 0.20 0.38 0.39 0.46 0.93 0.21 0.35 

Phil. 0.05 -0.03 0.19 -0.02 0.08 0.13 0.17 0.21 1.00 0.24 

Vol. 0.18 0.16 0.20 0.03 0.17 0.14 0.23 0.34 0.24 1.00 

Legend; * indicates that item was removed. IQ = Information quality, AS= Argument strength, AT = 
Aesthetics, EU = Ease of use, NA = Negative Affect, PA = Positive affect, BI = Behavioural intention, TR 
= Trust. 
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Appendix 5. Differences between websites on items 

Table 8. Differences across website viewer groups 

Category Item CG mean AI mean Difference 

Demographics Age 36.63 36.98 -0.35 

Positive affect 

PA1 5.25 4.07 1.18*** 

PA2 4.19 2.62 1.57*** 

PA3 3.43 2.29 1.14*** 

PA4 4.57 2.83 1.74*** 

PA5 5.21 3.85 1.36*** 

Negative affect 

NA1* 2.29 3.67 -1.38*** 

NA2 2.99 4.19 -1.20*** 

NA3 2.99 3.75 -0.76** 

NA4 2.33 2.92 -0.59* 

NA5* 1.61 3.39 -1.78*** 

Aesthetics 

AT1 5.10 4.93 0.17 

AT2 5.47 5.27 0.21 

AT3 5.72 5.15 0.57** 

AT4 5.46 4.81 0.65** 

Information Quality 

IQ1 5.87 5.53 0.33* 

IQ2 5.84 5.56 0.28* 

IQ3 5.86 5.56 0.29* 

Trust 

TR1 5.61 5.69 -0.09 

TR2 5.60 5.72 -0.12 

TR3 5.64 5.58 0.06 

Argument strength 

AS1 5.96 6.00 -0.04 

AS2* 3.52 4.34 -0.82** 

AS3 5.90 5.92 -0.02 

AS4 5.72 5.61 0.10 

AS5* 5.27 5.24 0.04 

Behavioural intention 

BI1 5.07 4.8 0.27 

BI2 4.94 4.7 0.24 

BI3 5.01 4.75 0.26 

Ease of use 

EU1 6.10 5.87 0.23 

EU2 6.09 5.82 0.27* 

EU3 6.03 5.75 0.28* 

EU4* 5.87 5.43 0.44* 

Outcomes 
Philanthropy 12.72 9.10 3.62 

Volunteering 0.32 0.36 -0.04 

Legend: * indicates that item was removed from final analysis; Significance: * p < .05, ** p < 
.01, *** p < .001; N/A indicates that scale used was nominal, therefore significance measures 
do not apply.  

 

 


