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Experimentation at CEPS                                                   
 
Research at CEPS is mostly based on surveys, interviews, case studies 
or the quantitative analysis of  large data sets. But experiments also 
come into play, as two ongoing projects at the institute show. 
By Dr. Nicholas Arnold and Dominik Meier

Depending on the research questi-
on and the available data, researchers 
have a whole range of methods at their 
disposal to approach an object of study 
in the most target-oriented way pos-
sible. Although experimental approa-
ches are still rarely used in the social 
sciences compared to the natural sci-
ences, they open up interesting pos-
sibilities for researchers for us as well 
- especially when it comes to investi-
gating causal relationships between a 
few variables in a strongly controlled 
framework (see also article 2 on the 
following page). 

A closer look at causal relationships 
is thus the focus of two very different 
questions currently being researched 
at CEPS. Nicholas Arnold is investiga-
ting how the way in which nonprofit 
organizations (NPOs) position them-
selves vis-à-vis companies affects 
households‘ willingness to buy and do-
nate. Dominik Meier investigates whe-
ther people donate of their own free will 
or they feel rather compelled to do so. 

NPO and corporate responsibility
NPOs have increasingly focused 

their attention on the issue of corpo-
rate responsibility. A distinction can 
be made - somewhat simplified - bet-
ween two types of NPO: those that 
take a partnership approach with com-
panies, for example by implemen-
ting joint projects and publicly prai-
sing companies‘ progress; and those 

that try to exert sufficient pressure on 
companies to behave more responsib-
ly by publicly highlighting misconduct. 
An important lever for both types of 
NPO in this regard are households, 
which in their role as consumers have 
the ability to reward or punish compa-
nies - and thus influence their practi-
ces. At the same time, households are 
also an important target audience for 
NPOs in their role as potential donors.  
However, how collaborative and con-
frontational approaches by NPOs af-
fect households‘ purchasing and gi-
ving behavior is a question that has 
been little researched. To explore this, 
an online experiment was conducted 
with 400 U.S.-based respondents, half 
of whom were exposed to a collabo-
rative NPO and half to a confrontatio-
nal NPO. Respondents indicated their 
willingness to purchase a product first 
without and then in the presence of a 
positive rating (collaborative NPO) or a 
negative rating (confrontational NPO) 
of the company presented. In addition, 
their willingness to donate to the res-
pective NPO was surveyed. The choice 
of an experimental approach offered 
the advantage that the two mapped 
approaches of the NPO were direct-
ly comparable in their quality. On the 
other hand, other factors that can influ-
ence purchasing and donation behavior 
- for example, the size and legal form 
of the company or the transparency 
and efficiency of the NPO - remained 
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The Covid 19 pande-
mic has brought a whole 
new level of attention to 
research. Scientists have 
been instrumental in de-
veloping and defining 
measures against the vi-
rus. This has saved lives 

and normalized public life. At the same 
time, however, scientists have repea-
tedly recommended measures that later 
turned out to be wrong. 

For researchers, this is not surprising, 
because research is a process in which 
new knowledge is constantly being gai-
ned and old knowledge discarded. Many 
experiments and studies do not lead to 
the desired results, and yet something 
is learned in the process. 

In economics and the social sciences, 
experimental methods are increasingly 
used to study specific behaviors or atti-
tudes. Here too, not every experiment 
immediately leads to the expected re-
sult, and not everything can be directly 
transferred into practice. Secured know-
ledge emerges above all when studies 
based on different methods lead to si-
milar results. 

Wishing you a pleasant read.
                         Georg von Schnurbein
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the same for both groups.

Both approaches with impact
The results show that both approa-

ches have a significant impact on con-
sumers. The collaborative approach 
has a positive effect on households‘ 
consumption intentions, while the 
confrontational approach has the op-
posite effect. Interestingly, confron-
tational NPOs influence respondents‘ 
consumption intentions more stron-
gly in absolute terms, i.e., negative ef-
fects are more intensely pronounced 
than positive effects. Paradoxically, at 
the same time, collaborative NPOs are 
perceived as more legitimate, resulting 
in a higher willingness of households 
to donate to this type of NPO com-
pared to confrontational NPOs.  

Donations - own will or expectation 
of others?

Dominik Meier examines donation 
motives. He wants to understand whe-
ther people donate because they want 
to/feel it is morally correct, or rather 
because others expect them to and 

The Experimental Method                                                                                                                                 

When you hear the word experiment, you might think back to chemistry classes in school. But experimental 
methodology has now become widespread because it offers decisive advantages. 

they thus feel compelled to do so. Ex-
perimental control allows one group to 
be confronted with expectations and 
the other not. If the groups behave dif-
ferently, it is due to the expectations 
with which the donors were confron-
ted. The data show that the group con-
fronted with the expectations donated 
significantly more. Thus, a considera-
ble portion of individuals donated to 
meet the expectations of the donation 
recipient. 

Dr. Nicholas Arnold was a research assistant at CEPS from 

June 2017 to June 2021. His dissertation will be published la-

ter this year within the „CEPS PhD Series“. Dominik Meier is 

a PhD student at the Faculty of Psychology and has been stu-

dying social preferences in the context of donations at CEPS 

since 2019.

Experiments are widespread, espe-
cially in the natural sciences. But they 
also have a long tradition in social sci-
ences such as psychology. Economists 
took a little longer to become aware of 
the experimental method. Vernon Smith 
brought experiments to the stage of 
economics in the 1960s and was so suc-
cessful with this research that he recei-
ved a Nobel Prize for it. Today, it is im-
possible to imagine economics without 
experiments. But why are experiments 
so popular among researchers? 

The Rise of the Experimental Method
Vernon Smith studied markets, the 

wonder weapon of economics. They 
regulate themselves and ensure that 
goods are distributed optimally (effici-
ently), at least in theory. However, in 
practice, markets fail again and again, as 
the Housing Bubble and financial crisis 
2008 have shown. But why do markets 
in certain circumstances not work as 
well as assumed? To answer this ques-

tion, one could simply observe markets 
and analyze under which circumstan-
ces they fail. With such an observati-
onal study, one could certainly isolate 
crucial factors. But which of the isola-
ted factors really led to the failure of the 
market cannot be said. For that, experi-
ments are needed.

The magic word is control
For only with experiments can we iso-

late the factors found and test them in-
dividually. Experimental control allows 
us to create situations in which we can 
specifically turn this factor on or off. Dif-
ferences in results between the two si-
tuations are then based on this varied 
factor. We may have noticed that mar-
ket failure occurs frequently when many 
market participants have little experi-
ence with markets. In an experiment, 
we could now test whether inexperi-
ence in dealing with markets leads to 
market failures (e.g., market bubbles). 
To do this, we could invite people who 

have never traded stocks to join our ex-
periment and let them trade in our artifi-
cial market. This is exactly what Vernon 
Smith did. And indeed, bubbles occur-
red relatively often in these markets. 
But how can we be sure that the lack 
of experience is responsible? By having 
the same subjects trade again in the ex-
perimental market a week later. Vernon 
Smith‘s experiments showed that mar-
ket failures occurred less frequently in 
these follow-up experiments with more 
experienced subjects.

Not without weakness
One of the weaknesses of experi-

ments is that they often create artificial 
situations. Trading artificial stocks in a 
lab with other people is certainly not the 
same as Bitcoin trading at home. Field 
experiments get around this drawback, 
but they are often expensive to run and 
therefore still not very common.         

                      

                     Dominik Meier 

Experiments are becoming more 
popular in various disciplines. 
The figure shows the percentage 
of scientific articles in the field of 
public economics that refer to 
an experiment. While in 1980 re-
searchers hardly dealt with the 
method, today more than 20% 
mention natural and quasi-expe-
riments.

Source: „Language Trends in Public Econo-

mics“ - Henrik Kleven
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«The art is to convey complex relationships in a short and understandable way»                                                                                                                    

Behind the research, there are always individual personalities who are passionate about generating new in-
sights. We spoke with Prof. Dr. Karin Kreutzer, Chair of  Social Business and Director of  the Impact Institute 
at EBS University of  Business and Law, about her research in the growing field of  social business. 
CEPS: What do you find appealing 
about being involved in research? What 
aspects of the research process fasci-
nate you in particular? 

K.K.: What particularly appeals to me 
about scientific work is learning new 
things and being able to empirically 
prove or disprove assumptions. I am 
fascinated by working systematically 
according to high scientific standards. 
It‘s a great feeling when a study has 
survived the rigorous review process 
with many rounds of expert opinions 
and revisions and our findings are pub-
lished. To finally hold your own contri-
bution in print in your hands after many 
years is certainly a highlight. However, 
many studies also fail, sometimes after 
many years of hard work. One learns to 
deal with such setbacks. 

What helps me in such moments of 
frustration is my enthusiasm for the 
phenomena, the research subject, with 
which I am allowed to deal. I am ins-
pired by organizations and people who 
can build bridges between business 
and social issues, and I consider it a 
privilege to be able to deal with how 
social value is created in my research. 

CEPS: What are success factors for 
the transfer of research findings into 
practice?

K.K.: For the transfer of our research 
results into practice, a certain amount 
of translation is needed. While the the-
oretical contribution or the exact me-
thodology are more decisive for the 
scientific discussion, practitioners ex-
pect clear instructions for action from 
us. For this reason, we also write ar-
ticles or book chapters aimed only at 
practitioners. Another vehicle is con-
tinuing education, which allows us to 
present our findings to executives. 

 CEPS INSIGHT     

Changes in the CEPS Team
The CEPS team has experienced some 
changes in recent the months - since 
March 2021, eleven team members 
have left us and twelve have joined us. 
We would especially like to thank two 
long-time employees. Robert Schmuki 
has led executive education at CEPS 
for five years. With his deep knowledge 
of NPO practice, he was able to greatly 
enrich the institute. He will continue to 
be close to the CEPS as a partner in the 
philanthropy consultancy «Con-Sense». 
Leonore Wenzel will also devote herself 
to a new challenge after four years. She 
has been working in the background to 
ensure the smooth running of further 
education courses. We welcome Jani-
ne Rossberg as a new member of the 
team in administration and Stella Büt-
zer as a student assistant.
ceps.unibas.ch/en/about-us/team/

CAS Nonprofit & Public Management
After a longer dry spell in terms of per-
sonal contact in our executive education 
courses, we are looking forward to more 
exchange again. Especially exciting for 
us is the new CAS Nonprofit & Public 
Management with a very comprehen-
sive content and four modules. At the 
moment, we are still making final prepa-
rations so that we can have everything 
running smoothly in January 2022.
ceps.unibas.ch/de/weiterbildung/

This is where highly exciting discus-
sions arise. Last but not least, the-
re is also increased media interest in 
the topic of social entrepreneurship. 
Here, I may present our research fin-
dings in radio or television interviews 
or in newspaper articles, for example. 
The art here is to be able to convey 
very complex interrelationships from 
large studies, on which we work for 
years, in a short and understandable 
way. That is sometimes quite a balan-
cing act.

CEPS: Social business is still relatively 
young as a research area. What is spe-
cial about researching «social busines-
ses»?
 
K.K.: Research around the topic of so-
cial entrepreneurship is very interdis-
ciplinary and includes disciplines as 
diverse as sociology, psychology, fi-
nance, accounting or organizational 
theory. The research community is 
actually still relatively young, but we 
are standing here on the shoulders of 
«giants» who have already been wor-
king on similar issues for many deca-
des, such as the research on nonprofit 
organizations and on «social move-
ments». In business administration, 
the topic of social entrepreneurship 
has been in focus for about 15 years. 
During this time, the field has grown 
very strongly and gained massive im-
portance. Whereas in the beginning 
we had to present at international 
conferences in small, remote rooms, 
the research area has now conquered 
the «big podium». A positive develop-
ment, which I am very pleased about 
and which is certainly not over yet! 

CEPS: Do research results from this 
field also influence classical econo-
mics?

K.K.: Yes, of course! In practice, I am 
often asked what social enterprises 
(or nonprofits) can and should learn 
from for-profit businesses. This is cer-
tainly a legitimate question and many 
organizations are in a process of pro-
fessionalization. However, I find the 
question of what business can learn 
from social enterprises at least as ex-

citing. In the wake of ever stricter laws 
and regulations in the area of sustai-
nability, as well as genuine efforts by 
many companies to become better in 
this area, the question is rather: What 
can companies learn from social enter-
prises? After all, social enterprises 
show how to be profitable and add so-
cial value at the same time. So soci-
al enterprises show how to solve prob-
lems instead of creating them.

CEPS: Many thanks and all the best for 
your future!

Prof. Dr. Karin Kreutzer holds the 

Chair of Social Business and is Di-

rector of the Impact Institute at the 

EBS University of Business and Law. 

Her research focuses, among other 

things, on social business models and 

innovation in NPOs.
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 CALENDAR 
 
Executive Education 

Beste Stiftungsratspraxis
29 September 2021, Zurich

7. Basler Stiftungsrechtstag
22 October 2021, Basel

Good Foundation Governance
4 – 6 November 2021, Basel

Intensiv-Lehrgang Strategisches Finanz-
management
8 – 12 November 2021, Gunten

CAS Nonprofit & Public Management
4 Modules – Online, Wilen & Basel
Start: 24 January 2021

CAS Global Social Entrepreneurship
5 Modules – Basel & worldwide
Start: 14 February 2022
Register Now -> CEPS Executive Education

FURTHER DATES 

Biennale Filantropia Strategica 
cenpro
30 September 2021, Lugano

European Day of Foundations and 
Donors
DAFNE
1 October 2021, Bern

EFC Annual Conference
European Foundation Center
18 – 20 Oktober, Vienna

Schweizer Stiftungstag
proFonds
3 November 2021, Zurich

ERNOP Conference 2021
Eur. Research Netw. on Philanthropy
2 – 3 December 2021, Dublin

The importance of the Swiss foundation 
sector is growing continuously. Not 
only are new foundations being 
established on a regular basis, but 
they also increasingly see themselves 
as important players in civil society. 
Accordingly, the demands on the boards 
of trustees of charitable foundations 
have also changed in recent years. 
Growing compliance requirements and 
regulations as well as a persistently 
difficult financial environment call 
for new competencies and ongoing 
professionalization. Although there are 
a large number of foundation board 
mandates in Switzerland, there is a 
widespread lack of training opportunities 
at the national level that meet the 
specific needs of charitable foundation 
boards. This gap is filled by the newly 
founded Foundation Board Academy. 
It has set itself the goal of developing 
high-quality training and continuing 
education programs and bringing the 
level of professionalism of charitable 
foundation boards in line with that of 
boards of directors. The Foundation 
Board Academy was founded by Beate 
Eckhardt, strategy and philanthropy 
expert and former managing director of 
SwissFoundations, Prof. Dr. Georg von 
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Public Goods Relevance                                               
According to this book, under-
standing the use of  public goods 
is a prerequisite for sustainable 
development.

Schnurbein, director of the Center for 
Philanthropy Studies at the University 
of Basel, and Etienne Eichenberger, 
philanthropy consultant and managing 
partner of WISE philanthropy advisors.

The first Compact Seminar on Good 
Foundation Governance will be held 
in Basel, Switzerland, November 4-6, 
2021. The compact seminar offers 
prospective and active foundation 
board members high-quality, day-
to-day training and a stimulating 
examination of current challenges.

             Lucca Nietlispach

The authors of «Public 
Goods, Sustainable De-
velopment and the Con-
tribution of Business» 
ask essential questions 
not easy to answer. Their 
questions and answers 
relate to contemporary 

human development and explore them 
from the perspective of public and priva-
te entities. In their answers, the authors 
highlight the need for collaborative solu-
tions which concern multi-level collabora-
tion across various stakeholders. 

The book is based on comprehensive 
theoretical foundations supplemented by 
practical examples. An important part of 
the book concerns various methods of va-
luation of public goods and assets relating 
to the creation of public value. 

The business sector is conceptualized 
as an entity in intense contact with the 
public and nonprofit sectors. From this 
perspective, all stakeholders need to take 
both advantages but also responsibility 
for further development. This book is an 
excellent addition to the library for the rea-
dership interested in contemporary topics 
such as climate change or public value 
creation.                    Oto Potluka

https://www.cambridgescholars.com/product/978-1-5275-6310-0

                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
NUMBER OF THE QUARTER
62’796 
An increasing number of foundations 
also means an increasing number of 
foundation board members. There are al-
ready 62‘796 of them in Switzerland - an 
impressive number. 30.9% of them are 
women and on average there are about 
five foundation board memberships per 
foundation. 

Source: Stiftungsreport 2021.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

A New Seminar for Foundation Board Members                                
The first seminar of  the newly established Foundation Board Acade-
my will take place in November 2021. It is aimed at foundation board 
members who want to strategically align themselves for the future and 
offers opportunities for networking in the sector.


