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Abstract
Development aid is considered an important instrument in achieving a more sustain-
able global future. However, the general public perceives aid as rather ineffective. 
This may be because the public knows little about aid and its effects. Evidence for 
the effects of aid projects may therefore be of particular importance in shaping atti-
tudes. In a survey experiment carried out among the German population (N ≈ 6000), 
we presented a claim on the effectiveness of an aid project or the same claim plus 
experimental evidence, qualitative evidence or anecdotal evidence and compared it 
to a no information control group. Results revealed that the claim increases both 
belief in the effectiveness of aid as well as support for aid. Among all forms of evi-
dence tested, anecdotal evidence performs best, followed by experimental evidence. 
Pre-manipulation support for aid partly moderates the effect of the claim, but those 
who support aid do not react more strongly to the two forms of scientific evidence 
(experimental/qualitative).
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Résumé
L’aide au développement est considérée comme un instrument important pour parve-
nir à un avenir plus durable à l’échelle mondiale. Cependant, le grand public perçoit 
l’aide au développement comme plutôt inefficace. Cela vient peut-être du fait que le 
public en sait peu sur l’aide et ses effets. Les preuves des effets des projets d’aide au 
développement peuvent donc être particulièrement importantes pour façonner les at-
titudes. Dans une enquête expérimentale menée auprès de la population allemande (N 
≈ 6 000), nous avons présenté d’un côté, une affirmation concernant l’efficacité d’un 
projet d’aide au développement et de l’autre côté, la même affirmation avec, en plus, 
des preuves expérimentales, des preuves qualitatives ou des preuves anecdotiques et 
nous avons comparé les réponses obtenues à celles du groupe de contrôle sans infor-
mation. Les résultats ont révélé que l’affirmation augmente à la fois la croyance dans 
l’efficacité de l’aide et le soutien à l’aide. Parmi toutes les formes de preuves testées, 
les preuves anecdotiques ont les plus d’impact, suivies des preuves expérimentales. 
Le soutien à l’aide avant manipulation modère en partie l’effet de l’affirmation, mais 
ceux qui soutiennent l’aide au développement ne réagissent pas plus fortement aux 
deux formes de preuve scientifique (expérimentale/qualitative).

Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development identifies development aid as an 
essential instrument in tackling global challenges and achieving a more sustainable 
global future (United Nations 2015). In line with the ambitious framework, donor 
countries pledged to spend at least 0.7% of their respective Gross National Income 
on official development assistance (ODA). However, whether or not aid is effective 
is challenged in the scholarly and public discourse (e.g. Easterly 2007; Moyo 2009). 
The evidence as to whether and under what circumstances development aid is effec-
tive in reaching its goals is mixed (e.g. Doucouliagos and Paldam 2009; Dreher et al. 
2019; Gamso and Yuldashev 2018; Hansen and Tarp 2000; Lanati and Thiele 2018).

It is therefore understandable that doubts about the effectiveness of development 
aid are widespread among the public in donor countries (Henson et al. 2010; Rid-
dell 2007, Chapter 7; Schneider and Gleser 2018) and correlate closely with lower 
support for aid (e.g. Burkot and Wood 2017; Kim and Kim 2022; Schneider and 
Gleser 2018). At the same time, the public in donor countries usually knows lit-
tle about development aid and its effects (Darnton, 2009; Henson et al. 2010; Mil-
ner and Tingley 2013; Riddell 2007, Chapter 7; Schneider and Gleser 2018). This 
is hardly surprising, as development aid is a remote and non-salient issue for most 
people (Riddell 2007, pp. 111–112). In the long run, this lack of knowledge may 
undermine public support for development aid and subsequently reduce government 
action in this policy domain (Henson et al. 2010, p. 35; Milner and Tingley 2013, 
pp. 392–393).

Against this backdrop, development policy makers are setting out to meet this 
challenge by implementing increasingly sophisticated planning and evaluation meth-
ods for specific projects and programmes (e.g. Bamberger et  al. 2015). They are 
doing this in order to learn and improve their work, but also to be better able to 
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respond to doubts about aid effectiveness by providing information on the effective-
ness of specific development projects and development aid more generally (OECD 
DevCom 2014, Chapter 5; Riddell 2007, pp. 114–115).

This begs the question whether such attempts at communicating information are 
effective in influencing people’s attitudes towards development aid, increasing their 
belief in aid effectiveness and garnering public support. Surprisingly, research into 
the effects of information concerning the effectiveness of development aid on aid-
related attitudes is scarce.1 Hurst et al. (2017) found a small positive effect of highly 
aggregated information on aid being effective and no considerable effect of infor-
mation on aid being ineffective when examining the general effects of aid-related 
arguments and information on support for development aid. Using examples of the 
effectiveness of aid projects from two countries, Bayram and Holmes (2020) dem-
onstrated that numerical information on aid effectiveness increases support. Finally, 
Schneider et  al. (2021, Chapter 4) showed that information on the inputs, outputs 
and outcomes of aid projects can enhance the assessment of aid projects and the 
belief in aid effectiveness, but not support for aid.

Other experimental studies focussing on the role of information address the 
effects of information regarding the aid budget on support for aid disbursements 
(Gilens 2001; Henson et  al. 2021; Scotto et  al. 2017; Wood 2019). In addition, a 
growing number of experimental contributions deal with the effects of moral, eco-
nomic and political considerations (e.g. Dietrich et  al. 2019; Heinrich and Kob-
ayashi 2020; Heinrich et al. 2018), emotions (Bayram and Holmes 2020, 2021; Hud-
son et al. 2019) or cultural stereotypes (Baker 2015).

However, no study has directly examined the effects of different types of evidence 
for aid effectiveness commonly used in the public and scientific discourse about aid 
and its effectiveness. To fill this gap, we examined the impact of evidence about aid 
effectiveness on people’s belief in aid effectiveness and their support for develop-
ment aid in general. We did this via a survey experiment in which we presented a 
numerical claim that an aid project has been successful, and then randomly varied 
its support by (a) no evidence, (b) experimental evidence, (c) qualitative evidence 
and (d) anecdotal evidence. All experimental manipulations were compared to (e) 
a control group that received no claim regarding aid effectiveness (no information 
condition). This allowed us to address the following three research questions: 

(1)	 Do claims and supporting evidence on aid effectiveness influence citizens’ belief 
in aid effectiveness and support for aid?

(2)	 What type of supporting evidence for a claim is particularly convincing?
(3)	 Do reactions to claims and supporting evidence depend on prior support for aid?

We structure the remainder of this paper as follows. First, based on the literature 
on attitude change and persuasion processes, we derive hypotheses on the effect of 

1  Furthermore, there is ample research on relatively stable individual drivers of attitudes towards aid 
(e.g. education, income, political ideology; see Bodenstein and Faust 2017; Chong and Gradstein 2008; 
Henson and Lindstrom 2013; Hudson and VanHeerde-Hudson 2012; Milner and Tingley 2013; Paxton 
and Knack 2012).
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a claim about aid effectiveness and supporting experimental, qualitative and anec-
dotal evidence on attitudes towards development aid. Second, we describe our data 
and statistical model. Third, we present the results of the descriptive and multivari-
ate analysis. Finally, we discuss the results, their limitations and implications for 
development policy and communications and outline potential directions for future 
research.

Hypotheses

Although public opinion on development aid at the aggregate level has been rela-
tively stable even through substantial political crises in many European countries 
(e.g. Kiratli 2021), individual attitudes towards aid are susceptible to external influ-
ences (Chong and Druckman 2007; Zaller 1992), for instance information provided 
by the media or NGOs (e.g. Bayram and Holmes 2021; Hudson et al. 2019).

To understand the effects of such external influences, we can draw on a large 
literature on persuasion processes and attitude change which addresses the effects 
of information and information attributes on attitudes (Maio and Haddock 2007; 
O’Keefe 2015). In this study, we build on the elaboration likelihood model (ELM; 
Petty and Cacioppo 1986) which argues that the effect of persuasive appeals depends 
on the likelihood that the message receiver engages in elaboration of the provided 
information. Elaboration describes a thoughtful process of engaging with the pro-
vided information. The degree of elaboration to which a receiver engages with the 
information depends on the receiver’s motivation and ability to do so. The receiver 
will only engage in elaboration if both motivation and ability are high. A high moti-
vation to engage is often caused by high levels of personal efficacy or a high per-
sonal relevance of the information for the information receiver (Petty and Briñol 
2011). Likewise, the ability to engage in elaboration depends on the level of prior 
knowledge about the provided information (O’Keefe 2015, p. 155). If the level of 
knowledge is low, information receivers are less likely to engage in an elaborative 
process.

According to the ELM, attitude change in response to persuasive messages can 
occur through two distinct ways: the first way (“peripheral route”) is based on quick 
cognitive shortcuts; the second way (“central route”) is based on more elaborate, 
cognitive processing and conscious reasoning (Strack and Deutsch 2015).

For the elaboration of information regarding the effectiveness of development 
aid, a persuasive process involving cognitive shortcuts seems to be more likely for 
an average citizen. For most people in donor countries, development aid is a rather 
remote issue. People likely do not come into contact with aid-related issues or expe-
rience the effect of aid-related policies, making it a low-salience, low-knowledge 
issue (Darnton 2009; Hudson and vanHeerde-Hudson 2012; Riddell 2007, pp. 
111–112). In addition, development aid receives little media attention (Schneider 
et al. 2021 for Germany), and knowledge about development aid among the public 
in donor countries is generally limited (e.g. Henson et al. 2010; Milner and Ting-
ley 2013; Scotto et  al. 2017; Wood 2019). Therefore, people are unlikely to have 
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elaborate opinions on development aid and are therefore less likely to engage in 
elaborative processes.2

The ELM suggests that under conditions that favour the peripheral processing 
route, the outcomes of persuasive efforts will not be driven by receivers’ thoughtful 
consideration of the message arguments or other issue-relevant information. Instead, 
persuasive effects will be more influenced by receivers’ use of simple decision rules 
or heuristic principles (Bless and Schwarz 1999).

In our experiment, respondents in the No evidence/claim only condition received 
a simple numerical claim about the success of an employment or agricultural devel-
opment programme without further evidence to support this claim (see Table 1). The 
other three treatment groups received some additional form of evidence. Because 
development aid is a low-knowledge, low-salience issue, the ELM predicts that the 
provision of a positive claim concerning the effectiveness of development aid acti-
vates a positive heuristic and leads to higher support for development aid. To test the 
following hypothesis, we compared the four treatment groups that received informa-
tion (i.e. the numerical claim) about aid effectiveness (irrespective of the type of 
supporting evidence) with the control group (no information condition) which did 
not receive a claim about aid effectiveness.

H1  (ELM—cognitive shortcuts) People who receive information on the effective-
ness of aid report a higher belief in aid effectiveness and display higher support for 
aid (compared to the control group).

Whether or not persuasion is successful not only depends on the extent to which 
an information receiver engages in elaboration but also on the perceived credibility 
of the content and source of the information. The credibility is assessed based on 
the perceived trustworthiness and expertise (O’Keefe 2015, Chapter 10). To increase 
the perceived level of trustworthiness and expertise, senders commonly include 
some form of supporting evidence in their persuasive messages (O’Keefe 2015, pp. 
295–296).

In the natural and life sciences, evidence is often equated with the results of 
experimental studies (randomised controlled trials, RCTs). RCTs randomly allocate 
a treatment, which enables researchers to establish causal relationships. Such experi-
mental evidence is considered superior to, for instance, observational studies in the 
scientific community, as systematic external influences as well as several kinds of 
selection biases can be controlled (Duflo et al. 2007; White 2013). This approach 
gained popularity in development economics and is seen as the gold standard in 
assessing and quantifying causal relationships (Banerjee and Duflo 2009; White 
2013; but see Deaton and Cartwright 2018). In non-scientific, practitioner-oriented 

2  Although on average both knowledge and salience should be rather weak, some individuals hold rather 
strong opinions for or against development aid. For instance, Bayram and Holmes (2020) show that the 
ability to feel others’ pain is what facilitates support for aid. With this in mind, “Moderator analysis” sec-
tion examines whether the effects of the forms of evidence differ between people with different attitudes 
towards development aid.
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publications, the results of RCTs are often presented without extensive details about 
the design. In this paper, we label this type of evidence experimental evidence.

In many fields of science and public policy, at least two other forms of evi-
dence for effectiveness are available (e.g. Hoeken 2001; Hornikx 2005). On the 
one hand, donor organisations often commission consultants and researchers who 
try to establish evidence, in that they visit the programme or project region, inter-
view executives from donor organisations as well as beneficiaries and gather non-
numerical data (Bamberger et al. 2015, Chapter 2). This can be labelled as expert 
or qualitative evidence (Meadows and Morse 2001).

Finally, development ministries, donor organisations and NGOs frequently use 
testimonials and storytelling (see e.g. Padgett and Allen 1997; Woodside et  al. 
2008 on the role of storytelling in advertising) to communicate with their con-
stituencies. In particular, beneficiaries from developing countries sometimes 
provide anecdotal evidence for aid effectiveness (Dogra 2007; Orgad and Vella 
2012; Scott 2014, pp. 148–150). Such testimonials often state that he or she expe-
rienced positive changes in his or her life since a development project was imple-
mented. Although this form of evidence also builds on qualitative data, the key 
difference to qualitative evidence discussed above is that in the latter data are 
collected in a systematic way, drawing on multiple sources (e.g. interviews with 
different stakeholders, administrative documents).

This leads to the crucial question: how do experimental, qualitative and anecdotal 
evidence affect attitudes towards providing development aid? Put differently, does 
evidence supporting a claim make a difference and which type of evidence is most 
convincing? Research into message persuasiveness in different fields (e.g. medicine, 
health sciences) has repeatedly shown that people frequently value anecdotal evi-
dence more than the results of scientific studies, albeit the findings are not unequivo-
cal in either direction (Baesler and Burgoon 1994; Hornikx 2005; O’Keefe 1990). 
The reason for this might be that anecdotal evidence—for instance, in form of a 
testimonial or story—is in general more vivid and imaginable and, therefore, easier 
to process than rather abstract scientific and statistical evidence (Hoeken 2001, p. 
428). This could be especially important under low motivation and ability to engage 
in elaboration (i.e. the peripheral processing route, but see Freling et  al. 2020 for 
divergent findings). As development aid is likely a low-motivation, low-knowledge 
issue for most citizens of donor countries, we derive the following hypothesis:

H2  (type of evidence) The effect of anecdotal evidence is greater than the effect of 
other forms of evidence.

To test this hypothesis, we compared the anecdotal evidence condition with the 
experimental and qualitative evidence conditions.

Although development aid is likely an issue which most people know little 
about and have comparatively low motivation to engage with, this may not be the 
case for everyone. When people have pronounced positive or negative opinions 
on aid, they may be motivated to engage in more demanding cognitive processing 
and engage in the “central” route posited by the ELM. In this case, the strength 
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and quality of the message’s arguments should influence the evaluative direction 
of elaboration and hence the persuasive success (O’Keefe 2015, Chapter 8).

In development communications, however, it is challenging to target recipi-
ents based on their elaboration likelihood. From a practical point of view, it is 
more relevant to assess how recipients with different attitudes towards develop-
ment aid react to information. Building on the ELM, we hypothesise that the 
effect of strong message arguments, for instance, as provided by experimental 
and qualitative evidence, is more relevant under high elaboration conditions—i.e. 
among those who either support or oppose development aid. Both groups, how-
ever, are likely to react quite differently to an aid effectiveness claim and its sup-
porting evidence. Theory on confirmation bias and motivated reasoning predicts 
that recipients tend to agree with arguments that are in line with their own atti-
tudes (Bolsen and Palm 2019; Klayman 1995; Oswald and Grosjean 2004; Taber 
and Lodge 2006). Therefore, aid supporters might appreciate detailed scientific 
information about the positive effects of aid projects as it confirms their view and 
provides them with arguments for their opinion. By contrast, people who receive 
information that does not coincide with their prior opinion might show reactance. 
Nevertheless, as the claim used in our experiment is not very controversial or 
provocative, we do not expect backlash effects among those who are sceptical 
about development aid (Guess and Coppock 2020). Thus, we derive the following 
hypothesis:

H3  (type of evidence—high elaboration) The effect of experimental and qualitative 
evidence is greater than that of anecdotal evidence the more strongly respondents 
have pre-existing positive attitudes towards development aid.

To test both hypotheses, we analysed the conditionality of treatment effects on 
prior support for development aid and compared the causal and qualitative evidence 
condition with the anecdotal evidence condition at different levels of prior support.

Data and Methods

The survey experiment was part of a broader collection of data on attitudes towards 
aid within the Aid Attitudes Tracker (AAT) wave 9 in Germany in November/
December 2017. The AAT is a panel survey study on public opinion on develop-
ment aid and related topics conducted in France, Germany, Great Britain and the 
US (Clarke et al. 2013). Data for the first wave were collected in 2013 based on a 
random sample of the polling institute YouGov’s online access panel. Since then, 
the same sample has been repeatedly contacted on a biannual basis. Panel dropouts 
are replenished with new respondents. Roughly 6,000 observations are available for 
each country and wave. The sample size was determined in such a way that mean-
ingful descriptive subgroup analyses are possible even in relatively specific subpop-
ulations (e.g. young, female, rural population).
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Experimental Design

In a pretest–posttest design, we examined the effects of a numerical claim concern-
ing aid effectiveness as well as different types of supporting evidence on attitudes 
towards aid. We distinguished between (1) experimental evidence, (2) qualitative 
evidence and (3) anecdotal evidence. The distinct types of evidence were operation-
alised by different wordings of a vignette. Each version of the vignette supported 
the same substantive numerical claim. In addition, a no information condition and 
a no evidence/claim only condition were introduced. The no information condition 
served as the control group and captures the general effect of repetitive questioning. 
The no evidence/claim only group received a numerical claim on aid effectiveness 
without further supporting evidence, which helps to isolate the effect of supporting 
evidence. Conditions were randomly assigned.

To control for a topic-related effect, two distinct treatments were introduced. Half 
of the respondents received information about an agricultural project, the other half 
received information about an employment project. In total, the survey experiment 
consisted of six evidence treatment groups, two no evidence/claim only treatment 
groups and one no information group (control group). Table 1 summarises all treat-
ment wordings.

Attitudes towards development aid were measured in two distinct ways: belief in 
aid effectiveness and support for development aid. Both items were measured on 
a scale ranging from 0 to 10. We chose these items because they address two key 
dimensions of attitudes towards aid, and the first is supposedly a precondition for 
the latter (Burkot and Wood 2017). Both variables were obtained at the beginning of 
the survey and again after the experimental treatments. This pretest–posttest design 
improves the statistical precision when estimating treatment effects (Clifford et al. 
2021).3

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions (if any), all 
manipulations and all measures in the study.

Analytical Approach

We begin by descriptively analysing the belief in aid effectiveness and the support 
for development aid across the treatment conditions. Then we estimate the impact of 
information on an individual’s belief in aid effectiveness and support for aid using 
OLS regression models. No valid data points were excluded from the analysis. First, 
we compare all treatment conditions combined (i.e. no evidence/claim only, experi-
mental, anecdotal, qualitative) to the no information condition (control group), and 
introduce the following baseline model to test hypothesis H1:

(1)DEP = �0 + �1Information + �2DEPt−1 +
∑

�
j
Covariatesj + �

3  The AAT questionnaire contained further questions following our experiment which are not related to 
our research question.
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DEP represents the respective dependent variable, namely belief in aid effective-
ness and support for development aid measured after the experiment were admin-
istered. Informationj is the main independent dummy variable of interest indicating 
if a person received an information treatment (0 = no, 1 = yes). DEPt−1 is the lagged 
dependent variable capturing the pre-treatment (t1) attitude of individual j and 
allows us to focus on the attitude-changing effect of the treatments. 

∑

� j represents 
a set of j individual-level control variables, namely the concern about poverty in 
developing countries, the belief in the presence of corruption in these states, moral 
obligations towards developing countries, trust in the institutions of donor countries, 
ideology (left–right scale), the assessment of the individual and national economic 
situation, household income, level of education as well as gender and age. These 
variables account for the variance of the dependent variables and thereby allow for 
a greater precision in estimating the treatment effects (Bloom 2008).4 In addition, 
when using belief in aid effectiveness as the dependent variable, pre-treatment sup-
port for aid is controlled for. When support for development is the dependent vari-
able, pre-treatment belief in aid effectiveness is included in the model.

Next, we compare the effects of the No evidence/claim only and experimental, 
anecdotal and qualitative evidence treatments. We introduce a set of dummy varia-
bles, taking the value one if the respective treatment was applied and zero otherwise. 
The reference category is again the control group.5 

In Eq.  (2) No evidence indicates the no evidence/claim only condition, Experi-
mental the experimental evidence condition, Qualitative the qualitative evidence 
condition and Anecdotal the anecdotal evidence condition. All remaining variables 
remain unchanged compared to Eq. (1). To find out whether the effect of anecdotal 
evidence is larger compared to the other treatment groups and to test hypothesis H2, 
we employ post-estimation comparisons of the respective coefficients.6

Finally, to explore the moderating effect of prior support for development aid, we 
add interaction terms between the four treatment dummies and support for develop-
ment aid measured before the manipulation to the model represented in formula (2):

(2)
DEP = �0 + �1No evidence + �2Experimental + �3Anecdotal

+ �4Qualitative + �5DEPt−1 +
∑

�jCovariatesj + �

5  Following Miratrix et al. (2018), we do not use survey weights as the sample average treatment effect 
in general does not differ substantially from the population-weighted effect.
6  We use the package emmeans in R for the post-estimation comparisons. This package by default 
employs Tukey’s method for multiple comparisons to adjust the p-values.

4  We conducted a balance check for all treatment groups. The analysis revealed no substantial differ-
ences with regard to the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents.
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For our second dependent variable, support for aid, the term DEPt−1 drops out of 
Eq. (3) as support for aid measured before the experiment is already included in the 
interaction terms. To test hypothesis H3, we check whether the effects of the experi-
mental and qualitative treatments vary with prior support for aid compared to the 
anecdotal evidence group. Again, we use post-estimation comparisons and set the 
moderator variable support for aid (pre-treatment) to its mean as well as ± 1 standard 
deviation. These values represent supporters and opponents of development aid as 
well as those with a moderate position.

For reasons of clarity and comprehensibility, we combine the agricultural and 
employment programme treatment arms in our analysis. To account for the effects of 
the aid sector, we provide disaggregated analyses discussed in the robustness check 
section in the Supplement (Tables 11/12).

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 2 describes the changes in the belief in aid effectiveness and the support 
for development aid by calculating the change between pre-treatment and post-
treatment. With regard to the belief in aid effectiveness, the left-hand columns 

(3)

DEP =�0 + �1No evidence + �2Experimental
+ �3Anecdotalj + �4Qualitative + �5No evidence ∗ Supportt−1
+ �6Experimental ∗ Supportt−1 + �7Anecdotal ∗ Supportt−1
+ �8Qualitative ∗ Supportt−1 + �9DEPt−1 +

∑

�
j
Covariatesj + �

Table 2   Comparison of means for belief in aid effectiveness and support for aid

Note: Means rounded. Survey weights applied. Belief in aid effectiveness is measured on a scale from 0 
("very ineffective") to 10 ("very effective"). Support for aid is measured on a scale from 0 ("should not 
give aid at all") to 10 ("should give aid very generously")

Dependent variable 1: Belief in 
aid effectiveness (scale 0–10)

Dependent variable 2: Support for 
aid (scale 0–10)

Mean post Mean pre Differ-
ence pre/
post

Mean post Mean pre Difference 
pre/post

Full sample 4.58 3.99 0.59 5.43 4.78 0.65
No information (control group) 4.10 4.10 0.01 5.12 4.84 0.26
No evidence (claim only) 4.64 4.05 0.58 5.46 4.82 0.58
Evidence conditions (experi-

mental, anecdotal, qualita-
tive)

4.74 3.89 0.84 5.5 4.74 0.72

Experimental evidence 4.62 3.68 0.91 5.39 4.63 0.69
Anecdotal evidence 5.02 3.99 1.01 5.70 4.74 0.92
Qualitative evidence 4.58 3.99 0.59 5.40 4.84 0.53
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in Table  2 reveal that before the experiment in the full sample, respondents on 
average tended to be rather sceptical when it comes to the effectiveness of aid. 
The mean value of 3.99 is located to the left of the midpoint of the scale. After 
the experimental stimulus was presented the mean value was 4.58, indicating a 
substantial increase in belief in aid effectiveness.

Providing information (i.e. making a claim) concerning the effectiveness of 
development aid increased respondents’ belief that aid has a positive impact irre-
spective of whether respondents were confronted with a claim only treatment 
(no evidence condition) or with a treatment containing a claim supported by 
some form of evidence. The average difference in means amounted to 0.58 and 
0.84, respectively. In contrast, for the group receiving no information we did not 
observe differences between pre-treatment and post-treatment. Disentangling the 
effects of different forms of evidence, Table 2 shows that the change was largest 
in the group confronted with anecdotal evidence (difference 1.01) followed by 
experimental evidence (difference 0.91). The effects of receiving a claim without 
evidence or a claim supported by qualitative evidence were somewhat smaller 
with mean differences of 0.58 and 0.59, respectively. Apparently, respondents did 
not value additional qualitative evidence compared to the claim only.

The same general pattern holds true for the support for development aid. Before 
being exposed to the experimental stimulus, respondents expressed moderate sup-
port for development aid. The mean of 4.78 was slightly below the midpoint of the 
scale. After the experimental conditions, respondents were somewhat more sup-
portive with a mean of 5.43. The provision of a claim or a claim supported by evi-
dence had a positive impact displayed in positive differences in means, as shown in 
the right-hand columns in Table 2. Anecdotal evidence again had the largest effect, 
with a difference in means of 0.92 followed by experimental evidence with a dif-
ference of 0.69. The effects for groups receiving a claim only (no evidence con-
dition) or a claim supported by qualitative evidence were somewhat smaller with 
differences in means of 0.53 and 0.69, respectively. In contrast to the findings on 
belief in aid effectiveness, there was a small increase in support in the control group, 
hinting at possible effects of repeated measurement. The difference between pre and 
post measurements amounted to 0.26. This may hint at possible effects of repeated 
measurement.

In summary, the descriptive statistics already provided initial hints that there 
may be treatment effects of (evidence-based) information, both on the belief in aid 
effectiveness and support for development aid. The following multivariate analysis 
depicts the varying treatment effects by controlling for established drivers of atti-
tudes towards development aid and changes in attitudes induced by answering ques-
tions about development aid and developing countries.

Multivariate Analysis

Figure 1 shows the results for the first two model specifications for the belief in aid 
effectiveness. To test hypothesis H1, plot a) in Fig. 1 displays the treatment effect 
comparing those who received any kind of information treatment (no evidence/claim 
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only, experimental evidence, qualitative evidence or anecdotal evidence) to the no 
information condition. In line with the descriptive findings, the plot indicates that 
the provision of information—irrespective of the type of evidence provided—sig-
nificantly increased the belief in aid effectiveness. This corroborates hypothesis H1, 
and shows that information in general and positive information in particular matters 
regarding attitudes towards aid.

Disentangling the effect of the various types of evidence, plot b) in Fig. 1 shows 
that all treatments had a positive and statistically significant (p < 0.001) effect on the 
belief in aid effectiveness. Recalling that the dependent variable ranges from 0 to 
10, all effects can be considered as substantially relevant. Anecdotal evidence had 
the largest impact on the belief in aid effectiveness with a coefficient of roughly 1.0, 
whereas the provision of qualitative evidence had about the same effect as the provi-
sion of an evidence-free claim. Both coefficients amounted to approx. 0.6. The size 
of the effect of experimental evidence was situated in between with a coefficient of 
0.8. Despite the fact that the confidence intervals of anecdotal and experimental evi-
dence partly overlap, the post-estimation comparisons indicate that the differences 
of anecdotal evidence to the other three treatments were significant at α < 0.05 (see 

Notes: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. Plot a) presents the general information treatment effect, comparing 
those who received any kind of information treatment (no evidence/claim only, experimental evidence, anecdotal 
evidence, qualitative evidence) to the completely untreated control group (N = 3,622; Model M2 in Table 4). Plot 
b) compares all five treatment groups to the control group (N = 3,644; Model M2 in Supplement Table 5). 
Coefficients of covariates are omitted. 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 1   Average treatment effects on belief in aid effectiveness
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Supplement Table 6).7 This finding supports hypothesis H2, which states that anec-
dotal evidence should exert the largest effect.

In addition, the difference of the experimental evidence treatment compared 
to the no evidence/claim only group was significant at α < 0.05 and its difference 
to the qualitative evidence group was marginally significant at α < 0.10, indicat-
ing that this type of scientifically generated evidence can be statistically distin-
guished from the provision of a claim only as well as (tentatively) from evidence 
generated via qualitative inquiry.

Next, we turn to the results for our second dependent variable: support of 
development aid.5 Plot (a) in Fig.  2 displays the treatment effect comparing 
those who received any kind of information treatment (no evidence/claim only, 

Notes: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. Plot a) presents the general information treatment effect, comparing 
those who received any kind of information treatment (no evidence/claim only, experimental evidence, anecdotal 
evidence, qualitative evidence) to the completely untreated control group (N = 3,630; Model M4 in Supplement 
Table 4). Plot b) compares all five treatment groups to the control group (N = 3,630; Model M4 in Supplement 
Table 5). Coefficients of covariates are omitted. 

(a)

(b)

Fig. 2   Average treatment effects on support for development aid

7  Partly overlapping confidence intervals do not automatically imply that a difference is not statisti-
cally significant (Cumming and Finch 2005). We therefore refrain from using visual rules of thumb and 
instead use post-estimation comparisons for evaluation purposes if the effects of the treatments differ.
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experimental evidence, qualitative evidence or anecdotal evidence) to the no 
information condition (control group) and tests hypothesis H1. The coefficient 
was significant at α < 0.001, which again corroborates hypothesis H1. Positive 
information about the effectiveness of aid projects also increased support for 
development aid irrespective of the underlying type of evidence.

Concerning the effects of the various types of evidence, the coefficients in plot 
(b) in Fig.  2 show that all individual treatments had a significant positive impact 
on support for aid at α < 0.01. As the dependent variable again has a range from 0 
to 10, the effects can be regarded as substantially relevant, albeit the coefficients 
were smaller compared to effects on the belief in aid effectiveness. Post-estimation 
tests to compare the anecdotal evidence group to the other treatment groups revealed 
that all differences were significant at α < 0.05 despite the overlap in the confidence 
intervals of anecdotal and experimental evidence (see Supplement Table  7). This 
finding again supports hypothesis H2.

Moreover, qualitative evidence had the smallest effect, and descriptively per-
formed worse than experimental evidence or a claim without any supporting evi-
dence. However, the pairwise post-estimation comparisons between the claim only, 
experimental evidence and qualitative evidence groups did not reveal any significant 
differences between those groups.

Moderator Analysis

To test hypothesis H3, we analysed the extent to which the support for develop-
ment aid measured before the manipulation moderated the treatment effects of 
the no evidence/claim only and experimental, qualitative and anecdotal evidence 
conditions. First, we ran a regression model including interaction terms between 
the treatment group dummies and support for aid measured before the treatment, 
and compared this model to the model without interaction terms using F-tests, 
indicating an improved model due to the inclusion of interaction effects. Next, 
the significance of individual interaction terms indicated which particular treat-
ments are moderated. In a final step, we visualised the interaction model using 
predicted value plots and then probed the interaction using post-estimation com-
parisons (see Hayes 2018).

Starting with our first dependent variable belief in aid effectiveness, the 
F-test (F = 3001; df = 4; p = 0.017) yielded a significantly improved model fit 
when including the interaction terms but only the interaction term for No evi-
dence/claim only x Pre-treatment support for aid was significant at α < 0.05. 
This implies that only the effect of the No evidence/claim only treatment com-
pared to the control group varied with pre-manipulation support for aid on aver-
age (Model M2 in Supplement Table  8). The negative sign indicates that the 
effect of the No evidence/claim only treatment compared to the control group 
decreased the more people supported development aid pre-treatment. Figure 3 
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visualises the model, setting the values for support for aid (pre-treatment) at the 
mean (4.78) and ± 1 standard deviation (SD; 2.31 and 7.23).8 Any type of infor-
mation for those with a sceptical attitude increased the belief in aid effective-
ness compared to the control group (blue line). The same holds true for those 
who were located on the scale average, i.e. those who had a more moderate 
stance towards aid. For those who were supportive of aid, there was still a dif-
ference between the control group and those who were exposed to a claim or a 
claim plus evidence, but the difference was slightly smaller. However, we need 
to recall that only the interaction between No evidence/claim only x Support for 
aid (pre-treatment) was significant and that the y-axis does not cover the full 
range of the dependent variable.

With regard to our hypothesis H3, the post-estimation comparisons showed that 
among aid supporters (Pre-treatment support for aid = 7.23) there is no significant 
difference between experimental evidence and anecdotal evidence (p = 0.981; see 
Supplement Table 9). This means that those who support aid in general did not 
value experimental evidence more than anecdotal evidence. Compared to those 

Note: Predicted values (95% confidence intervals) based on model M2 in Table 8 in the Supplement. 

Fig. 3   Predicted values of the moderator analysis. Outcome: belief in aid effectiveness

8  All metric covariates are set to their mean, and the results are averaged across the levels of categorical 
covariates.
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who were sceptical of aid or had a moderate stance, the difference between both 
treatment groups was smaller among those rather supportive of aid. The differ-
ence between qualitative evidence and anecdotal evidence turned out to be nega-
tive and significant (p < 0.001) for those scoring high on the pre-treatment aid 
support scale (7.23), meaning that anecdotal evidence performed better among 
aid supporters compared to qualitative evidence. This difference was similar 
across all three levels of aid support chosen for the post-estimation comparisons, 
which does not come as a surprise as the interaction terms were neither large 
nor statistically significant. Both findings contradict our hypothesis H3, which 
postulates that people having a positive stance towards aid value experimental or 
qualitative evidence to a greater extent. Thus, for the first dependent variable, H3 
is rejected. It should be highlighted that as the effect of most treatments did not 
vary across the range of prior support for aid, those who had a negative attitude 
towards aid displayed higher belief in aid effectiveness when exposed to a claim 
or evidence about aid effectiveness.9

For the second dependent variable, support for aid (post-treatment), the F-test 
(F = 8.485, df = 4, p = 0.000) again revealed an improved model fit when the inter-
action terms between the four treatment groups and prior support for aid were 
included. All interaction terms turned out to be statistically significant, with a mar-
ginally significant effect for the term Experimental evidence x Support for aid pre-
treatment (α < 0.1; Model M4 in Supplement Table 8). This means that the effect 
of the administered treatments compared to the control group varied with the prior 
level of support for aid. As all coefficients displayed a negative sign, the treatment 
effects shrunk with higher levels of support. This can be seen in Fig. 3: the estimates 
on the right-hand side (Mean value support for aid pre-treatment + 1 SD) of the plot 
lie generally closer together compared to the estimates for those with low (Mean 
value—1 SD) or average support for aid (Fig. 4).10

With regard to hypothesis H3, the post-estimation comparisons showed that 
among those displaying high prior support for aid (7.23), experimental evidence 
again did not perform better compared to anecdotal evidence (p = 0.992; Supple-
ment Table 10). Moreover, qualitative evidence again even performed worse com-
pared to the anecdotal evidence in this group (p = 0.028). Taken together, once 
again we did not find any evidence for hypothesis H3. In other words, aid sup-
porters did not react more strongly to qualitative or quantitative evidence, i.e. 
scientifically generated evidence about the effectiveness of development aid pro-
jects. Finally, regarding support for aid it must also be noted that even those who 
opposed aid beforehand showed higher support after being exposed to a claim or 
evidence about aid effectiveness.

How can the general pattern found in the moderator analysis as well as the 
results for hypothesis H3 be explained? With regard to the general pattern, many 
respondents can name examples of aid failures (e.g. engagement in failed states, 

10  Note that due to the predicted values being conditioned on the covariates, the average predicted values 
for those with a supportive attitude pre-treatment are lower than their initial value.

9  Recall that the treatment group dummies in Models M1 and M2 in Supplement Table 8 display the 
treatment effect when the moderator variable Support for aid (pre-treatment) takes the value 0.
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cases of corruption, misconduct of NGOs) but positive examples of successful 
development projects are often rare (e.g. Henson et al., 2010, pp. 27–33). There-
fore, information on aid effectiveness may increase the first outcome variable 
belief in aid effectiveness among sceptics, moderates and supporters alike—in par-
ticular because people might be more ambivalent about aid effectiveness despite 
a positive correlation between belief in aid effectiveness and support for aid, and 
even aid supporters do not consider aid as extremely effective. Things might be 
different for our second outcome variable, support for aid. Strong support for aid 
is driven by political orientation, moral considerations and value orientations (e.g. 
Bayram 2016; Bodenstein and Faust 2017; Hudson and vanHeerde-Hudson 2012), 
which may offset instrumental considerations related to aid effectiveness and lead 
to smaller treatment effects among aid supporters. In addition, ceiling effects can-
not be ruled out as the dependent variable ranges from 0 to 10 and supporters 
already score high on this item, which leaves less room to express even more sup-
port (see Chyung et al. 2020).

Regarding the results for hypothesis H3, attitude strength (Howe and Kros-
nick 2017) might provide a key to understanding why aid supporters do not value 

 
Note: Predicted values (95% confidence intervals) based on model M2 in Table 8 in the 
supplement. 

Fig. 4   Predicted values moderator analysis of support for aid
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experimental and qualitative evidence more. For both belief in aid effectiveness and 
support for aid, only those with highly internalised and elaborate attitudes towards 
aid might appreciate scientific evidence and engage in high-level elaboration pro-
cesses. However, neither attitude strength and measures about attitude ambivalence 
or uncertainty nor measures of elaboration processes were included in the survey.

Conclusion

Building on the ELM and a survey experiment conducted in Germany, we exam-
ined the effect of numerical claims about the effectiveness of development pro-
jects and various types of supporting evidence on citizens’ belief in aid effec-
tiveness and their support for development aid. Our experimental design allowed 
us to test the effect of three types of evidence commonly used in public debates 
about development policy—experimental, qualitative and anecdotal evidence.

There are three main results of our analysis. First, we found a positive effect of 
information about the effects of development projects on belief in aid effective-
ness and support for development aid, irrespective of the type of evidence pro-
vided. As development aid is a low-salience, low-knowledge issue in most donor 
countries, this finding is in line with theoretical predictions derived from the 
ELM. Second, in line with the ELM and corroborating findings from other fields, 
people react more strongly to anecdotal evidence—which is easier to process, 
especially in the low-knowledge, low-salience context of development aid, than 
scientifically generated experimental or qualitative evidence. This finding holds 
true for both dependent variables—belief in aid effectiveness and support for aid. 
Third, our moderation analyses showed that contrary to our theoretical expecta-
tions, those supporting aid in general did not react more positively to the scien-
tifically generated types of evidence. Instead, anecdotal evidence had an identi-
cal effect as experimental evidence in this group for both dependent variables, 
and outperformed qualitative evidence. In addition, with support for aid we found 
that the positive effect of all treatments decreases with higher pre-manipulation 
support for aid. However, information and evidence also increased the belief in 
aid effectiveness and support for aid among those who opposed aid prior to the 
manipulation.

Our findings contribute to the growing literature on attitudes towards develop-
ment aid and highlight that factual information may positively affect attitudes. This 
corroborates findings from other experimental studies (e.g. Bayram and Holmes 
2020; Hurst et al. 2017; Schneider et al. 2021, Chapter 4). As anecdotal evidence had 
the largest effect, our study also underscores that people often react more strongly to 
information that is easier to process, more relatable and more vivid. For instance, 
Bayram and Holmes (2021) showed that people in the US express higher support for 
aid when being confronted with the picture of a malnourished child. Compared to 
this, complex statistical information about poverty did not increase support.

Future research on the effects of development aid-related information and evi-
dence should build on our experiment and in particular address its limitations. First, 
the respondents were only exposed to positive information about aid effectiveness. 
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However, media reports or aid opponents often focus on the failure of aid projects, 
misuse of tax money and corruption in developing countries or scandals in the aid 
sector. Therefore, in future studies the effects of information and evidence about 
negative aspects of aid projects need to be investigated in more detail. Moreover, 
it may be examined to what extent ambivalent or contradicting information moulds 
public opinion, as the public is often exposed to a mixture of information.

Second, the treatments in our experiment, which were designed to be as realistic 
as possible, used different ways to visualise the evidence about aid effectiveness. 
Whereas a picture of an aid beneficiary was presented in the anecdotal evidence 
condition, the experimental evidence condition contained a statistical graph. By 
contrast, the qualitative evidence condition only used plain text to convey the evi-
dence. In particular, using pictures may trigger emotions among respondents that 
result in more favourable attitudes towards aid (Bayram and Holmes 2021). Future 
experimental studies therefore need to disentangle the effects of information and 
how it is conveyed (e.g. different forms of visualisation).

Third, and closely related to the previous point, more research on the mediators 
of treatment effects is needed. In brief, there are three possible mechanisms which 
might mediate the effect. The first “ease-of-processing” mechanism revolves around 
comprehensibility, vividness, availability and ease of processing. The idea is that 
anecdotal evidence is more comprehensible, vivid, available and easier to cogni-
tively process. Anecdotal evidence should therefore be more likely to be elaborated 
upon (e.g. Ratneshwar and Chaiken 1991). Direct research into possible mediators 
of our effects is very scarce, but some evidence supports greater availability of anec-
dotal as compared to statistical evidence in particular (Kazoleas 1993). Second, the 
“source credibility” mechanism revolves around trust in and the perceived credibil-
ity of the sender of the information. Source credibility is an important factor in per-
suasion (Pornpitakpan 2004). If a sender is perceived as trustworthy and credible, 
this may influence argument quality. Anecdotal evidence might in this case increase 
relatability and thereby improve the perceived argument quality (see e.g. Eger et al. 
2022 for evidence on the complementarity of sender and evidence type). Third, 
there may be an “emotion” mechanism. Petty and Briñol (2015) conceptualise the 
complex interplay between emotions and persuasion processes along the elaboration 
continuum of the ELM. Specifically for the present context, a recent meta-analysis 
suggests that high emotional engagement increases reliance on anecdotal versus sta-
tistical information (Freling et al. 2020). Whether anecdotal evidence also increases 
emotional engagement and may therefore be a mechanism for its effectiveness is still 
unanswered.

In future research, all three (and more) possible mediating mechanisms of (1) 
ease of processing, (2) source credibility and (3) emotion could be tested to better 
understand elaboration processes and the ways in which different forms of evidence 
influence attitudes towards aid.

Fourth and finally, future studies need to account for the fact that survey experi-
ments directly confront respondents with a stimulus. In reality, people have to take 
note of information about a particular topic, which in times of media overstimulation 
may be unlikely as development aid is usually a low-knowledge, low-salience issue.
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For policymakers and development communicators, our results imply that citi-
zens apparently value information on aid effectiveness and update their attitudes 
accordingly—at least temporarily when prompted in a survey experiment. Most 
importantly, even those with sceptical attitudes show a higher belief in aid effective-
ness and support for aid when being informed about aid being effective. Policymak-
ers and development communicators may want to highlight the effects of projects 
and programmes to foster favourable attitudes among citizens. With regard to shift-
ing attitudes in a more positive direction, our results suggest that anecdotal evidence 
delivered by a beneficiary reporting positive changes following a development pro-
ject may perform best, followed by experimental evidence. However, these findings 
should not mislead policymakers and communicators to provide the public with 
sugar-coated anecdotal evidence about the success of development projects and pro-
grammes. Real-world communication about development aid is likely a long-term 
endeavour. Although anecdotal evidence may help to boost positive attitudes, a com-
munication strategy that also buffers the effects of negative arguments and contrib-
utes to a realistic picture of the strengths and risks of development aid in the popula-
tion is likely to be more effective.
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