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A Methodological Comparison of
Giving Surveys: Indiana as a Test Case

Patrick M. Rooney

Kathryn S. Steinberg
Indiana University—Purdue
University Indianapolis

Paul G. Schervish
Boston College

Every 4 years, the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University conducts a telephone
survey (called Indiana Gives) of the giving and volunteering behaviors of Indiana citi-
zens. In preparing to conduct Indiana Gives for 2000, a larger methodological question
was asked: How much does survey methodology matter in generating accurate measures
of giving and volunteering? In this most recent wave of the Indiana survey, conducted in
October and November 2000, eight groups of approximately 100 randomly selected Indi-
ana residents were asked to complete one of eight surveys related to giving and volunteer-
ing. It was found that the longer the module and the more detailed its prompts, the more
likely a household was to recall making any charitable contribution and the higher the
average level of its giving. These differences persisted even after controlling for differ-
ences in age, educational attainment, income, household status, race, and gender.

There is growing value and interest in measuring philanthropy at both the
national and local levels. This is amply demonstrated by recent research at the
state and national levels, such as studies on giving in California (O'Neill, 2000;
O'Neill & Roberts, 2000) and Michigan (Council of Michigan Foundations &
Michigan Nonprofit Association, 2000); research by Michael Hall (2000) and
the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy (Hall et al., 1998) on giving in Canada;
research by Arthur Kirsch, Michael McCormack, and Susan Saxon-Harrold
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acknowledge William Chin, Mark Wilhelm, Partha Deb, and Richard Steinberg, who assisted us
with the regressions.
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(2001) and Independent Sector (IS) (1999); research by John Havens and Paul
Schervish (1996, 2001); Giving USA (American Association of Fundraising
Counsel Trust for Philanthropy, 2000); and research by the National Center for
Charitable Statistics (2000). There is a new annual report on giving in the Neth-
erlands (Schuyt, 1999) and a series of surveys on giving and volunteering in
Ireland (Ruddle & Mulvihill, 1995, 1999). A growing number of studies of local
areas such as Erie, Pennsylvania (Kurre & Andaleeb, 1998); Kansas City
(Greater Kansas City Community Foundation and Affiliated Trusts, 1998); the
greater Washington, D.C., region (Washington Regional Association of
Grantmakers, 2000); Silicon Valley (Community Foundation Silicon Valley,
1998); and South Florida (The Donors Forum, 1999) confirm that the measure-
ment of philanthropy is a topic of growing interest at the city and regional
(substate) levels as well. Kurre and Andaleeb (1998) cited similar studies con-
ducted in Detroit; Orange County, California; and New Hampshire. Although
not meant to be an exhaustive list of all these types of studies, this list does
demonstrate the increasing prevalence and importance of such work.

Although charity officials and the public are interested in knowing the level
and trends of philanthropic behavior, the research community rightly remains
vigilant about the validity of the findings generated by survey research and
about how to improve this research. Because estimates of the amount of phil-
anthropic behavior appear to rely in such large part on the methods and mea-
sures of each survey, this has been a topic of enduring debate within the aca-
demic and practitioner communities. For example, in 1993, an entire issue of
Voluntas was devoted to this topic (“The Dimensions,” 1993). The Chronicle on
Philanthropy published several articles (e.g., Blum, 1998; Lipman, 1999) that
were critical of the methodology used in Giving USA, to which the American
Association of Fundraising Counsel Trust for Philanthropy responded
(Raybin & Kaplan, 1999), debating some of the points made in the articles.
Similarly, Schervish and Havens (1998a) published a critique of the methodol-
ogy used by IS, to which IS responded (Hodgkinson & Weitzman, 1998).
Schervish and Havens (1998b) subsequently replied to IS’s response.

The need for further work on the proper research techniques for studying
giving and volunteering is reinforced by the fact that, to our knowledge, all the
local and regional studies produce results indicating that the rates of giving in
their respective regions are above the national averages cited by IS and in
Giving USA. Certainly, a “Lake Wobegon effect” may be in place. That is, the
local regions selected for study may in fact have higher levels of giving, in
which case differences in methodology would not cause the higher results. For
example, it may be the case that urban areas (which are most frequently stud-
ied) are wealthier and more philanthropic than rural areas (which would be
included as part of national studies). However, the differences in methodol-
ogy and these consistently higher giving estimates make one more skeptical of
whether the differences are real or attributable to methodological differences.
Indeed, previous studies of regional differences in giving have shown that
there is wide variation in generosity between different metropolitan areas and
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states (Greene, Millar, & Moore, 1994; Wolpert, 1993) because of various fac-
tors such as affluence, unemployment, corporate and civic presence, political
conservatism, and population stability. The consistently higher findings of
studies with more careful methodologies does suggest that the differences
may be attributable as much to differences in methodology as to actual differ-
ences in giving reported in local and regional studies.

Since 1991, the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University (IU) has pub-
lished a study of philanthropy in Indiana on a quadrennial basis. As we pre-
pared torevise this study last year, we asked a larger methodological question:
How much does survey methodology matter in generating accurate measures
of giving and volunteering? For instance, to what extent do the following fac-
tors forge estimates of individual philanthropy: the number of prompts by the
method of fundraising contact (e.g., direct mail, special events, etc.), the num-
ber of prompts by the area of donation (e.g., National Taxonomy of Exempt
Entities subsectors such as education, environment, etc.), the number of
prompts by both the method of fundraising contact and the area of donation,
the order of prompts, inducements to participate in surveys, and so forth?
Would a simple and very short survey generate comparable results, produc-
ing considerable cost savings in studying the sector if the survey yielded
results comparable with those of longer surveys?

Our research was significantly informed and enhanced by the seminal sur-
vey work done by our predecessors, such as IS (1999), Hall (2000), and O’Neill
(2000), as well as the innovative diary study conducted by Havens and
Schervish (2001). As such, rather than implying a criticism of this previous
work, our current research is in fact a continuation and logical extension of
many earlier efforts.

The goals of this project were both empirical and methodological: (a) to
update measures of giving and volunteering in Indiana; (b) to systematically
compare various methodological survey techniques for estimating giving and
volunteering; (c) to assess whether differences in survey methodology such as
in the wording, order, number of prompts, and levels of respondent induce-
ments produce different findings; and (d) to discern whether some practical
rules of thumb can be formulated for making sense of different survey results
and improving future surveys. We are not sure whether it will ever be useful
for researchers to settle on the core of a single best survey strategy for estimat-
ing giving and volunteering. But, assuming this to be a worthy goal, our cur-
rent research provides only a modest first step toward figuring out some of
what might constitute the elements of such a research design.

METHOD
We constructed a multipronged research design whereby we compared

and contrasted the findings of different combinations of survey techniques.
We replicated central design elements of surveys done by IS (several prompts
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based on giving by “area” of donation, such as education, health care, etc.),
Hall (several prompts based on “method” of fundraising contact, such as
direct mail, special events, etc.), and an early draft of a survey module
designed by the University of Michigan and the Center on Philanthropy at IU
for a longitudinal study, the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) (several
prompts based on key areas of giving, with a prompt for method of giving in
the introduction). We refer to these respectively as the Area, Method, and PSID
modules. In addition, we used a Very Short module (“Did you give last year? If
s0, how much?” and “Did you volunteer last year? If so, how much?”). We also
fielded two modules that enhanced a technique developed in O’Neill and
Roberts’s (2000) California survey (crossing several prompts for giving by
area and then by method of contact). One of these two modules
(IU-Method-Area) prompted first by method of fundraising contact, then by
subsector of giving for each possible combination. The other module
(IU-Area-Method) prompted first about the subsector of giving, then about
the method of fundraising contact for each possible combination. There was
also a Validity Check module in which the sectors that typically receive the
most gifts dollarwise (i.e., religion, education, health, human services, arts,
culture, and humanities) were prompted extensively, but other sectors were
captured only in a catchall question. In addition, for the two longest modules
(which could be as long as 90 minutes each), the telephone researchers were
instructed to offer varying levels of inducements randomly ($0, $10, $25, and
$50) to ascertain whether this affected the response rates and/or the levels of
giving reported. Table 1 summarizes the modules by the types of giving
prompts, the number of questions, and inducement levels.

We also included a module that focused on volunteering behaviors. The
measurement of volunteering is a separate methodological question from the
measurement of giving. Some researchers (e.g., Independent Sector, 1999)
have prompted volunteering by subsector; others (e.g., Hall, 2000, 2001) have
prompted by method of volunteering (cleaning, serving food, reading, etc.).
O’Neill and Roberts’s (2000) California survey queried volunteering by
subsector, then by method. An additional question concerns whether the mea-
surement of giving should focus on only “formal” volunteering (through
organizations) or include “informal” (on one’s own) volunteering. Our study
included different combinations of these techniques in our modules, but,
because of space considerations, these results are not reported here.

To collect our data, the Public Opinion Laboratory at Indiana University—
Purdue University Indianapolis used random digit dialing of households to
obtain samples using the eight surveys to measure personal philanthropy in
Indiana. To ensure comparability in sampling and questioning, the surveys
were conducted by small teams whose members were trained across the entire
project. The team members were instructed to collect samples of at least 100
respondents in each of eight distinct modules and to monitor the response
rates among the various modules. Each respondent was to participate in only
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Table 1. Modules by Types of Prompts and Levels of Inducement

Very Short IU-PSID Validity Check Method IU-Area-Method IU-Method- Volunteer Only
Module Module Module Module Module AreaModule Module
Number of questions 16 137 168 337 368 676 680 223
Prompts None Prompt by Prompt by Prompt by Prompt by Prompt by Promptby Prompt about
subsector of  major sub- subsector of method of subsector of method of volunteer
giving with  sectors in contribution  contact contribution, contact, behavior
short prompt detail, others then by then by only
for method  in general method of subsector
contact of contri-
bution
Sample size 110 113 101 106 103 124 124 104
Inducements
None 110 113 101 106 103 28 29 104
$10 29 30
$25 33 30
$50 34 34

Note: IU = Indiana University, PSID = Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
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one of the modules. Because each team worked independently, the actual
number of participants surveyed varied somewhat from module to module,
ranging from 101 to 124.

It should be noted that in each module, we asked respondents about house-
hold giving. This is the method that IS and most U.S. researchers have used
when collecting data on giving. Household giving is of interest because it is
more comparable with data reported on tax returns and, therefore, could in
theory be verified with Internal Revenue Service (IRS) data. IRS returns may
be the best memory “triggers” for survey respondents. (Note that IS [1999] has
found that the reliability for household volunteering is quite low, so we
focused on volunteering done by the respondents.) However, the focus on
household giving is noteworthy in the replication of Hall’s (2000; Method)
module because that survey of giving in Canada focused on individual giving
rather than household giving. Although we did try to replicate the prompts
used in Hall’s study, we queried household giving for comparability across
the modules. This discussion raises a more general methodological question
that scholars must test in the field. Namely, how is the measurement error
affected when surveys ask about individual or household philanthropy? The
key considerations are greater knowledge and recall of one’s own philan-
thropy, but many may recall how much they listed as itemized deductions,
which would typically be a joint total (even married persons filing separately
would be likely to pool their contributions and list them under one person
because this would minimize their combined tax burden).

The emphasis in this article is on the measurement of total formal giving,
that is, contributions to charitable or nonprofit organizations or groups that
are legally deductible on Schedule A income tax forms. We also measured dif-
ferences across demographic groups: age, income, household status (couples
vs. singles and/or marital status), race, educational attainment, and tax status
(i.e., itemizers vs. nonitemizers). Three of our modules (Area, [U-Area-
Method, and IU-Method-Area) included questions on informal giving, that s,
contributions that are not collected through particular organizations or
groups. We do not emphasize these results in this article except to raise the
methodological question of whether the measurement of giving should focus
on only formal giving or also include informal giving.

To test the data on formal giving, we first used ANOVAs to test whether the
samples receiving each module had comparable demographic characteristics
and reported giving. Then, we performed several multivariate analyses (as
suggested by O’Neill, 2001) to see whether differences in mean reported giv-
ing across modules could be explained by variations in sample characteristics
or appeared to be pure effects of the module administered. To do so, we
explained donations in a regression framework by including a set of dummy
variables for six modules, along with age, age squared, income (seven catego-
ries), itemization status, race (White and all others), marital status (married or
cohabitating vs. single, widowed, and divorced), education (high school or
less, some college, bachelor’s degree, and graduate or professional school),
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Table 2. Advantages and Disadvantages of Regression Models

Statistical Method Advantage Disadvantage
Tobit on full sample e Eliminates selection bias ® Not robust to nonnormal or
® Does not generate negative heteroskedastic errors
predicted donations ® Enforces proportionality

between a variable’s effect on
the probability of giving and
the sizes of the donations of
those who give

Heckman two-stage e Eliminates selection bias * Not robust to nonnormality
® Separates a variable’s effect on
probability of giving from its
effect on the amount given

Ordinary least squares  ® Robust to nonnormal errors * Suffers from selectivity bias
on donors only and heteroskedasticity

Ordinary least squares  ® Robust to nonnormal errors ¢ Suffers from truncation bias
on full sample and heteroskedasticity (assumes a symmetrical

distribution, including the
possibility of negative gifts)

and gender. If there were pure module effects, they would show up as signifi-
cant coefficients for the module dummy variables.

Unfortunately, the error terms in these regressions did not obey the classical
assumptions that justify the use of ordinary least squares (OLS). Donations
cannot be negative, so the error term had a truncated distribution. In addition,
giving data appeared to have a nonnormal error structure (e.g., Bradley,
Holden, & McClelland, 1999). Under these circumstances, OLS is biased and
inconsistent. Because there is no commonly accepted ideal remedy for these
problems, we report results from four different approaches (Tobit, Heckman
two-stage, OLS on the full sample, and OLS on positive donors only) and hope
that a consistent picture emerges. The advantages and disadvantages of each
regression model are presented in Table 2.

DATA AND BIVARIATE RESULTS

The data set used in this article includes seven modules, each with samples
of between 100 and 125 respondents. Each module includes questions about
giving and volunteering. Hence, we have 781 respondents from the seven
modules who addressed both the time and treasure components of personal
philanthropy and a total of almost 900 respondents who replied to questions
about their volunteer efforts (the seven modules in this article and one module
that focused exclusively on volunteer behaviors). We start this section by
delineating the major differences and similarities between the various
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sampling frames or modules to enable readers to make their own judgments.
In the next section, we present regression analyses, which allowed us to exam-
ine the results while controlling for differences in the methodologies and other
factors such as income and educational attainment.

Table 3 presents a comparison of the demographic characteristics of each
sample. We discuss briefly only those sample characteristics that are statisti-
cally significantly different from the combined or total sample. Compared
with the total sample means and proportions, the Area module sample con-
tained significantly fewer couples, more minority and more highly educated
participants, more participants in the top income category, and more who
itemized deductions and gifts. The Very Short sample included significantly
older participants, more White participants, more participants who had never
attended college, fewer in the high-income group, and fewer who itemized
deductions and gifts. The Method survey sample included significantly more
participants with some college education and more who had attended gradu-
ate or professional school, as well as more participants in the high-income
group. Two samples (the IU-PSID and Validity Check modules) had signifi-
cantly higher proportions of participants with high school diplomas or less
education, although the IU-PSID module also had a higher proportion of par-
ticipants who itemized donations. There were also two groups (the
IU-Method-Area and IU-Area-Method modules) with higher proportions of
participants with some college education. The IU-Area-Method sample also
had significantly more participants in the low-income group.

An interesting difficulty that we ran into was that there were differences
across modules in the reporting of income and other key variables. Probit
regression analyses, not reported here, indicated that the module used
affected the probability of answering the income question. For example, peo-
ple were least likely to report their incomes in the Area and Very Short mod-
ules and most likely to report their incomes in the IU-Area-Method module.
As shown in Table 3, only 61.8% of the respondents reported their household
incomes in the Very Short module and 63.2% in the Area module, whereas
79.1% reported their incomes in the IU-Area-Method module. Further
research is needed to determine if this problem was particular to this study or
whether it applies more generally.

In Table 4, the simple means and medians of formal giving for each of the
modules are compared, and some interesting similarities and differences are
shown. The means for the Very Short and IU-PSID modules were significantly
lower and the mean for the IU-Method-Area module was significantly higher
than the total sample mean. The Very Short survey had a mean value of $504
and a median value of $50, both of which were about one half or less of the
other modules. The means for the others ranged from $867 (IU-PSID) to $2,336
(IU-Method-Area), and the medians ranged from $115 (Method) to $645
(IU-Method-Area). It is worth noting that the second highest mean and
median values came from the IU-Area-Method module, which, along with the
IU-Method-Area module, was the longest module tested. An even bigger
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