Why Do People Give? That Is the Billion-Dollar Question
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In 2017, Americans gave $410.02 billion to charities. That’s a little over a 5% increase from
2016. That’s only in the US. The European Research Network on Philanthropy estimated that
the total philanthropic giving in Europe is €87.5 billion or $100.5 billion a year.
Every day, we are flooded with prompts to give via mailers and social media birthday
fundraisers. And it’s working.
But why?
“As a neuroscientist, I go straight to the brain to figure out what differs between people who
are generous and those that are very selfish,” says Anita Tusche, assistant professor of
neuroeconomics at Queen’s University in Ontario, Canada. Tusche has been studying altruism
and the structure of the brain for several years, searching for the specific brain regions and
structures that might be driving actions of selflessness.
In the study on the brain and donation behavior, Tusche’s team monitored participants’ brain
activity while they were in an fMRI and were asked to choose to give up to €50 to one of 60
different charities after watching short videos about the charities’ mission. They were told that
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one charity would be randomly selected for a donation and they could keep the rest. Then
when they were taken out of the fMRI machine, they were asked to complete a questionnaire
to evaluate their levels of empathy and ability to see themselves in people’s videos.
From the fMRI data, Tusche could see which regions of the brain were active when people
were asked to make charitable decisions. Tusche says, “The nice thing is we can see different
regions of the brain correspond to these different kinds of the components to get us to be
more pro-social or prevent us from being selfish.”

Tusche’s team found that two particular brain regions were more active when people gave to
others versus giving to themselves: the anterior insula — part of the insula cortex, located deep
in the cerebral cortex, that has a role in emotional processing, and memory, and the
temporoparietal junction, located at the intersection of the parietal and the temporal lobe that
has a role in attention and social cognition. Activation in these two brain regions proved to
Tusche’s team that they found the home of the processes that help us be more generous —
namely the ability to take other people’s perspectives.
Those emotions that make us feel for one another are in our blood.
Oxytocin, the hormone and neuropeptide that helps us bond with our mothers at birth, can also
spur us to give. “We are social creatures,” explains Paul Zak, a professor of economic
sciences, management, and psychology at Claremont Graduate University. “We are
extraordinarily attuned to social information.” Paul Zak has been studying philanthropy and the
brain for the past few decades, investigating why people help others outside of their own
social network.
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In a study from 2007, Zak and his team found oxytocin makes people more generous . The
researchers gave a group of men an intranasal infusion of either oxytocin or a placebo, and
then asked them to divvy up $10 between themselves and an anonymous study participant. If
the recipient felt it wasn’t a fair split, both would walk away emptyhanded. The men who
received oxytocin chose to share more of the prize compared to those who got a placebo.
When we give money or volunteer our time,
Zak says, it’s an opportunity for our brains
to make oxytocin and that makes us more
empathetic to the people around us — a
survival trait that remains from our human
evolution. “About 200,000 years ago there
was a mutation in which humans appeared to have developed many more receptors for
oxytocin and we became much more aware of social cues,” he says. “Because of this, humans
have learned how to sustain themselves in communities by investing in generosity toward
others” proving the age-old motto that sharing is not only caring but supports survival of our
species.
As brain research in altruism continues to surface new understandings about why we give, Zak
says there are some things scientist already know about giving today: “It’s good for your brain,
good for your health, and good for your psychology.”
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