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Why do people give? This project approached this old yet new question with the sociological theory of
“Vocabularies of Motive.” The theory argues that motivations of human behaviors do not pre-exist in one’s mind.
Rather, motivations are words verbalized to describe one’s behaviors to others. Because human beings prefer to
verbalize what “makes sense” to others in a given context, some motivations are given repeatedly, while others are
not. Revealed through analysis of interviews with this theory were boundaries donors draw between “likely-to-be-
said” motivations and “I'd-rather-not-say” motivations. The project identified and discussed new research questions

that emerge with a focus on these boundaries.
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