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There is little literature on the impact of donation on individual wellbeing in China. This study examines individual donations in China to answer the question of whether helping others makes us happier and to provide policy implications for in Chinese context. Based on the 2012 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) data and using ordered logit and OLS as benchmark models, this study finds that donation can significantly increase individual happiness. After using propensity score matching (PSM) to eliminate the possible impact of self-selection, the above conclusion remains robust. After a sub-sample discussion, it is found that this effect is more pronounced under completely voluntary donation behavior, and is not affected by economic factors, indicating that the happiness effect of donation does not vary significantly depending on the individual’s economic status. This study contributes to the literature on donation behavior by examining the impact of donation behavior on donors’ subjective happiness in China, and further identifies subjective happiness differences, as between voluntary and involuntary donations, thereby providing theoretical and empirical support for the formulation of policies for the development of donation institutions in China.
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INTRODUCTION
As the cornerstone of China’s philanthropy and one of the most important manifestations of social harmony, the act of donation has gradually become a common phenomenon in the Chinese society. At the same time, the Fourth Plenary Session of the 19th Party Congress also emphasized the importance of donations as a third distribution system and of developing charities and other public welfare undertakings. However, the small amount and low percentage of individual donations is not in line with the state’s active advocacy. A comparison of the donation data between China and the United States over the past 3 years shows that in 2017, total donations in the United States accounted for 2.1% of its GDP and individual donations accounted for 70% of total donations; in the same period, China’s total donations accounted for 0.18% of its GDP and individual donations accounted for 20% of total donations. In 2018, individual donations in the United States accounted for 68% of total donations, and although individual donations in China increased, they only accounted for 23% of the total donations. In 2019, individual donations in China increased 10.54% year-on-year, but corporate donation was still the main source of charitable donation, and in the same period, individual donations in the United States returned to a level of 70% of total donations in 2017. The comparison of individual donation data between China and foreign countries raises questions: Does the act of donation reduce the welfare of residents and hence, people are reluctant to donate? Research on this issue would be beneficial in promoting the development of charitable policies and donation behaviors in China.
Some scholars have investigated donation behavior and individual emotion, social status, and basic characteristic. Based on the influence of individual emotions on donation behavior, Dickert et al. (2011) and Verhaert and Van den Poel (2011) found that there is a correlation between compassion and willingness to donate. Furthermore, Lay et al. (2019) explored the relationship between donation behavior and individual donors’ emotions through a study of 1,300 Chilean participants aged 18–64 years, and found that empathy had a positive influence on donation behavior and personality. Meanwhile, Zhu (2020) found a positive association between donation behavior and life satisfaction. In addition, Nan and Luo (2013) found that the donor’s individual social network and social trust positively contributed to willingness to give, and Winterich et al. (2012) revealed that when the moral foundations of a charity through management processes or mission align with the donor’s political identity, donations increased. In terms of the relationship between individual basic characteristic and individual donation behavior, Noor et al. (2015) concluded from a logistic regression of survey data on Malaysian residents that age, income, education, and religion influence the donation behavior of Malaysian residents, and Su and Shi (2014) found, through a regression analysis of survey data, that residents’ perceptions of charity, altruism, and tax deductions affect their voluntary donations.
In addition, some scholars explored the relationship between individual donation behavior and charitable organizations or programs. Jones et al. (2018), after analyzing a sample of 655 students in an online experimental study, found that negative reports of nonprofit organizations negatively affected donors’ perceptions of such organizations and donation behavior. Liu et al. (2018) argued that the credibility of charitable donation programs was a key factor in donation behavior. Metzger and Günther (2019) also found a positive correlation between the effectiveness of aid information and donation behavior. Wymer and Drollinger (2015) concluded from an analysis of 228 questionnaires collected via an online survey panel that the expertise and admiration felt for celebrity spokespeople in charity projects were significant predictors of intention to give.
Pro-social behavior (charitable behavior toward others and the world) also has a positive correlation with happiness, especially that explicit prosocial goals are more likely to increase one’s happiness. Rudd et al. (2014), through a mediation analysis of data collected from respondents on Amazon, argued that the achievement of more specific prosocial goals was more likely to increase people’s happiness. Aknin et al. (2015) found that both adults and children were more likely to feel happy when making donations than when receiving donations in a separate study of children and adults in a small town in Vanuatu. Rowland and Curry (2018) statistically analyzed the survey data of 692 participants, showing that the number of personal charitable activities was positively related to subjective happiness.
After analyzing the international literature, it is evident that although scholars have studied donation behavior, the vast majority of them have studied the factors that influence donation behavior. However, literature on the effects of individual donations on human happiness in China is scarce, and this article attempts to test whether the old Chinese adage that the gift of a rose leaves a legacy is still relevant today. At the same time, without clarifying the impact of donation on the happiness of the population in the Chinese context, we cannot respond to the question of whether the impact of donation on happiness has led to a decrease in individual donation behavior.
The novelty of this study lies in the fact that, unlike studies on the motivations of donation, there are relatively few studies that treat donation behavior as an independent variable to explore its relationship with happiness. This study contributes to the literature on donation behavior by examining for the first time the impact of donation behavior on donors’ subjective happiness in China, and further identifies the differences in subjective happiness between voluntary and involuntary donations, providing theoretical and empirical support for the formulation of policies on donation and industrial development in China. Meanwhile, our study focusing on the relationship between the behavior of donation and individual happiness would inspire scholars in other countries and offer an inspiring look at the behavior of donation among different countries, promoting the research on happiness. The impact of individuals’ participation in donation on their subjective happiness are systematically reviewed and compared with data from outside China, providing a reference for research in the field of donation, and further complementing the existing research on the impact of individual autonomy and economic status on the relationship between donation and happiness.
Based on the above, this study will examine the following questions: First, can individuals’ donation behavior enhance their own happiness? Second, considering the different degrees of autonomy of individuals in making donations, are there any differences in the effects of different autonomous donation behaviors on happiness? Third, considering the important influence of economic factors on individuals’ happiness, is there an effect of differences in economic situation on happiness? To address the above questions, this study explores the relationship between donation and happiness based on the 2012 Chinese General Social Survey data (CGSS 2012), using ordered logit and OLS as benchmark models and conducting a robustness analysis with propensity score matching. On this basis, heterogeneity analysis will be conducted on the autonomy of individuals’ willingness to give and their income status, respectively, to further discuss the influence of autonomy and economic factors on the relationship between donation and happiness.
METHODS
Data Description
The data used for this study were obtained from the Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) in 2012 conducted by the National Survey Research Center at Renmin University of China (NSRC) under a network of Chinese academic institutions. Launched in 2003, CGSS was the earliest nationally representative survey to systematically monitor the changing relationship between social structure and quality of life in both urban and rural China. CGSS mainly adopted face-to-face interview when conducting investigation. Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS) selects samples according to certain sampling methods and conducts face-to-face interviews with the selected samples. The respondents are required to truthfully answer questions according to their actual situation. The investigators record the respondents’ answers truthfully and finally integrate the data.
Compared to other years of CGSS, the CGSS in 2012 includes detailed variables on social organization participation, public participation, and social donation, which constitute the basis of the analysis in this paper. CGSS2012 uses a multi-order stratified probability sampling design, and the survey covers all provincial administrative units in China (excluding Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan). A total of 480 committees (district and village) were surveyed across the country, with 25 households surveyed in each committee. In this study, 5,819 data points were obtained after variable filtering and data cleaning. The distribution of data is shown in Table 1 below. In the whole sample, about 31.9% of individuals engaged in donation activities. The gender distribution of men and women was relatively balanced. The average age of the sample was 48 years old, and was in middle age. The self-reported health status of most respondents was relatively good. About 79.3% of the individuals had spouses, most of them had one to two children, a large number of individuals participated in pension and medical insurance, and most of them live in rural communities.
TABLE 1 | Summary statistics.
[image: Table 1]Happiness
This refers specifically to subjective happiness and people’s evaluation of the happiness in their own lives, including emotional and cognitive aspects (Diener, 2000). In addition, referring to Wang H. (2015), a direct holistic assessment of happiness was used to measure subjective happiness. Here, the variable was measured by asking a question, “How happy do you feel about your life as a whole these days?” The answers were scored from 1 to 5 (1 = very unhappy, 2 = unhappy, 3 = neither happy nor unhappy, 4 = happy, 5 = very happy). This question is a comprehensive measure of respondents’ life happiness, including both long-term life wellbeing and the impact of recent life events.
Acts of Donation
This variable was measured by asking the question, “In 2011, have you personally made a donation to society in the form of money, in kind, or ownership? In this context, we refer to donations that you have made to individuals or organizations in the community voluntarily and without the intention of receiving a donation back.” We set the value of this variable to 1 for participating donations and to 0 for non-participating donations. In fact, the questionnaire asked the respondents about their behavior of donation in 2011. However, there would be no bias caused by large time difference, because the variable of happiness was generated for wellbeing in 2011.
Taking into account the influence of other factors on happiness as per Wang J. D. (2015), this study selected the interviewees’ demographic characteristics (gender, age, marriage, education, and self-reported health), socioeconomic characteristics (personal annual income, political affiliation, work status, medical insurance, and pension insurance), and social contact characteristics (religion and place of residence) as control variables. Based on Liu (2019), integration of ethnic minorities into society has a positive effect on happiness, so demographic characteristics ethnicity is also included in the model as a control variable. Meanwhile, following the suggestion by Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), a higher-order term of[image: image](the square of age) is introduced into the model to improve the flexibility of the equation format, and hence the accuracy of the calculation results. The details are listed in Table 2.
TABLE 2 | Description of control variables.
[image: Table 2]Empirical Strategy
Whether an individual participates in public welfare behaviors such as donations is highly influenced by his individual characteristics, as it is a self-selective behavior. For example, people from good families and with higher subjective happiness are more likely to participate in philanthropic activities, such as donations. Such people made up the majority of the sample, leading to the high levels of happiness that we measured. If the choice to participate in donations was randomly determined, there would be no selection dilemma. However, since the initial conditions of donors and non-donors are different, the effect of donation behavior on happiness in the basic regression results may not have internal validity if this issue is not addressed effectively. To effectively mitigate self-selection bias, this study used propensity score matching for treatment.
The specific steps of propensity score matching are as follows: Based on the key explanatory variable[image: image], the donors in the sample were classified into the treatment group and the non-donors were classified into the control group. We then found as many control variables as possible that affected both the dependent variable [image: image]and the key explanatory variable[image: image]. We selected the demographic characteristics, socio-economic characteristics, and social contact characteristics as control variables. Next, we used probit or logit models to estimate the propensity scores. Finally, based on the propensity score, we used three different matching methods for matching: K-nearest neighbor match (K = 5), radius match (radius = 0.01), and kernel match. The results were used to compare the differences between the treatment and control groups after matching and obtaining ATT. The formula follows.
[image: image]
Notes: [image: image]is the happiness of the treatment group and [image: image]is the happiness of the control group.[image: image] is the explanatory variable, which refers to [image: image], such that[image: image]means the individual is a donor and [image: image] means the individual is a non-donor, and [image: image] is the propensity score, representing the probability that the individual participates in donation. This study uses the logit model to estimate propensity scores.
From Figure 1, it can be seen that the distribution of people who are very unhappy, unhappy, and neither happy nor unhappy is higher among non-donors than among donors, while among the happy and very happy groups, the distribution of donors was higher than the non-donors. Combined with the summary statistics, we can see that the donors have a higher sense of happiness, and we can infer that there may be a relationship between donation and happiness.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Distribution of happiness based on CGSS 2012 data.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Basic Regressions on Outcomes
First, this study estimates the basic equations of happiness determination using ordered ordinal logistic regression and OLS regression. The regression outcomes of the regressions are presented in Table 3. As seen from the outcomes in the table, for the key explanatory variable donation behavior, the results of the ordered logit and OLS regressions are consistent in terms of direction and significance. This indicates that the act of donation can increase people’s happiness, and this effect is positive and significant at the 1% level. Meanwhile, the higher the total value of donation, the higher the individuals’ happiness. There was a positive relationship between the value of donation and happiness.
TABLE 3 | Basic regressions on outcomes.
[image: Table 3]For the control variables, in terms of individual characteristics, gender was significant, and men were less happy than women. Age is significant, and the squared term of age is also significant, implying a “U-shaped relationship” between age and happiness. In terms of health status, the higher the level of health, the higher the sense of happiness. Among family factors, marriage has a clear positive effect on happiness. In terms of socioeconomic factors, individuals with better income status have higher happiness. Individuals insured by health insurance also have increased happiness. In the case of work status, there was a significant decrease in happiness for individuals who had a job compared to individuals who did not have a job. In terms of social participation, the happiness of individuals who participated in social organizations or groups increased significantly. In terms of the living environment, the happiness level of rural residents was higher.
Propensity Score Matching Regression Analysis
Propensity Score Matching Method Applicability Test
As the issue of self-selection is not considered in the ordered logit and OLS models, selection bias may exist. This study applies propensity score matching for robustness testing to control for differences in the characteristics of individual donors and non-donors. According to Eq. 1, based on the interviewees’ demographic characteristics, socio-economic characteristics, and social contact characteristics, we calculated the propensity scores. To ensure the matching results, a balance test was conducted in this study, and the density function distributions before and after matching were also reported.
The results of the balance tests are presented in Table 4. The standardized bias of all variables except gender was significantly lower after matching, and even though the deviation of the gender variable increased slightly after matching, overall, the standardized deviation of all variables was controlled within the desired 10% after matching. The difference between the treatment and control groups was not significant, indicating a better matching effect.
TABLE 4 | Balance test.
[image: Table 4]Figure 2 shows the density function plots of the treatment group and the control group before (left) and after matching (right). It can be clearly seen that the two lines of the treatment group and the control group after matching overlap more and differ less than before matching, which can also indicate that the matching is more effective. The results of the balance test also indicate that the propensity score matching method is more suitable.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Density function plots.
Propensity Score Matching Regressions on Outcomes
After eliminating the self-selection of donation behavior, this study attempts to select the most appropriate matching method to examine the treatment effect of donation behavior on wellbeing. Although there is no consensus among academics on which matching method will yield optimal results, according to Chen (2014), if the results obtained after applying multiple matching methods are similar or even consistent, it means that the matching results are robust and the sample validity is good. Therefore, this study selects three mainstream methods for matching: K-nearest neighbor match (k = 5), radius match (with caliper set to 0.01), and kernel match.
The results are presented in Table 5, showing that the ATT of donors compared to non-donors in the three matching methods increased by 0.126, 0.099, and 0.124, respectively, and all of them were significant at the 1% level, which was slightly lower than the baseline regression results, but it is undeniable that donation behavior has a positive effect on wellbeing. It can be seen that even though the ATT of radius matching is slightly smaller than for the other two matching methods, the overall results of the model are basically the same, indicating that the results of this study are robust. Comparing the ATTs before and after matching shows that the results all decrease significantly after matching, indicating that the positive effect of participation in donation behavior on happiness is overestimated without taking self-selection into account.
TABLE 5 | Propensity score matching regressions on outcomes.
[image: Table 5]For the overall matching effect, the impact of donation behavior on happiness was positive and significant, which is consistent with earlier results. Mu (2005) points out that for an act to be voluntary in nature, it must have at least three characteristics: voluntariness, gratuitousness, and public welfare. According to the definition of donation in the questionnaire, it is clear that the donation behavior in this study meets the basic characteristics of voluntary behavior. Lee (2019) pointed out that the positive connection between voluntary behavior and happiness can be explained at psychological and social levels, whereby individuals can form a sense of being valued, have their self-esteem satisfied, become more aware of the value of life, and gain a sense of wellbeing through voluntary donation. At the social level, based on Xing and Zhang (2019), all five dimensions of social cohesion have a positive effect on residents’ happiness. Among them, the effects of social trust and social belonging were more obvious. Donation of a voluntary nature can promote the integration of individuals into society, enhance the bond between individuals and society through social interaction with others, and gain social support, thereby creating a sense of social trust and social belonging for individuals and in turn enhancing their own sense of wellbeing. The World Giving Index (WGI), measured and published annually by the Charities Aid Foundation since 2010, includes “donation behavior” as one of the indicators of pro-social behavior. As a performer of this pro-social behavior, donors can obtain the satisfaction of three basic needs (Gagné 2003): the need for a sense of competence, which inspires a stronger sense of efficacy in the donor; the need for relationalism, which makes the donor feel valued; and the need for autonomy, which allows the donor to experience firsthand the sense of self-control that comes with helping others. Wang J. D. (2015) pointed out that contemporary people need to pay more attention to the relationship between consumption and happiness, and increasing spiritual consumption represented by donation can bring people psychological and spiritual abundance and fundamentally improve residents’ happiness. Overall, the effect of individual giving as an important form of volunteering to enhance subjective wellbeing is consistent in Chinese and foreign studies.
FURTHER DISCUSSION: HETEROGENEITY ANALYSIS
Initiative of Donation
Although individuals do not typically make voluntary donations for the purpose of return, the motivation of individual donation can vary, such that the autonomy of individual participation in the behavior differs as a voluntary service and is not entirely initiated by individuals, but relies on the promotion of administrative forces. According to the Q part of CGSS 2012, “Among all the donations you made in 2011, according to the degree of autonomy, do you have the following three types of donations?” Among them, this paper defines “voluntary donation initiated by the government or units” as “semi-voluntary” and “mandatory donation by the government and units” as “mandatory.” Finally, the samples were divided into three categories: “fully voluntary,” “semi-voluntary,” and “mandatory.” In this paper, “fully voluntary” is defined as voluntary donation, while “semi -voluntary” and “mandatory” are defined as externally driven donations. It was worth noting that respondents are required to give only one answer to the question. So, respondents can only choose one of voluntary and compulsory donations to answer. There were no overlapping answers.
There are significant differences in the results for fully voluntary donation behavior and semi-voluntary and mandatory participation in donation. There are positive effects on happiness in the full voluntary group, but the positive effects in semi-voluntary and mandatory group are not significant at the 10% statistical level. Comparing the coefficients of the three types of groups, it is clear that fully voluntary donation has a more significant effect on happiness than the other two types in Table 6. This can be interpreted to mean that the less restricted and more spontaneous one’s own donation behavior, the more significant the increase in happiness (Table 7).
TABLE 6 | Discussion of different degree of Autonomy.
[image: Table 6]TABLE 7 | Discussion of different income level.
[image: Table 7]In light of China’s national conditions, the following aspects should be taken into account to improve the autonomy of individuals in donation: On the one hand, when advocating donation activities, we should minimize the occurrence of compulsory donation activities, such as collective donation activities organized by the company, and more donation activities should be held in the form of individual voluntary donation. On the other hand, donation behavior has a positive effect on individual wellbeing. We should improve the individual’s happiness perception in the donation process and give appropriate spiritual encouragement and honor recognition to the individuals engaged in donation, so as to improve the happiness perception.
Differences in Income Status
Next, heterogeneity was analyzed by income status, and the participants were divided into two groups, with individuals above the median in the “good income status” group and those below the median in the “average income status” group. Here, again, ordered logit and OLS were used to test for different income statuses separately, and the results are shown in Table 7.
The behavior of donation has a positive effect on happiness whether in a good income group or in a general income group. That is to say, when we explore the relationship between the donation and happiness, the happiness generated by donation is more obvious than the happiness brought by high level of income. As we know, when we only analyze the relationship between income and happiness, the impact of income on happiness was hard to ignore. However, according to the results in Table 7, the impact of donation on individuals’ happiness was not influenced by the different level of income.
CONCLUSION
In addition to government and market forces, individual and institutional charitable donations have become an indispensable force for social welfare, and the social role of donation behavior has received widespread attention. In this study, based on the 2012 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS 2012), we explore whether the donation behavior of Chinese individuals contributes to their level of happiness. In this study, we use ordered logit and OLS as the baseline model, and propensity score matching to eliminate the effect of self-selection in order to further measure the effect of donation behavior on happiness.
The results show the following: (1) Both the ordered logit and OLS models suggest that the donation behavior of Chinese individuals contributes to their happiness level, and the findings still hold true after eliminating the effect of self-selection using propensity score matching. (2) Since there may be differences in the autonomy of individuals to make donations, this study uses the questionnaire on autonomy to classify the sample behaviors into “fully voluntary,” “semi-voluntary,” and “mandatory.” The results show that fully voluntary donation behaviors are not as autonomous as those that are not but are associated with a significantly higher increase in happiness level than the other two categories. (3) In this study, the median income of individuals was used as the boundary, and the sample was divided into the two categories of good and average income to explore the impact of donation behavior on the happiness of individuals with different income statuses. In the regression results, the impact of donation on individuals’ happiness was not influenced by the different level of income.
The significance of this study is that it adds to the discussion of the autonomy of individual donation behavior and the difference in the effect of donation on happiness at different income levels, based on a study of the effect of individual donation behavior on happiness levels. The policy implication of this study is that the moral education sector should strengthen the cultivation of autonomous motivation of the perpetrators of pro-social behaviors such as donation, enhance social cohesion, and cultivate a favorable atmosphere for charitable donations in society, and change the role of the government or institutions from the promoter of social donation to the escort of individual donation, so that people’s donation behavior is not passive. As the saying goes, “A rose is a gift that leaves a fragrance in the hand.” This study finds that the happiness of donors comes mainly from their autonomous motivation, and that fully autonomous donation behavior significantly enhances happiness, while the impact of income status becomes secondary. In the WGI ranking mentioned earlier, China does not score well, which seems to run counter to the traditional Chinese virtue of “helping others.” This study demonstrates that “helping others” is not bad in the Chinese context, but that it is important to increase the motivation to help others, to foster public volunteerism, and to increase the role of the government and relevant institutions in escorting social donation. The policy recommendations in this paper are to create a favorable atmosphere for volunteering to help people in society, such as setting up charity activity weeks in the community and promoting the spirit of charity with the help of Lei Feng Day and others. To improve relevant laws and regulations related to charity volunteering and provide legal protection for public participation, the government needs to introduce matching measures to form a multi-level, multi-disciplinary, systematic, complete, and professional legal system for volunteering (Dang 2019). The government should “de-bureaucratize” fundraising activities, ensure the openness and transparency of fundraising information and the use of fundraising funds, and meet people’s needs for diversified donations so that individual donations do not disappear. Individual donations have made a significant contribution to the war against the pandemic in China, inspiring the nation to fight the pandemic with determination and becoming an important supporting force in this major public health emergency.
LIMITATIONS
Although this paper demonstrated the relationship between donation behavior and wellbeing in detail, there are still some limitations that can be further improved. First, the shortcoming of this study was that it did not go further to conduct an in-depth quantitative analysis of the cost of donation and discuss the impact of the cost of individual donation on happiness. Second, we did not consider the relationship between the frequency of donations and wellbeing. At present, the data of donation frequency were still very limited, so it was difficult to carry out empirical research. As we know, different forms of donation such as money and ownership may have different impact on happiness. The different forms of donation was also not considered in our models due to the lack of data. Third, a happy event or a sad event, such as the loss of a friend or relative, had a significant impact on the participants’ happiness. When we evaluated the impact of donation on happiness, we cannot eliminate the impact of these events on individuals’ happiness.
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