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Abstract The dramatic rise of charitable crowdfunding

has changed the landscape of fundraising and giving. Little

empirical work, however, has been done to explore critical

factors that are associated with successful charita-

ble crowdfunding campaigns run both by formal charities

and non-charities. To advance the literature on donation-

based charitable crowdfunding, we draw on a unique

dataset of 427 COVID-19 crowdfunding campaigns in

China, examining whether and how external and internal

quality signals are related to crowdfunding success mea-

sured by total donation amount. Our results show that

crowdfunding success is positively associated with internal

signals (updates and predefined duration), whereas the role

of external signals (platform and award) is less certain.

While we find a positive relationship between award

information and funding success, informal campaigns

using an alternative medium seem to generate more

donations than formal campaigns using authorized plat-

forms. The implications of this study for theory, practice

and policy are also discussed.

Keywords Charitable crowdfunding · COVID-19 ·

Signaling · China · Public-fundraising organizations

Introduction

Crowdfunding has become an important funding option

both in the context of philanthropy and investment. In

lending- and equity-based crowdfunding, supporters pro-

vide funding with the expectation of a financial return; in

the donation- and reward-based models, supporters receive

nothing tangible in return, but non-monetary rewards will

be offered to the funders of reward-based crowdfunding

(Mollick, 2014; Paschen, 2017). The focus of this study is

on donation-based charitable crowdfunding that adopts the

“pure donation model,” in which donors have no expec-

tation of any tangible or intangible rewards (Paschen, 2017;

Salido-Andres et al., 2021), as opposed to crowdfunding

with a mixture of donation- and reward-based nature (Van

Teunenbroek, 2019).

The current study defines charitable crowdfunding as

requesting monetary donations from the public by charities

or non-charities (e.g., informal groups and socially con-

scious individuals) through online mediums for a charita-

ble or broader social cause that benefits the community

generally. Moreover, the Chinese case exemplifies a pure

donation-based crowdfunding model where a keep-it-all
mechanism is adopted. The keep-it-all approach allows the

fundraiser to retain all funds raised even if the campaign

fails to meet its fundraising goal, which is different from an

all-or-nothing approach where the fundraiser keeps the

funds only when the goal is achieved (Cumming et al.,

2020; Best et al., 2013).

Charitable crowdfunding is a suitable financing tool

during times of emergency and crisis due to its key attri-

butes: first, its project-based nature (Van Teunenbroek,

2019) would allow the fundraiser to target the specific

needs of particular individuals and groups; second, chari-

table crowdfunding is characterized by low costs, speedy
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implementation and wide audience reach (Mayer, 2022).

Owing to these advantages, charitable crowdfunding has

become an important means of providing financial assis-

tance to disaster-relief efforts (Behl & Dutta, 2020; Mejia

et al., 2019; Riccardi, 2016). More recently, the COVID-19

outbreak in 2020 has witnessed a surge in crowdfunding

campaigns (Elmer et al., 2020; Igra et al., 2021; Moine &

Papiasse, 2020; Osili et al., 2021), quickly channeling

philanthropic resources to the fight against the pandemic

globally.

Over the past few years, charitable crowdfunding has

given rise to an outpouring of small contributions made by

ordinary Chinese people, especially the younger genera-

tions (UWW & Bain, 2019), to various crowdfunding

projects addressing pressing social needs and issues. As a

response to the outbreak of COVID-19 in early 2020, a

significant number of crowdfunding campaigns were car-

ried out not only by public-fundraising organizations (PFO,

gongmu zuzhi 公募组织) (FIDC, 2020), but also by non-

charities, notably university alumni associations. For pur-

poses of this study, PFOs denote both charitable organiza-

tions defined by the 2016 Charity Law and Red Cross

societies governed by the Law of Red Cross Societies that

have obtained public-fundraising status (PFS, gongkai
mujuan zige 公开募捐资格). The Ministry of Civil Affairs

(MCA) and local civil affairs departments, as the primary

charity regulator, are vested with the power to grant PFS.

Currently, there are two requirements for a lawful (and

formal) charitable crowdfunding campaign: (1) the fun-

draiser is a PFO and (2) the crowdfunding platform has

been authorized by the MCA to publish charita-

ble fundraising appeals (“authorized platform”). Informal

charitable crowdfunding run by non-charities via unau-

thorized mediums such as social media, however, still

exists. Both formal and informal charitable crowdfunding

played an active part in the battle against the pandemic in

early 2020.

Against this backdrop, our study investigates crowd-

funding campaigns at early stages of the pandemic in China

run by PFOs and university-related fundraisers. These

campaigns aimed to provide emergency relief to Hubei, the

epicenter of the outbreak, and many other affected areas.

We seek to address two main research questions: (1) What
factors are associated with the success of COVID-19
crowdfunding campaigns in China? and (2) How far the
findings in other crowdfunding contexts may hold true in
pure donation-based charitable crowdfunding? To answer

them, we use the lens of signaling theory (Spence,

1973, 2002) to hypothesize whether and how external and

internal quality signals (Mavlanova et al., 2016) are related

to crowdfunding success, and employ OLS regression to

analyze a unique dataset of 427 crowdfunding projects

launched from January to March 2020 on both authorized

and unauthorized platforms.

Our research contributes to the literature in several

ways. First, this study enriches the emerging literature on

donation-based charitable crowdfunding (Salido-Andres

et al., 2021), which has received far less attention than

equity- and reward-based crowdfunding (Zhang et al.,

2020). While our analysis is based on data from COVID-19

crowdfunding campaigns, the current study not only con-

tributes to theory building in the field of charitable crowd-

funding more generally, but also raises broader questions

that merit further investigation. Notably, our study is the

first we know of to empirically examine both formal and
informal charitable crowdfunding campaigns in China.

Based on a theoretical framework that takes into account

the democratized nature of charitable crowdfunding, our

work suggests a promising direction to further explore the

role of external and internal signals in the donation-based

context.

Second, by paying equal attention to formal and infor-

mal charitable crowdfunding, our study also adds an

important yet under-studied perspective to existing litera-

ture that largely focuses on traditional charities as the

project initiator (Salido-Andres et al., 2021). Recent

research in the Chinese context has been devoted almost

exclusively to campaigns conducted by PFOs through

authorized platforms, either alone or cooperatively with

non-charities (Ba et al., 2020; Tsai & Wang, 2019; Zhou &

Ye, 2019).

Finally, despite the increasingly wide use of charita-

ble crowdfunding in emergency situations, empirical

studies on its success factors remain relatively scarce, and

attention has often been given to campaigns launched on a

single platform in the United States (Mejia et al., 2019; Ho

et al., 2021). Over the past few years, online crowdfunding

has played a crucial role in emergency relief in China

(FIDC, 2021). By investigating COVID-19 crowdfunding

campaigns on 12 authorized platforms and one unautho-

rized medium in this important research context, our study

provides new insights into crowdfunding for emergency

response.

In the following sections, drawing on multiple literature

streams, we first develop our theoretical framework and

hypotheses. We then describe the sample and research

design. After presenting the results, we discuss our key

findings in the light of the theoretical framework of this

study, and their implications for practice and policy are

highlighted.
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Literature Review and Hypothesis Development

To develop a theoretical framework that sheds light on the

effects of signaling in donation-based charitable crowd-

funding (see Fig. 1), this section draws insights from dif-

ferent streams of literature on signaling, crowdfunding and

fundraising. Four hypotheses are formulated accordingly.

Defining Crowdfunding Success

Crowdfunding success can be measured along multiple

dimensions (Ahlers et al., 2015). Given that crowdfunding

projects in our sample adopted a keep-it-all approach,

following previous research on online giving (Bhati &

McDonnell, 2020; Saxton & Wang, 2014), we use total
donation amount as the success measure. This measure

calculates the sum of total donations raised by each

crowdfunding campaign and captures the support a fun-

draiser is able to gather from the crowd.

Applying Signaling Theory
to Charitable Crowdfunding

Signaling theory analyzes how observable characteristics

(signals) can be used by signalers to communicate infor-

mation about their unobservable attributes to the other

party with less information (Spence, 1973, 2002), thus

reducing information asymmetry between the insider and

the outsider (Connelly et al., 2011). To achieve that pur-

pose, a signal should be noticeable and comprehensible to

outsiders (Ahlers et al., 2015; Mavlanova et al., 2016).

Signaling theory has been applied as an analytical tool

to different contexts, including, among others, seller–buyer

relationships in marketing literature (Kirmani & Rao,

2000) and entrepreneur–investor relations in

entrepreneurship literature (Connelly et al., 2011). With the

advent of the digital age, the first line of research has been

extended to the e-commerce environment (e.g., Mavlanova

et al., 2016; Wells et al., 2011). Similarly, the role of

signaling in online crowdfunding has been extensively

studied in recent years, especially in the contexts of

reward-based (e.g., Davies & Giovannetti, 2018; Huang

et al., 2021) and equity-based crowdfunding (e.g., Ahlers

et al., 2015; Kleinert et al., 2020).

Signaling may also play an important role in charita-

ble crowdfunding. Due to the lack of face-to-face interac-

tions and shorter project durations (Courtney et al., 2017),

the information asymmetry problem that is prevalent in

traditional fundraiser–donor relationships (Gordon et al.,

2009) can be exacerbated in crowdfunding context. Similar

to small investors who typically have neither the incentive

nor the ability to fully evaluate their investments (Ahlers

et al., 2015), crowdfunding donors are often small donors

who are not in a good position to assess project quality

(Hoos, 2021).

However, to date very little research has attempted to

apply signaling theory to pure donation-based charita-

ble crowdfunding. Ho et al. (2021) discussed how signals

originating from campaign- and fundraiser-level attributes

as well as from donor–fundraiser interactions influenced

the success of food-aid crowdfunding campaigns on

GoFundMe during the COVID-19 pandemic. Attempts

were also made to examine the success factors of

Fig. 1 Theoretical framework
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charitable crowdfunding with a reward-based feature

(Bukhari et al., 2019) and medical crowdfunding (Chen

et al., 2022) from a signaling theory perspective. Despite

these efforts, there is still a need to develop a more refined

theoretical framework for understanding the role of sig-

naling in charitable crowdfunding.

External and Internal Signals
in Charitable Crowdfunding

Mavlanova et al. (2016) investigated the effects of external

and internal quality signals on buyers’ purchase intention

in online businesses. We apply the theoretical approach

developed in their work to donation-based charita-

ble crowdfunding. In the study of Mavlanova et al. (2016),

external signals are defined as higher-cost signals in the

form of third-party endorsements (e.g., verification seals),

whereas internal signals refer to lower-cost signals that are

independently produced by online sellers (e.g., website

policies).

This theoretical framework is particularly suitable for

charitable crowdfunding. Charitable crowdfunding has

been used by a wide variety of fund-seekers (Salido-Andres

et al., 2021), including organizations that are not accorded

charitable status and individuals (Osili et al., 2021). This

echoes the trend toward a democratization of access to

funds that can be observed in other crowdfunding contexts

(Mollick & Robb, 2016). Yet charities still have the

advantage of utilizing external signals provided by the

regulator, and so do some crowdfunding platforms.

Therefore, it is of particular importance to explore whether

and how external and internal quality signals are associated

with crowdfunding success in this increasingly democra-

tized fundraising landscape.

External Signals

External signals are more costly to obtain due to the time

and effort required (Mavlanova et al., 2016). The costs of

signaling, however, are lower for high-quality signalers

than for low-quality ones (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence,

1973). Hence, external signals produced by third-party

endorsements will credibly increase trustworthiness and

indicate higher quality (Mavlanova et al., 2016).

In the charitable giving context, endorsements from the

regulator may serve as an effective external signal. A

typical example is the charitable status granted by gov-

ernment regulators, which is costly to acquire and maintain

but can be easily noticed by donors (Handy, 2000). The

positive impact of fundraisers’ certified charitable status on

total donation amount has been found in disaster-relief

crowdfunding (Mejia et al., 2019).

Similarly, in the case of COVID-19 crowdfunding

campaigns in China, the “authorized” status of a crowd-

funding platform may function as an external signal. As of

March 2020, the MCA had selected 20 authorized plat-

forms (MCA, 2018). A potential donor can easily verify the

“authorized” status displayed on a platform via

announcements made by the regulator or Charity in China

(cszg.mca.gov.cn), making it a more valuable external

signal (Mavlanova et al., 2016). Taken together, the use of

authorized platforms may be linked to greater crowdfund-

ing success. Accordingly, we posit:

Hypothesis 1 (H1) The use of authorized platforms by

the fundraiser is positively related to crowdfunding

success.

Moreover, a charity’s past achievements could fulfill a

signaling function (Handy, 2000). For the same reasons

discussed above, awards granted by government regulators

show official recognition of achievements and can be used

as an external signal. We thus hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2 (H2) Providing information on awards

granted by the regulator is positively related to crowd-

funding success.

Internal Signals

An internal signal conveys information about the signaler’s

own promises, and is less costly to produce (Mavlanova

et al., 2016). In charitable crowdfunding, the most impor-

tant promise a fundraiser could make to donors is to

effectively deliver desired outcomes. Specifically, project-

level indicators can be employed by fundraisers to signal

their commitment.

First, updates on fundraising progress and fundraisers’

endeavors to achieve the purpose can be an important

project-level indicator. Prior empirical work largely in the

reward-based setting suggests that a higher frequency of

project updates during a crowdfunding campaign is asso-

ciated with a greater likelihood of success (Beier & Wag-

ner, 2015; Borst et al., 2018; Kunz et al., 2017; Liu et al.,

2021; Mollick, 2014). In the charitable crowdfunding

context, Mejia et al. (2019) found that posting updates that

show the progress of work increased donations to disaster-

relief campaigns, since it indicates the fundraiser’s effort

and ability to fulfill the promise.

Mavlanova et al. (2016) have noted that the effective-

ness of internal signals (i.e., website policies) in e-com-

merce may be impaired by the uncertainty about whether

the policies will actually be implemented. This may not be

a major issue with respect to project updates, which clearly

show the potential to deliver promised results. We for-

mulate therefore:
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Hypothesis 3 (H3) The number of project updates posted

by the fundraiser during the campaign is positively related

to crowdfunding success.

Further, the chance of funding success is found to

decrease with longer campaign durations (Davies & Gio-

vannetti, 2018; Kunz et al., 2017; Mollick, 2014) mainly in

reward-based crowdfunding. The possible explanations

could be that donors perceive a longer duration as an

indicator that fundraisers lack confidence in the project

(Mollick, 2014) and that the project will not lead to desired

outcomes quickly (Kunz et al., 2017). On the contrary,

donors may associate a shorter predefined duration with

good prospects of achieving the expected goal soon. Again,

the issue of uncertainty (Mavlanova et al., 2016) may not

be significant, because a predetermined duration is unlikely

to be altered afterwards. Accordingly, we propose that:

Hypothesis 4 (H4) A shorter predefined campaign dura-

tion is positively related to crowdfunding success.

Method

Sample and Data Collection

The crowdfunding campaigns covered in our sample were

launched over the period from January 2020 to March

2020, with the aim of providing emergency relief to front-

line healthcare workers and other vulnerable groups. Our

data collection started in October 2020 and continued until

April 2021.We eliminated 19 projects that set a campaign

duration of more than seven months, because they were

likely atypical compared to other projects (96%) with an

average length of around 40 days. The result was a sample

of 427 campaigns. Our sample covers two types of

crowdfunding campaigns launched through various plat-

forms (see Table 6 in Appendix A for an overview). Dif-

ferent strategies have been applied to collect data.

The first part of our sample includes 278 formal cam-

paigns launched through 12 authorized platforms by PFOs

(among which three campaigns were run by Red Cross

societies), which we refer to as “PFO campaigns.” We ran

systematic searches on all authorized platforms using a

variety of keywords, including “pandemic (yiqing),”
“COVID-19 (xinguan, xinguan feiyan, xinxing feiyan,
xinxing guanzhuang bingdu, or bingdu),” “combating

COVID-19 (kangyi, zhanyi or fangyi),” “rescuing (chiyuan,
zhiyuan or jiuyuan),” and “healthcare workers (yihu, baiyi
zhanshi or nixingzhe).”

The 278 projects received individual donations only.

Projects on Gongyibao (gongyibao.cn) were excluded,

because offline donations made mainly by institutional

donors were added to the total donation amount. We were

unable to deduct offline donations and obtain an accurate

amount of individual donations, as neither the platform nor

the fundraiser disclosed the specific amount.

The second part of the sample includes 149 informal
campaigns run by mostly university alumni associations

and other university-related fundraisers (foundations and

student organizations), which we refer to as “university-
related campaigns.” They constitute an alternative crowd-

funding method, as fundraisers launched and promoted the

campaign through their WeChat official accounts

(gongzhonghao公众号) in lieu of crowdfunding platforms.

WeChat is a leading social messaging app in China, and its

official account can be used to send posts to followers that

are also accessible to the public. The fundraisers of 90

projects (60%) were unregistered organizations, and none

of the registered fundraisers (nonprofits registered with

civil affairs departments) had obtained PFS by the time

they launched the campaigns. In most university-related

campaigns, donations went directly to personal accounts,

such as personal WeChat, Alipay or bank accounts.

Some university-related campaigns specified that dona-

tions from the public (shehui renshi 社会人士) would be

welcome. Also, after an official account post is shared

multiple times by WeChat users via WeChat Moments

(“Friends’ circle”) and private WeChat groups, it can

eventually reach out to the general public. Therefore, many

projects received considerable donations from the public,

as shown by the disclosed information.

We conducted extensive keyword searches on Sogou

(weixin.sogou.com), the default search engine for WeChat

official account posts. For each university-related cam-

paign, we collected: (1) the post that called for donations, i.

e., the fundraising appeal that contains a project descrip-

tion, and (2) the post or posts that disclosed fundraising

progress. Some campaigns disclosed the donation amount

raised at different stages separately, so we added them up

to get the data.

To ensure the accuracy of data, we excluded university-

related campaigns that received institutional donations

which could not be deducted due to incomplete informa-

tion. Yet we included 23 campaigns providing detailed

information about institutional donations, after we manu-

ally deducted them from total donations. Moreover, 28

projects received group donations, meaning donations

gathered from a group of people (e.g., alumni of the same

class, colleagues) and made by one individual. To get

accurate descriptive data on average contribution per

donor, we manually deducted group donations from the

total amount.
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Analytical Strategy

The dependent variable of our study is Total donation
amount. As shown in Table 1, we operationalize four

independent variables: Platform (H1), Award (H2),

Updates (H3) and Predefined duration (H4). We adopt

three project-level control variables that may influence

crowdfunding success (see Table 1). First, starting media

campaigns swiftly may positively affect donors’ intention

to give to disaster-relief appeals (Oosterhof et al., 2009).

We would expect similar effects of a quick response in

COVID-19 crowdfunding campaigns, and control for the

possible impact of Starting month accordingly. Second,

given that Hubei was the epicenter of the outbreak, we

employ Supported area to control for the geographical

effect (Mollick, 2014; Ho et al., 2021). Finally, following

prior research (Liu et al., 2021; Mollick, 2014), we control

for the Fundraising goal. Fundraising goal is opera-

tionalized as a categorical variable, since the majority of

university-related campaigns do not have a preset target.

We apply a log transformation to Updates and Predefined
duration to adjust right-skewed distributions.

H1 and H3 are tested with our full sample. H2 and H4

test the effects of Award and Predefined duration in PFO

campaigns (subsample), as all of them were launched by

registered charities with a predefined campaign duration.

As histograms in Fig. 2 show, the raw data in all samples

shows highly right-skewed distributions of Total donation
amount, suggesting that a relatively small number of

projects received disproportionately large amount of

donations.

Three steps were followed to achieve normal distribu-

tions and identify possible outliers (see Table 2 for a

summary of outlier removal process). We first transformed

the data using the natural log of dependent variable to

reduce the right skewness of distribution. Histograms in

Fig. 2 show left-skewed distributions after log-transfor-

mation in both samples. Next, we employed Box plot

(Aguinis et al., 2013) to identify outliers that lie beyond 1.5

interquartile ranges (IQRs) above the third quartile or

below the first quartile. We removed smallest values below

the lower outlier threshold and found no values above the

upper threshold. Lastly, we used Q-Q plot to detect addi-

tional outliers to produce approximately normal distribu-

tions (see Fig. 3 in Appendix B).

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was employed

after the afore-mentioned steps to test our hypotheses,

because the dependent variable, Total donation amount, is a
continuous measure (Bhati & McDonnell, 2020; Saxton &

Wang, 2014). We run regressions in six models, including

regressions for the full sample and subsample. We con-

ducted multiple tests to examine the presence of multi-

collinearity in all models: the maximum variance inflation

factor (VIF) values are 2.55 and 1.96 for the two samples,

respectively, suggesting no strong multicollinearity in our

models; the largest condition index for each model ranges

from 6.78 to 8.29, indicating that multicollinearity is not a

significant issue. For a final check, residual plots revealed

Table 1 Variables and descriptions

Variable Description

Dependent variable

Total donation amount

(RMB)

Total amount of individual donations generated by the project

Independent variables

Platform (H1) Dummy variables for two categories: authorized platform (reference category); WeChat official account

Award (H2) Awards or 4A/5A ratings granted by civil affairs departments

Dummy variables, 0=no award information provided, 1=award information provided

Updates (H3) Number of times an update is posted during the campaign

Predefined duration (H4) Number of days a project runs predetermined by the fundraiser

Control variables

Starting month The month when the campaign was launched

Dummy variables for three categories: January (reference category); February; March

Supported area The area(s) supported by the campaign

Dummy variables for three categories: Provinces other than Hubei (reference category); Including Hubei;

Unspecified

Fundraising goal (RMB) Preset fundraising target (if any)

Dummy variables for five categories:\500,000 or unspecified (reference category); 500,000–1,000,000; 1,000,000–

5,000,000; 5,000,000–10,000,000;[10,000,000
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that heteroscedasticity was not a major issue for our

dataset.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics of the full sample

and subsample. In the full sample (n=415), the mean and

median total donation amount raised by the sample orga-

nizations was 2,452,678 RMB (approximately US$385,580

as of November 2021) and 244,932 RMB (US$38,505),

respectively, ranging from 647 to 110,008,849 RMB (US

$17.29 million). We also collected data on total number of

donors in each campaign. The average contribution per

donor in PFO campaigns was US$15, suggesting that

authorized platforms are small donor platforms (Saxton &

Wang, 2014). Donors in university-related campaigns tend

to give relatively large donations, however, with a mean of

US$130.

Among the 415 projects, 266 (64.1%) projects were

conducted on authorized platforms, followed by 149

(35.9%) on WeChat official accounts. The number of

project updates ranged from 0 to 65, with a mean of 3.66.

The subsample (n=269) includes PFO campaigns only. In

the subsample, we observed that 85 fundraisers (31.6%)

provided information on awards, and the mean predefined

duration was nearly 48 days. Table 3 also shows project-

level characteristics of the full sample.

Fig. 2 Histograms of total donation amount before and after log-transformation (including outliers)

Table 2 Data description

Original sample size Outliers identified by box plot Outliers identified by Q-Q plot Sample size excluding outliers

Full sample 427 10 2 415

Subsample 278 6 3 269
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Regression Results

Our first, and primary, research question explores critical

factors that are related to the success of COVID-19

crowdfunding efforts, which is addressed by the results of

six regression models in Table 4. We did not find support

for H1. Rather, according to the results in Model 1, we

would expect campaigns using WeChat official accounts to

raise 68.2% more in total donations than those using

authorized platforms (0.52, p\0.05), holding all other

variables constant. The coefficient on Platform in Model 3

also shows that the use of WeChat official accounts is

significantly associated with higher levels of donations

(0.42, p\0.1). The results in Model 2 provide support for

H3, showing a statistically significant positive relationship

between a higher frequency of project updates and

crowdfunding success. More precisely, a 10% increase in

the number of updates is associated with an expected

increase in donations of 4.48% (0.46, p\0.001). Model 3

produces identical sign and significance of the coefficient

on Updates (0.45, p\0.001).

We find evidence in support of H2 and H4. The results

in Model 4 demonstrate a positive and significant rela-

tionship between the provision of information on awards

and crowdfunding success: PFOs that communicated

information about their awards generated 80.4% more

donations than those who did not (0.59, p\0.01). The

results of Model 5 show that a longer predefined campaign

duration has a negative and significant relationship with

crowdfunding success: a 10% increase in predefined

duration is related to a predicted decrease in donations of

2.54% (-0.27, p\0.001). We find similar results in Model

6, as indicated by the positive coefficient on Award (0.59,

p\0.001) and the negative coefficient on Predefined
duration (-0.27, p\0.001).

The results for control variables show that crowdfunding

campaigns launched in January tend to receive more

donations, suggesting the importance of a quicker response.

In all models, the results show significant geographical

Table 3 Descriptive statistics

of the full sample and

subsample

Variable N M (or %) SD Median Min. Max.

Dependent variable

Total donation amount (RMB) 415 2,452,678 7,423,930 244,932 647 110,008,849

Other crowdfunding information

Total number of donors 415 47,292 126,141 2265 15 1,486,008

Independent variables

Platform

Authorized platform 266 64.10%

WeChat official account 149 35.90%

Updates 415 3.66 7.22 1 0 65

Award

No 184 68.40%

Yes 85 31.60%

Predefined duration (days) 269 47.59 49.14 32 1 206

Control variables

Starting month

January 225 54.22%

February 169 40.72%

March 21 5.06%

Supported area

Provinces other than Hubei 125 30.12%

Including Hubei 251 60.48%

Unspecified 39 9.40%

Fundraising goal (RMB)

\500,000 or unspecified 210 50.60%

500,000–1,000,000 25 6.02%

1,000,000–5,000,000 103 24.82%

5,000,000–10,000,000 47 11.33%

[10,000,000 30 7.23%
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effects: projects supporting Hubei seem to be able to attract

more donations. Notably, overall, campaigns with a higher

fundraising target tend to generate more donations.

Robustness Check

For a robustness check, we first added group donations to

total donation amount of 28 university-related campaigns

conducted on WeChat official accounts. Using the natural

log of the dependent variable and following the same

outlier removal process, we obtained the same sample size

as presented in Table 2. Using the same set of control

variables, we reran core regression models in Table 4

(Models 1, 2, 4 and 5). The statistical significance of the

coefficient on Platform unsurprisingly increases, and there

were no changes in sign or significance for other variables

(see columns 1 and 2 in Table 5 for a comparison).

Unreported regression diagnostics show similar results as

well.

Second, we included outliers and reran the regressions,

after log-transformation of the dependent variable. The

results remain largely stable (column 3 in Table 5).

Finally, we used an alternative method to control for the

geographical effect. Considering that Wuhan was also the

center of attention, we adopted two city dummy variables

(Wuhan-related, non-Wuhan-related) in place of three

province dummy variables. The dependent variable was

log-transformed, and the same outlier removal steps were

followed. Our results remain stable, and the significance of

the coefficient on Platform increases (column 4 in Table 5).

Table 4 Results of the multiple regressions on Total donation amount

Variable Model 1 Full

sample

Model 2 Full

sample

Model 3 Full

sample

Model 4

Subsample

Model 5

Subsample

Model 6

Subsample

Independent variables

Platform (ref: authorized

platform)

WeChat official account 0.52*(0.22) 0.42+(0.21)

Updates (log) 0.46***(0.08) 0.45***(0.08)

Award (ref: no)

Yes 0.59**(0.19) 0.59***(0.18)

Predefined duration (days)

(log)

−0.27***(0.06) −0.27***(0.06)

Control variables

Starting month (ref: January)

February −1.04***(0.15) −0.97***(0.15) −0.94***(0.15) −1.28***(0.21) −1.13***(0.21) −1.07***(0.2)

March −2.86***(0.33) −2.83***(0.31) −2.7***(0.32) −3.04***(0.34) −2.73***(0.34) −2.66***(0.34)

Supported area (ref: provinces other than Hubei)

Including Hubei 0.73***(0.16) 0.9***(0.15) 0.79***(0.16) 1.03***(0.19) 0.84***(0.19) 0.91***(0.19)

Unspecified 0.01(0.26) 0.09(0.25) 0.04(0.25) 0.19(0.27) 0.2(0.26) 0.31(0.26)

Fundraising goal (RMB) (ref:\500,000/unspecified)

500,000–1,000,000 0.58+(0.32) 0.27(0.28) 0.52+(0.31) 0.67*(0.33) 0.79*(0.32) 0.85**(0.31)

1,000,000–5,000,000 1.85***(0.22) 1.44***(0.16) 1.72***(0.22) 1.8***(0.24) 2***(0.24) 1.99***(0.23)

5,000,000–10,000,000 3.16***(0.28) 2.76***(0.23) 3.06***(0.27) 3.01***(0.3) 3.14***(0.3) 3.12***(0.29)

[10,000,000 4.55***(0.32) 3.89***(0.27) 4.21***(0.32) 4.11***(0.34) 4.41***(0.33) 4.31***(0.33)

Constant 11.44***(0.22) 11.18***(0.2) 10.96***(0.23) 11.23***(0.26) 12.08***(0.28) 11.84***(0.28)

R2 0.63 0.66 0.66 0.72 0.73 0.75

adjusted R2 0.63 0.65 0.65 0.71 0.73 0.74

Sample size 415 415 415 269 269 269

+p\0.1, *p\0.05, **p\0.01, ***p\0.001; standard errors in parentheses; dependent variable is the Total donation amount (log)
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Similarly, significantly more donations went to Wuhan-

related campaigns.

Discussion

Mixed Effects of External Signals in a Democratized
Charitable Fundraising Landscape

Consistent with findings in other crowdfunding settings

(Mollick & Robb, 2016), the rise of charitable crowdfund-

ing has democratized access to individual donations.

Unlike traditional fundraising where established charities

and professional fundraisers play a dominant role, chari-

table crowdfunding can be easily employed by “amateur”

fundraisers as well. As a result, charitable crowdfunding

can be formal or informal, depending on the fundraiser

type and the platform chosen.

Despite the potential far-reaching implications, surpris-

ingly little attention has been devoted to whether formal

campaigns using external signals have a better chance of

success than informal ones. Based on a theoretical frame-

work that takes into account the democratized nature of

charitable crowdfunding, our study provides preliminary

evidence that external signals produced by government

regulators may have mixed signaling effects. In the case of

PFO campaigns, disclosing award information is found to

be positively related to funding success. Yet university-

related campaigns using WeChat official accounts tend to

generate more donations than PFO campaigns using

authorized platforms, and even more so when group

donations were added.

One possible reason is that, as university-related cam-

paigns were mainly targeted at alumni, donors’ member-

ship of or individual attachment to the fundraiser was an

important contributing factor. This may also explain the

higher average donation per donor. Still, our findings are in

line with those of Mejia et al. (2019), reporting that

although both updates and charitable status positively

affect total donations in disaster-relief crowdfunding, the

effect size of the former is surprisingly greater than that of

the latter.

In the e-commerce context, Mavlanova et al. (2016)

found that external signals were perceived as more effec-

tive by buyers than internal signals. However, in an online

giving environment where both formal and informal cam-

paigns can compete for donations, the role of external

signals seems to be less certain. Given that democratized

access to funds has become a common phenomenon in

charitable crowdfunding, our findings not only contribute

to theory building in this field more generally, but also

raise important questions that merit further investigation.

Specifically, these findings lead to the question of

whether those external signals that have often been

employed by charities in traditional fundraising (Handy,

2000) may play a less important role in charitable crowd-

funding. The giving behavior of crowdfunding donors

could be different from that of traditional donors (Osili

et al., 2021). We therefore call for further research into the

way external signals are perceived by crowdfunding donors

and its underlying mechanisms.

Notable Role of Internal Signals in Donation-Based
Charitable Crowdfunding

Our second research question concerns whether crowd-

funding success in pure donation-based context is related to

the same factors as other crowdfunding models. Impor-

tantly, our findings suggest that the effects of internal

signals, which have largely been confirmed by research in

Table 5 Summary of results of robustness analysis

1. Regression

excluding outliers (log)

2. Regression adding

group donations and

excluding outliers (log)

3. Regression including

outliers (log)

4. Regression using two city
dummy variables as

controls and excluding

outliers (log)

Coefficients p value Coefficients p value Coefficients p value Coefficients p value

Platform (ref: authorized platform)

WeChat official account 0.52* 0.020 0.75*** 0.000 0.85** 0.007 0.71** 0.002

Updates (log) 0.46*** 0.000 0.47*** 0.000 0.58*** 0.000 0.44*** 0.000

Award (ref: no)

Yes 0.59** 0.002 0.61** 0.001 0.96** 0.001 0.51** 0.009

Predefined duration (days) (log) −0.27*** 0.000 −0.28*** 0.000 −0.36*** 0.000 −0.29*** 0.000
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the reward-based context, may also hold true in donation-

based charitable crowdfunding. The underlying reasons are

probably that supporters in different types of crowdfunding

essentially all expect successful outcomes from their

financial contributions (Mollick, 2014) and that donation-

and reward-based models share the common characteristic

of the absence of monetary rewards (Alegre & Moleskis,

2021).

Our results are also consistent with previous findings in

the donation-based setting. First, the findings of Mejia et al.

(2019) on project updates in the disaster-relief context are

supported by our study. The current findings further indi-

cate that, regardless of the type of platform used, a higher

frequency of updates may serve as an effective internal

signal. Moreover, focusing on charitable crowdfunding

campaigns hosted on an authorized platform in China, prior

research suggests a positive correlation between shorter

campaign durations and higher percentages of goal

achievement (Ba et al., 2020). As shown by our results, the

correlation remains significant when total donation amount

is used as the success measure.

Taken together, our findings further confirm that,

crowdfunding donors seem to place a high value on quality

signals of the campaign itself, whether it is conducted

formally or informally. Unlike website policies provided

by online sellers in e-commerce, project-level indicators

with a higher level of certainty may be particularly effec-

tive in charitable crowdfunding. Overall, the role of inter-

nal signals in the donation-based context has been less

explored, and further research is still needed.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Recommendations for Fundraisers

Charitable crowdfunding is a rapidly growing field with

tremendous potential. Our study not only answers the call

for exploring how nonprofits can better exploit this

fundraising tool in crisis situations (Santos & Laureano,

2021), but also sheds light more generally on the

fundraising strategies that can be adopted in

charitable crowdfunding.

The results of this study suggest that established chari-

ties can use award information to effectively signal higher

quality. Nevertheless, to outperform their “amateur” com-

petitors, formal charities may need to pay particular

attention to the likely influence of internal signals. Our

findings point to the importance of providing more frequent

project updates and of setting an appropriate campaign

duration.

Additionally, we find that a higher fundraising target is

generally related to a significantly higher total donation

amount. This is contrary to previous findings in the reward-

based context (Davies & Giovannetti, 2018; Frydrych

et al., 2014; Mollick, 2014) where funding success is

measured by goal achievement. A possible reason is that

the crowdfunding site (Kickstarter) investigated in above

studies employs an all-or-nothing model. In charita-

ble crowdfunding with a keep-it-all mechanism, Bukhari

et al. (2019) reported a significant and positive relationship

between higher funding foals and total donation amount.

Although more research is still needed, we do not recom-

mend keeping the goal as low as possible in charita-

ble crowdfunding. Instead, fundraisers may set reasonable

goals that reflect the campaign needs.

Recommendations for Policymakers

Prior research noted the need for regulators to respond to

changes that technology has brought to charita-

ble fundraising (Breen, 2016), as well as the regulatory

challenges posed by charitable crowdfunding (Mayer,

2022). As exemplified by COVID-19 crowdfunding cam-

paigns in China, in the digital era, both formal charities and

“amateur” fundraisers can employ crowdfunding tech-

niques to raise funds from the public.

While informal charitable crowdfunding may fall into

the category of unlawful fundraising under China’s current

regulatory framework, no further steps have been taken so

far to crack down on it. The dilemma facing the charity

regulator is how to prevent potential fraud and misconduct

without hindering the development of new forms of

fundraising. Our findings suggest that informal charita-

ble crowdfunding may have the advantage of quickly

reaching a crowd beyond the regular donor base of formal

charities. One important implication is that a more flexible

regulatory approach is needed to address the issue of

informal campaigns, which may take the form of best

practice guidelines for fundraisers and guidance for the

public.

Conclusion and Future Research

COVID-19 crowdfunding campaigns in China offer a great

opportunity to investigate how donations were pooled

together by both formal and informal charitable crowd-

funding toward a common goal. Drawing on a unique

dataset of crowdfunding campaigns launched across dif-

ferent platforms (authorized and unauthorized), our study

provides preliminary, albeit important, evidence on the role
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of external and internal signals in pure donation-based

charitable crowdfunding.

Our study also answers the call for more research into

new forms of philanthropy in China (Bies & Kennedy,

2019) and sheds important light on how democratized

access to individual donations has been made possible by

charitable crowdfunding. Government-affiliated charities

no longer play a dominant role as they once did. Even more

noteworthy is the rise of informal charitable crowdfunding.

We believe that our findings lay the foundation for a more

thorough understanding of charitable giving in China.

We acknowledge several limitations to our study. First,

this study focuses on donation-based charitable crowd-

funding for emergency relief during the pandemic in China,

which might limit the generalizability of the results.

However, despite the possible changes in giving patterns

under emergency circumstances, a recent empirical study

found that individual crowdfunding donations during the

COVID-19 pandemic in the Netherlands did not differ

significantly from that before the crisis, as indicated by the

number of donors and the average donation amount (Van

Teunenbroek & Hasanefendic, 2022). More importantly,

both our dataset and theoretical framework reflect the

increasingly democratized nature of charitable crowdfund-

ing. As a result, our findings offer promising directions for

future research in the broader charitable crowdfunding

context.

Second, the focus of this study is on factors at the

project and fundraiser levels, whereas donor-side factors

were not included. Our findings point to the potential

relationship between alumni’s individual attachment to the

fundraiser and crowdfunding success. Alumni giving has

become a fast-growing form of philanthropy in China.

Given the important roles played by university-related

campaigns in the pandemic, further research is necessary to

advance our understanding of alumni giving behavior in

China.

Last but not least, any research may be limited by the

data structure. We acknowledge this problem too given that

the structure of our dataset is cross-sectional, which is

evidently limited in addressing endogeneity problems in

our analysis. Yet our study has yielded valid findings,

which have rarely been documented in existing literature.

Future research may build on and expand this study by

employing more refined research design, including exper-

imental design that can further investigate the causal

relationship between the use of external and internal sig-

nals and crowdfunding success.
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Appendix A

See Table 6.

Appendix B

See Fig. 3.

Table 6 Overview of 427 crowdfunding campaigns and platforms (as

of April 2021)

Platform Platform names and

websites

Access to

project

information

Projects

numbers

Platforms

authorized

by MCA in

2016

Tencent GongYi (gongyi.

qq.com)

Website/mobile

app

89

Alipay GongYi (love.

alipay.com)

Website/mobile

app

47

Lianquan Wang (www.

lianquan.org)

Website/mobile

app

30

Qingsong GongYi (qsgy.

qschou.com)

Mobile app 28

Sina Weibo GongYi

(gongyi.weibo.com)

Website/mobile

app

28

Baidu GongYi (gongyi.

baidu.com)

Mobile app 14

Guangyi United for Charity

(www.gyufc.org)

Website/mobile

app

12

Platforms

authorized

by MCA in

2018

Zhongyin GongYi

(shanyuanfoundation.com)

Mobile app 11

Shuidi GongYi

(shuidigongyi.com)

Website/mobile

app

9

Bangbang GongYi

(bangbangwang.cn)

Website/mobile

app

4

Suning GongYi

(gongyi.suning.com)

Website/mobile

app

3

Meituan GongYi (gongyi.

meituan.com)

Website/mobile

app

3

WeChat

official

account

Fundraisers’ official

accounts

Mobile app 149
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Fig. 3 Q–Q plots of total

donation amount (log) for each

independent variable before and

after removing additional

outliers
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