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Earlier last week, I delivered the 
keynote address at a forum titled 
Giving Matters, organised by the 
National Volunteer and 
Philanthropy Centre. 

The cross-sector event brought 
together more than 300 individuals 
from government, corporates, 
social enterprises and non-profit 
organisations to share their 
experiences and ideas about 
giving, which includes 
volunteering and donating.

After my speech, some 
participants shared with me why 
and how they give as well as their 
personal experiences in interacting 
with givers and recipients. Many 
had mixed feelings and unresolved 
questions. Is giving rational or 
emotional? Should we remind 
people to count their blessings to 
encourage them to give? How do 
we motivate volunteers?

I hope this essay on the 
psychology of giving will help shed 
light on the issues raised. As we 
reflect on what giving means to us 
personally, the hope is that we
are inspired to do more and 
encourage others as well.

GENUINE GIVING AND RATIONALITY
We sometimes hear people say they 
want to volunteer or donate but do 
not have enough time or money. Yet, 
across different socio-economic 
backgrounds, there are people who 
give a lot of their time, effort or 
money, and they do so quietly 
without any tangible rewards or 
recognition. Clearly, humans are not 
purely economic beings who spend 
their lives calculating gains and 
losses to arrive at decisions.

If you believe humans are homo 
economicus, then you will find this 
even more puzzling – studies show 
that we feel good when we give, and 
better when we give away 
something precious to us than 
something we have plenty of or do 
not need. Behavioural sciences tell 
us that this is not irrational, the 
motivation and decision to give 
genuinely reflect a core aspect of 
human rationality.

We are rational when we do things 
that we believe will help us progress 

from the status quo to reach our 
goal. That goal, however, need not 
be about material possessions or 
power or fame. When our goals are 
about lived experiences involving 
personal meaning, purpose and 
passion, our behaviours directed 
towards our goals are sustained, 
sustainable and satisfying.

Since genuine giving is 
unconditional, would it not result 
in a loss situation and so produce 
negative emotions for the giver?

On the contrary, studies 
consistently show that genuine 
acts of giving are associated with 
better physical, mental, emotional 
and social well-being. The benefits 
to well-being are long term. There 
is positive impact on health and 
lifespan, even after taking into 
account other factors known to 
lower risk of mortality such as 
genetics, physiology, exercise, 
diet and wealth.

These results are not affected by 
demographics, such as sex, age, 
race and nationality, or background 
like education, income, occupation 
and retirement status.

Givers themselves also attribute 
their better well-being to their acts 
of giving. What this means is the 
giver’s experiences and causal 
beliefs create a self-reinforcing 
process that sustains their giving 
behaviours. In short, genuine giving 
is rational and it involves positive 
emotions. There is no 
contradiction. Not only that, 
rationality and emotions also 
complement each other to 
motivate people to continue giving.

THE 4Gs OF GIVING
We see both rationality and 
emotions at work in our own 

experiences of giving in Singapore. 
These can be looked at via what I 
call the 4Gs of giving – goodness, 
generosity, governance and 
gratitude.

Goodness
In parenting, and also education in 
schools, we try to inculcate the 
value of giving as a good thing in 
itself. Not just volunteering and 
donating but also the simple idea of 
giving or sharing with others what 
we have without expecting to 
receive something in return.

Generosity
Generous giving impresses because 
it goes beyond what is predicted or 
expected. It receives much publicity 
when the absolute amount given is 
large. Million-dollar donations or 
hundreds of volunteer hours by an 
individual are praiseworthy and 
newsworthy. But generous giving is 
most inspiring when the amount is 
large relative to what the giver had. 
It is breathtaking to see someone, 
especially a low-income individual, 
donating a substantial proportion
of his money.

Another inspirational situation is 
when the giver chooses to be 
anonymous – the act is clearly about 
benefiting the recipient, not the 
donor through praise or public 
recognition.

Governance
We are more likely to give if we 
know what happens to what we 
give, and the way it is used fits well 
with why we give. So for giving to 
be sustainable, good governance in 
the charity and volunteer sectors is 
critical. Transparency and 
accountability are the key 

governance features that affect 
public trust in these intermediary 
organisations.

That is why it is important to have 
laws, regulations and codes of 
practice to enhance good 
governance in the giving sectors. 
They must be effective to deter, 
detect and deal decisively with 
mismanagement and wrongdoings. 
They must also be practical, so that 
they do not escalate compliance 
costs and create unnecessary rules 
that demotivate the intermediaries 
and stifle giving.

Gratitude
When we are grateful for our 
situation (count our blessings), we 
are more likely to engage in 
volunteerism and philanthropy. The 
converse is also true. When we help 

others, we become more grateful for 
our own life conditions as we 
appreciate the situation of those 
who are less fortunate. We will also 
gripe less about our life and thus 
experience less negative emotions. 
Gratitude and giving influence and 
reinforce each other. Should we 
then make people feel grateful so 
that they give to those in need?

Educators and leaders in politics, 
public service and non-profit 
sector often try to evoke gratitude 
in people to nudge them to 
contribute to society. They 
highlight how much we have all 
personally benefited from the 
community and so should aim to 
give back to it.

Moral obligation and a sense of 
duty to members of one’s group 
(organisation, community, 
country) make up what 
psychologists call normative 
commitment. This “ought to” 
commitment increases when we 
feel proud of the group to which we 
belong and identify strongly with it.

Normative commitment can 
evolve over time. But gratitude can 
neither be demanded nor 
requested. The gratitude message 
from educators and leaders works 
well if it is consistent with the 
quality of our actual lived 
experiences. And if we see the 
educators, leaders or other 
messengers themselves practising 
what they preach. To lead in 
changes to become a giving nation 
and caring society, leaders need to 
be role models in genuine giving.

Rather than constantly dropping 
heavy hints about the need to give 
back to society, it may be better to 
set up ways and means that will 
make it easier for people to extend 

help to others. The sense of 
well-being that comes from doing 
so is more likely to sustain the act of 
giving in the longer term.

Important as they are, the 4Gs are 
not all that matters. We need to 
move beyond them because there is 
much more to giving. Or, more 
accurately, the 4Gs truly matter 
only when they are focused on the 
positive impact on people’s lives.

WHY GIVING MATTERS
Four positive people-centric 
outcomes make clear why giving 
matters.

First, giving benefits those in 
need and can transform their lives. 
A caring society must not neglect 
the needs of the poor and persons 
with disabilities. There are also 
other vulnerable groups, especially 
children, youth and elderly in 
dysfunctional families with 
problems that are multifaceted and 
inter-related. It may not be obvious 
but their unmet needs are urgent 
because one problem rapidly leads 
to many others.

The most impactful giving is not 
handouts. It is giving that helps the 
vulnerable address the root cause of 
their problems, and acquire work 
and life skills that build and sustain 
their self-efficacy to solve problems, 
self-esteem from solving them and 
self-reliance to face the future.

Second, giving can produce 
positive outcomes for the giver. 
Many studies have shown that 
people who volunteer or donate are 
more likely to be satisfied and 
happy with their lives. This 
relationship between giving and 
subjective well-being is robust and 
it remains even when controlling 
for income status and other 
background variables.

Third, giving can build and 
strengthen a strong organisation. 
When employees give through 
meaningful corporate social 
responsibility programmes, it does 
not just increase the organisation’s 
public reputation and 
attractiveness, it also produces 
positive attitudes in individual 
employees, builds team cohesion 
and contributes to organisational 
commitment.

Finally, giving is critical for a 
strong society. When people give 
and care for one another, the 
community develops social 
networks with interpersonal trust 
and reciprocity norms. This builds 
social capital. 

Both givers and recipients 
develop self-efficacy, become 
optimistic, possess hope and 
become more resilient. This builds 
psychological capital.

Social capital and psychological 
capital are necessary resources to 
develop a strong Singapore society 
of adaptive individuals and 
communities. They contribute to 
the nation’s total defence, with 
people and communities cohering 
when faced with national security 
threats and in times of health, 
economic, social or political crises.

In sum, the simple act of giving is 
more complex than we think. But 
however complicated the threads 
that bind the giver, the recipient 
and society, the tapestry it creates 
is indeed a many-splendoured 
thing – especially if we understand 
how it works. 
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• The writer is director of the 
Behavioural Sciences Institute and 
professor of psychology at 
Singapore Management University.

The act of genuine 
giving is a perfectly 
rational one and 
benefits the giver 
in ways that are
often not obvious 
at first sight
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Giving is critical for a 
strong society. When 
people give and care for 
one another, the 
community develops social 
networks with 
interpersonal trust and 
reciprocity norms. This 
builds social capital. Both 
givers and recipients 
develop self-efficacy, 
become optimistic, 
possess hope and become 
more resilient. This builds 
psychological capital.
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G
iven his forthright  style,  US President Donald  
Trump’s first State of the Union address to the na-
tion had to be parsed carefully. Some took it at 
face value, like the Republicans in Congress who 
cheered him on, while Democrats in the House 
sat expressionless. Mr Trump laid claim to have 
seeded a “New American Moment” characterised 
by prosperity,  rebuilding and a crackdown on 
crime and drugs. It is true the American economy 
is now humming but that could be due partly to 
the lag effects of growth policies set in motion by 
the Obama administration. 

What those on both sides of the fence could 
take comfort in was the sober and reserved tone 
he adopted – a sharp contrast to the fire and fury 

that he is associated with in the popular media. 
Mr Trump, who came to power promising an 
“America First” policy, stayed on message. The 
first half of the speech was all about America – 
from the upsurge in jobs across communities to 
new manufacturing plants being put down state-
side by global car manufacturers. He made note of 
tighter curbs on immigration, and even declared a 
bid to protect the nuclear family. 

Naturally, there was celebratory mention of his 
success in pushing through tax cuts – the adminis-
tration’s first major legislative victory. Summing 
up, he said that “there has never been a better 
time to start living the American dream”. The 
Democratic response was that Mr Trump merely 

offered “one false choice after another”.  What 
was demonstrated by parts of the speech and the 
range of reactions evoked is the deeply divided na-
ture of America’s polity and society. 

Predictably,  Asia  got  the largest  slice  of  Mr  
Trump’s attention when he turned to foreign na-
tions. He reiterated his misgivings about the nu-
clear deal with Iran signed off by former presi-
dent Barack  Obama,  and promised a new ap-
proach  on  Afghanistan.  Mr  Trump  saved  the  
North Korean issue for last. Avoiding personal 
barbs against Mr Kim Jong Un, he nevertheless 
painted a picture of a cruel Pyongyang regime, 
and vowed not to repeat the mistakes of past ad-
ministrations – a reference to Mr Obama’s policy 

of strategic restraint. Instead, he warned that “ex-
perience has taught us that complacency and con-
cessions only invite aggression and provocation”. 
How Washington plays out a Trumpian strategy 
will be watched keenly by the world as the stakes 
are very high indeed.

Another aspect of Mr Trump which people tend 
to watch is any indication that he might over time 
become a more conventional president, given his 
poor ratings. He did claim later, falsely as it turns 
out, that his address was the most watched in his-
tory;  and  it  was not  true that  he had  pushed 
through the “biggest tax cut” in US history. It 
would appear, therefore, that any mellowing of an 
insurgent president is still a work in progress. 
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