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Abstract 
  This study surveys the conventional methods and their limitations in assessing motives 
for private transfers. Based on the   concept  of “effective altruism” –  a genuine altruist 
o    ffers help instead of demanding, this study proposes a n ormative and discriminative 
strategy to help distinguish the transfer motives, focusing on whether income transfer 
persists over time. Its application to Chinese interfamily transfers reveals that altruistic 
motives do exist   but play an insignificant role at the aggregate level.
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1. Introduction

The  motivational structure behind non-market transfers is of significant policy interest 
in economics, as transfer motives influence the function of formal insurance mechanisms 
and the distributional outcomes. Literature along this line has exploited various analytical 
tools and revealed some intriguing     insights into the transfer   behaviours. However, 
the existing evidence remains mixed, and the research of eliciting motives from observed 
behaviours is   still in    its infancy.

This study reviews the conventional approaches in differentiating between the altruistic 
and egoistic motives behind private transfers1. It is shown that, whereas  most studies  have 
explored straightforward empirical regularities that are  readily testable with    accessible 
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1 In academia (e.g., economics, sociology, psychology, and philosophy), there have been longstanding 
debates over how to distinguish between altruistic and egoistic motives behind income transfer. 
For a comprehensive survey, for example, see Piliavin and Charng (1990) and Schokkaert (2006). 
In general, altruistic and self-interest motives may coexist when donors conduct income transfer. 
The term “altruism” means that the altruistic motive dominates the self-interest.
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data, they  are fundamentally indirect tests of transfer motives. Specifically, these attempts 
are   limited in several aspects: (1) ambiguous linkages between the observed outcome 
and the motive behind; (2) disregard of dynamic aspects; (3) measurement on a gross 
basis; and (4) technical obstacles in applications. As a consequence, many of the widely 
examined hypotheses have pointed to observationally equivalent outcomes that could be 
caused by different motives, which renders the underlying motive indistinguishable.

  To cope with these shortcomings, a novel strategy – focusing on whether income 
transfer persists over time – is proposed in this study. The logic is conceptually simple: 
in the standard altruism models, typical agents derive utility from of    fering help, which 
means that receiving he lp from others generates disutility at least for some “effectively 
altruistic” donors. In this sense, genuine altruists consistently provide transfers with little 
or no    compensation from others (net transfer ≥ 0) over a sufficient period. On the other 
hand, egoists conduct transfers (net transfer ≥ 0) only   if they have or will receive something 
in return (net transfer ≤ 0) in some time; this leads to an observable identity conversion 
between net provider and net receiver over a prolonged period.

As an application of the new strategy, this study employs a unique household 
survey (the China Family Panel Studies) to assess the motives behind interfamily 
transfers in Chinese society. The descr  iptive analyses suggest that only a small fract ion 
of the households kept providing or receiving net transfers (> 0) over the observation 
period. As the thres  hold increases (e.g., net transfer > CNY 1,000), the magnitude 
of “always-providers” and “always-receivers” proves to be insignificant. Also, for those 
who have provided or received a sizab le amount of transfers in a single year, their 
behavioural patterns do no  t seem to persi  st over time. These findings are in line with 
the consensus achieved by the existing literature: whereas altruistic motives do play a role 
in determining transfer behaviours, genuine altruism is in   significant at the aggregate level.

The layout of this study is as follows. Section 2 reviews the conventional methods and 
their limitations in assessing transfer motives. Section 3 introduces a new strategy. Section 4 
applies the new strategy to assess the motives behind Chinese interfamily transfers. Section 5
concludes the study.

2. Conventional Methods in Assessing Transfer Motives

Income transfer is a complicated and highly context-dependent issue. Income transfer 
can be either unilateral or mutual, intra-family or interfamily, intra-generational or inter-
generational, inter vivos or post-mortem (such as bequest), monetary or in-kind (such as 
gifts), anonymous or non-anonymous, within a region or a cross borders (such as migrants’ 
remittances).
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What characteristics should be examined to elicit the motives behind income transfer? 
Intuitively, one could interview the donors about their incentives of giving (e.g., C ox and 
S    oldo, 2004; H orioka, 2014); experimental frameworks (such as a dictator game) also 
seem plausible. Gathering attitudinal information is regarded as an efficient way to elicit 
motives. However, one should always take subjective judgments with a g rain of salt 
(Schokkaert, 2006). I n this study, the literature review will concentrate on the e   mpirical 
hypotheses t  hat are established to infer motives from actual behaviours.

2  .1  Transfer derivatives do not necessarily imply transfer 
motives

In the past decades, the m    ethod of “t   ransfer derivatives”   – assessing the motives 
from the determinants o   f transfer be  haviours – has become the mos t commonly used 
approach in the research. Its rationale is int  uitive: ben evolent donors care about the well-
being of the needy and provide the  m with help, whereas selfish donors do not behave 
in a prosocial way2. This pri     ma facie rea soning, inspired by Becker and Barro’s infl  uential 
work on altruism, has been translated into read  ily testable hypotheses for empi rical 
investigations. A large stre  am of research has related transfer behaviours to providers’ 
and p  articularly recipients’ economic situations: such as current income (e.g.,   Cox, 
1 987; Altonj   i et al., 1997; McGarry, 2016), status of being liquidity-constrained (e.g., 
Cox and Jappel li, 1990; Guiso and Jappelli, 1991), major lifetime events (e.g., McGarry, 
2016), and welfar   e status (e.g.,    Brown and Jimene z, 2011). In these empirical studies, 
the outcome variable is the amount and incidence of income transfer, and the determinant 
(the “derivative”) is the objective and subjective attributes of the recipients and donors3.

Many other conceivable “transfer derivatives” have been discovered to infer transfer 
motives. For example, given that public transfers generally neutralize charitable transfers 
but presum ably have an insignificant impact on exchan  ge-motivated transfers, the rejection 
of complete crowding-out is widely perceived as an indication of “impure altruism” 
(e.g., Cox and Jakubs on, 1995; Duncan  , 1999). In assessing the motives behind intra-family 
transfers, many authors base their judgments on whether parents divide these resources 
equal ly among their children (e.g., Halvor sen and Thoresen, 2010; Chang    and Luo, 2015). 

2 This study will not    specifically distinguish among other coexisting motives of transfer behaviours 
(such as the incentive to comply with social norms and family traditions) since these motives can 
be referred to collectively as either altruistic or self-interest scenarios. For example, obedience to 
moral   imperatives   is associated with self-interest; income transfer motivated by a pure sense of 
sympathy is considered a form of altruistic act. 

3   Subjective characteristics include individuals’ expectations, experience, perception, c  hoice, and so 
on, often available in retrospective and quasi-experimental surveys.
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Some research borrows the standa rd approa   ches used in testing risk-sharing mechanisms 
(such as the linkages between welfar e states of different individuals) to evaluate transfer 
motives (e.g., Altonj  i et al., 1992; Schwar  ze and Winkel mann, 2011).

Whereas the “transfer derivatives” have proven empirically useful, much of their 
logical reasoning cannot   survive close scrutiny. A prime example is the extensively used 
transfer-income relationship. That is, benefiting the poor could reflect altruism (e.g., 
Cox, 1987). In a broader sense, howev er, economists do not count voluntary buying 
and selling as altruistic behaviours, although trading can produce mutual benefits. It is 
common for selfish moneylenders to make use of their bargaining position over borrowers 
in desper  ate need (Stark  and Falk, 1998), as is often the case of usurer and micro-loan 
companies targeting specifically liquidity-constrained and low-income households 
  to en  sure high returns. Moreover, some evidence suggests that people experi encing 
financial difficulties due to their laziness, relative to those with “legitimate” needs, are 
less likely to receive external help from others (e.g.,     Schwar tz and Fleish man, 1978). 
This e   vidence indicates that donors   might   have taken into account individuals’ earning 
potential in selecting recipients, which implies  “impure altruism”.

As another example, unemployed and low-income children usually inherit more than 
their advantaged siblings, which is widely  regarded as the manifes tation of paternalistic 
altruism. However, this superficially family-friendly behaviour could be part of specifi c 
exchange mechanisms. There is ample evidence indicating that low-income children 
provide their parents with greater time-intensive support (e.g., Kohara and Ohtake, 
2011); many female children with limited earning  capacity choose to become a full-time 
caregiver for their parents.

On the other hand, since public transfers have substitution effects on both charitable 
donation and private borrowing, interpreting transfer motives in terms o f the crowding-out 
effect  might be misleading. As for other popular hypotheses, it is not ver  y difficult to come 
up with a couple of counter   examples. As suggested by Cox et al. (2004) and Schokka  ert 
(2006), “transfer derivatives” might not render any verdict   concerning the underlying 
motives, because different motives could reach observationally identical outcomes.

2.2 Exchange perspective: a complicated but indispensable 
starting point

For a r  igorou  s investi gation into the transfer motives, the key lies in the distinc tion 
between altruism and egoism: self-in terest behaviour is a quid-pr    o-quo scheme that 
requires something in return, whereas altruistic behaviour does not convey direct benefits 
to the altruist. An illustr  ative example is the debate over the motives behind reciprocity. 
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Some early research considered the coexistence of two-side transfers, such as parent-to-
child and child-to-parent transfers, as a displ ay of mutual altruism (e.g., Kimball, 1987). 
This earlier proposition, however, has been shifted to the advanced concept that 
the seemingly altruistic interdependence constitutes a form of egoism4.

Focusing on exchang   e mechanisms is a normati  ve and practical way to distinguish 
self-interest from altruistic motives. In th  e past decades, the amelior   ation of statistical 
systems has enabled researchers to study transfer motives from the “exchang  e 
perspective”. This stream of research has primari ly concentrated on the motivat ional 
structure of intra-family transfers (e.g., Cox and Rank, 1 992; Henrett a et al., 1997; 
Norton  and Van Houtven, 2006; Park, 2 014). The main ad  vantage of focusing 
on exchange behaviours is the explicit connection between the motive and the outcome. 
For instance, one could conclude the existence of exchange motives from the observa  tion 
that those who have provided more assistance to their parents have e  ventually received 
more bequest; this is apparently less co  ntroversial than relying on some vague bequest-
income relationships.

However, data limitations and other operational obstacles have si gnificantly held 
back the progres  s of the exchange-perspective analyses. Some are described below.

The gross flow might be misleading: due to data de ficiency, rather than measuring 
income transfer on a net flow basis, many studies have relied on either transfer receipt 
or transfer payment in assessing transfer motives. Gross flow generally overstates the amount 
   and incidence of income transfer. If there is no concret  e information on the relative size 
of the inflow and outflow, using a gross flow will lead to severe measure ment bias and 
even misinte   rpretation between the actual donor and receiver5.

The importance of dynamic aspects: since altruis tic behaviour represents a favour 
given that does not require a favour in return, altruism itself   is a dynamic concept. Similarly, 
because exchange behaviours are discrete in time, focusing on specific empirical relations 
within a static model might have missed the point: the “payoff” can be done in earlier 
or later stages. Accordingly, dynamic aspects are essential in assessing transfer motives. 

4 Note that genuine altruism should be unconditional. The benefits of mutual transfers might 
constitute a necessary condition for the emergence of the reciprocal scheme, which implies 
the exchange essence of reciprocal behaviours (  Sober, 1988; Schokkaert, 2006). 

5 For example, in the context of intra-generational transfers (e.g., transfers between friends), it is 
suspicious to measure transfer receipt on a gross basis because the presumed recipient might have 
given out non-negligible transfers in the meantime. 
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Moreover, the time-di screte nature of transfer behaviours has dramatically complicated 
the application of regression analyses6.

Technic  al limitat ions in measuring non-monetary transfers: exchange behaviours 
often involve non-mo n etary transfers, for which a crucial problem is the inclusion crite-
rion of time transfers. For example, some work has found robust connections between 
the frequency of parent-child communication and parents ’ bequest behaviour, based 
on which researchers argue in favour of the existence of exchange motives. However, 
making phone calls does not virtually constitute a sort of labour supply, since the price 
of its market substitute is trivial relative to its return (the bequest received). Indeed, 
if parents give more bequest to the children who have provided some subtle services, 
the underlying motive is closer to altruism than self-interest.

In assessing the motives behind paternalistic transfers, incorporating the multi-period 
framework and the notion of net flow could be inherently difficult7. If, for exam- ple, parents 
raise their offspring in return f  or old-age support (a long-term contract), the extant data 
source is unlikely to cover the entire transaction process, nor can       all kind s of time transfers be 
measured in monetary units to compute the net flow of income transfer.

Regression analyses present only indirect evidence: since pure altruism represents 
unconditional kindness, directly   relating observable characteristics (the “conditions”) to al-
truistic motives might be conceptu  ally illogical. This challenge is well und erstood by most 
empiricists, who tend  to draw policy implications without diving into the complexity 
of inferring motives. In the past decade, researchers have turned to regression analyses 
to search for indirect evidence on transfer motives. For instance, simple regressions can 
be formulated to test whether public transfers offset private transfers (the policy concern), 
which bypasses the identification of transfer motives. However, capturing the motive is 
of equal im  portance for the understanding of human nature; methodological innovation is 
a necess  ity for the research of eliciting motives.

6 In a dynamic setting, researchers study transfer behaviours based on time-discrete 
observations. Using regression methods means focusing on specific relations among the 
selected variables,   which inevitably   overlooks other   potential connections in the   dynamic 
aspects. Because the actual behavioural pattern is  ex-ante unknown and it generally   differs 
across individuals, researchers have   to choose arbitrarily among the leads, lags, and time 
spans to construct the regression model. For instance, based on a 10-year panel household 
survey, one could test whether transfer receipts in  earlier years reduce the likelihood of transfer 
receipts  in the following years; a      reverse causality is also possible; alternatively, measuring 
transfer income as the average amount over a five-year period also seems plausible. Which 
  specification best describes the world is a highly  debatable question. 

7 The issue of intra-family transfers is an illustration of the technical limitations in measuring 
long-term and non-monetary transfers. The same problem holds in many other contexts, such as 
voluntary behaviours and charitable contributions.
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2.3 Summar y

In recen  t years, the research into transfer motives has witnessed an upsurge in the application 
of aggregate-level data. However, focusing on macroeconomic outcomes would overlook 
some salient features only observable at the indi  vidual level. An alter native strategy is 
to gather subjectively-assessed information. However, as noted, subjective judgments 
might not be the first-best instrument for economic analyses.

On the other hand, empirical research has centred itself exclusively on the issue 
of intra-family transfers. However, technical obstacles prevent  any rigorous investi-
g  ation into the motives behind long-term and non-monetary transfers. An advance has 
been made by the exploitation of panel household surveys8, but these attempts   have 
also been restricted by the narrow definition of income transfer and the limitati on 
of regression analyses.

So far, no study has taken into account all the aforementioned aspects in assessing 
transfer motives. To close this review, let me quote Schokkaert (2006, p. 171): “As soon 
as one accepts that it is not really useful to focus exclusively on the motivation of pure 
altruism (albeit with the desire to reject it) or on the hypothesis of perfect crowding-out 
(perhaps for political reasons), it turns out that many of the more interesting models 
with a richer motivational structure are either observationally equivalent or that 
the data available are not sufficiently rich to be confident about the results of testing 
the motivational assumptions.”

3. New Strategy

In Section 2, this study has reviewed the conventional approaches to assessing transfer 
motives. Overall, focusing on exchange   behaviours is considered a complicated but 
indispensable starting point to   eliciting transfer motives.  It is shown that a rigorous 
  investigation of transfer motives requires the incorporation of the “exchange perspective”, 
the concept of net flow, and a multi-period framework.

For the above considerations, this study proposes a novel conceptual framework – 
the “dynamic net flow strategy” – as a re finement of and complement to the conventional 
methods. The ra  tionale is in   tuitive: a   pure altruist augments the welfare of others at a net 

8 For example, Silverstein et al. (2002), Hochguertel and Ohlsson (2009), and McGarry (2016) have 
employed longitudinal datasets to study motives behind   intra-family transfers.
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material loss9. A simplified altruism model can confirm this reasoning10. Consider an agent 
i who maximizes a lo  garithmic utility function that is altruistically linked to the welfare 
(consumption) of an agent j:   1iU a  ln iI T a  ln  jI T , where I denotes the pre-
transfer income and T is the income transfer. The optimal solution is  1i jT aI a I   ,
in which the amount and direction of the income transfer depend upon the income 
levels (I) and the strength of altruistic motives (a).

Turn to a broader altruism model: Ut
l = (1– a)ln(It

i – tT ) + aln( others
tI + tT ), in which 

the agent i’s utility is altruistically linked to many others in a dynamic setting. In a s imilar 
vein, a  measures the strength of the agent i’s altruistic motives; others

tI  denotes the average 
income of others; tT  is the total amount of income transfer (net) from the agent i to other 
people at the time t. Without loss of generosity, the agent i is taken as the donor of the income 
transfer. The constraint  1i

t tT aI a   others
tI  ≥ 0, which means that the donor keeps 

providing net transfers in all periods, will hold at least for some “effectively altruistic” 
donors who have the desire and the economic capacity to sacrifice own resources to help 
others. Again, only nonrec  iprocal behaviours   signal altruistic motives.

In other words, “effectively altruistic” donors should per  sist in offering help with 
little or nothing in return over a sufficien  t period (net transfer ≥ 0); otherwise, receiving 
help from others (net transfer < 0) generates disutility for the altruist11. On the ot  her hand, 
egoistic don  ors would demand something in return (net transfer < 0) if they have or will 
conduct transfers (net transfer > 0) in some time; this leads to an identity transition between 
provider and receiver over the transaction process. Figure 1 illustrates the behavioural 
pattern of altruistic and egoistic donors, expressed in simple sine functions.

Now turn to the case of transfer receivers. If altruism has become the dominant 
mot   ive behind the income transfer, the likelihood o  f receiving co  nsistent transfers should 
be non-negligible (especially for economically disadvantaged recipients). In contrast, 
if private transfers are mostly driven by exchange motives, most recipients should repay   
the “debt” at some point in time.

9 In this study,  the observed behaviour is taken as the manifestation of underlying motives,    which 
refer to “effective altruism” or “effective egoism”. However, this simplified interpretation  does 
have some blind spots (Sober, 1988). For example, even donors with strong altruistic motives 
might receive unexpected help from others or fail to conduct transfers due to some reasons. Also, 
social transfers typically produce some immeasurable benefits (such as reputation) that might be 
of great interest to the donors. Diving into these details is beyond the scope of the study.

10 For detailed modelling techniques of exchange and altruistic behaviours, see, for example, 
 Rapoport and Docquier (2006). 

11 Since the altruist cares about the well-being of others and derives utility from offering help, failing 
to do so and net welfare losses of the recipients (if the recipients become donors) would be ruled 
out in the optimization process. 
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Figure 1:  Behavioral pattern of altruistic and egoistic donors

Note: “Net flow” denotes the net transfer from the donor to the recipients.

Source: Author.

This strategy provides a “    point-blank” way to capture the transfer motives. It has 
  many advantages over conventional methods. For example, the new strategy is based 
on a less restrictive assumption: donors have  time-invariant transfer motives. Moreover, 
the new strategy does not depend on statistical inference, thus bypassing the complexity 
of constructing regression models (see footnote 6). The net flow of income transfer, which 
is the   immediate behavioural consequence of transfer motives, can be assessed by simple 
descriptive statistics. Most importantly, this approach provides a feasible solution 
to the “  invisibility” of altruism, which is the    major challenge confronting the research into 
motivational structure.

On the other hand, applying the new strategy   requires high-quality data, for which 
the length and frequency of observations can be decisive. As displayed in case 1 of  Figure 1, 
the underlying motives can be distinguished when the information is sufficient. In case 2, 
a sufficient observation frequency helps to avoid misinterpretation caused by a relatively 
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case1 case 2

case 3 Time span

Time span

 Net flow

 Net flow
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short observation period. If the information is insufficient, as case 3 suggests, the analysis 
will underestimate the self-interest motives because it did not capture the transition 
between net provider and net receiver. Data deficiency is a critical issue in the analyses 
of long-term transfers (such as intra-family transfers) but less problematic for short-term 
transfers (such as transfers between friends).

4. Assessing Transfer Motives

Relative to intra-family transfer, interfamily transfer is more likely an immediate   reci-
procal scheme that involves less   non-monetary exchanges (such as   long-term labour 
supply), which makes the new approach more applicable. The following analysis will look 
into the motives behind interfamily transfers, on which existing evidence remains scarce.

4.1 Data

The China Family Panel Studies (CFPS), conducted by the Institute of Social Science 
Survey (ISSS) of Peking University, is a database used extensively in investigating 
household’s behavioural patterns. The primary advantage of the CFPS is its panel structure 
and the d etailed information on both the receipt and payment of interfamily transfers, which 
suits the research purpose of this study. The CFPS follows a strict sampling procedure 
and contains a unique module, the “soft check”, to inspect the credibility of r  espondents’ 
statements12. The respondents in the CFPS are made nearly nationally representative.

 The 2012, 2014, and 2016 CFPS report three types of interfamily transfers13: trans-
fers between relatives, transfers between friends, and social donation. After excluding 
erroneous observations on income transfer, the sample is reduced from 13,316 households 
(in the 2012 CFPS) to 10,680 households to construct a panel dataset. This sample size 
will be retained in the subsequent analyses.

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics on interfamily transfers. The left part of Table 1 
displays the fractions of households who reported receiving or giving out a certain amount 
of private transfers (gross) in the survey year. For example, 13.46% of the respondents 
received private transfers greater than CNY 1000 in 2012. The right part lists the sample 

12 For example, each respondent is asked whether his family has received social donations greater 
than CNY 2,000 in a single year. If the  statement contradicts with the amount reported previously, 
the respondent will be asked for a re-interview. 

13 Similar to other household surveys, the CFPS does not count informal lending/borrowing 
into private transfers. Transfers between relatives include monetary transfers between parents 
and children that are   registered as separate households. Social donation denotes cash donations 
and in-kind contributions (measured in monetary units) conducted by anonymous individuals.
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mean and standard deviation regarding ea ch category. For example, the average amount 
of transfer receipts in 2012 is CNY 1445. Note that the average annual household income 
of the CFPS respondents is about CNY 55,000 over the survey period.

Table 1: Descriptive statistics

N: 10680 households
Proportion (%) Average amount (CNY)

2012 2014 2016 2012 2014 2016

Total receipt

> CNY 0 21.12 21.05 27.47

1,445 (7,424) 1,163 (6,633) 1,584 (12,661)> CNY 1000 13.46 13.01 13.93

> CNY 10000 2.80 2.35 2.56

From social 

donation

> CNY 0 0.53 1.25 1.01

5 (151) 9 (166) 27 (1,346)> CNY 1000 0.14 0.19 0.16

> CNY 10000 0.01 0.00 0.04

From friends

> CNY 0 2.19 3.16 5.08

211 (2,327) 115 (1,669) 173 (3,041)> CNY 1000 1.87 1.09 1.12

> CNY 10000 0.47 0.23 0.31

From 

relatives

> CNY 0 18.16 15.33 20.20

1,229 (6,605) 1,039 (6,149) 1,384 (11,684)> CNY 1000 11.39 9.30 11.04

> CNY 10000 2.24 2.01 2.16

Total 

payment

> CNY 0 49.87 52.21 57.57

1,329 (5,804) 1,409 (6,783) 2,249 (22,548)> CNY 1000 19.36 17.82 23.57

> CNY 10000 2.90 2.93 3.39

To social 

donation

> CNY 0 20.47 15.45 16.94

57 (268) 62 (639) 82 (699)> CNY 1000 0.67 0.67 0.93

> CNY 10000 0.00 0.03 0.02

To friends

> CNY 0 7.87 6.17 7.96

291 (2,517) 119 (1,307) 202(1,091)> CNY 1000 4.00 1.84 2.90

> CNY 10000 0.35 0.12 0.26

To relatives

> CNY 0 23.20 24.60 28.21

981 (4,628) 1,227 (6,449) 1,965 (22,311)> CNY 1000 12.45 15.06 18.42

> CNY 10000 1.57 2.03 2.96

Note    : The sample consists of respondents who reported either positive or zero values of transfers but 
excludes those who did not respond to the related questions. “Proportion” denotes the share of hou-
seholds who reported receiving or  providing a  certain amount of  transfers in  a  single survey year. 
“Amount” is the mone  tary value of transfers, expressed in current Chinese Yuan units (CNY). The amount 
is measured on a gross basis; standard deviation is i n the parentheses.

Source: China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) 2012, 2014, and 2016. Information regarding the CFPS is availa-
ble at http://www.isss.pku.edu.cn/cfps.
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Prob ably due to the relu ctance to report transfer receipts, in addition to the fact 
that recipients usually account for a small proportion in the total population, transfer 
receipts appear less widespread than transfer payments. Overall, about 25% (50%) 
of the respondents reported receiving (providing) private transfers, and the average 
payment is generally more substantial. However, no more than 5% of the households 
received or provided transfers greater than CNY 10,000 in each year, implying 
that sizable transfers do not prevail in Chinese society. The incidence and amount 
of interfamily transfers are consistent with the degree of social connections: transfers 
between relatives make up the majority of interfamily transfers, whereas social 
donation is immaterial at the aggregate level. On the other hand, transfer payments and 
especially transfer receipts seem  to vary considerably across households, which infers 
the high heterogeneity of transfer behaviours. These results are broadly in line with 
the previous evidence (e.g., Cox and Jimenez, 1990; McGarry, 2016).

4.2  Descriptive analysis

4.2.1 Proportion of alwa ys-givers and alwa  ys-receivers

In Section 3, transfers that persist over time are shown to be the behavioural consequence 
of altruistic transfer motives. Based on this proposition, the strength of altruism can be 
reflected by the mass of households who consistently received or provided transfers. Table 2
reports the proportion of “always-receivers” and “always-givers” in the full sample. An 
in-clusion criterion is utilized to allow for concise cross-comparison between the donors 
and the receivers: positive (> CNY 0), moderate (> CNY 1,000), and significant (> CNY 
10,000)14.

According to Table 2, only 0.02% of the respondents reported receiving continuous 
social donations (gross) over the survey period; for providers, however, the corresponding 
ratio is 3.50%. As no ted, respondents might be reluc  tant to report transfer receipts but 
tend to overstate their transfer payments. In this sense, the self-reported transfer receipt 
(payment) can be perce ived as the lower (higher) bound of the actual income transfer, 
which helps to evaluate the scope of altruistic motives. Unsurprisingly, charitable 
donations and transfers towar  d kith are l ess prevalent than kinship transfers. For example, 
only 0.01% (1.19%) of the households received gross transfers greater than CNY 1,000 
from their friends (relatives) year   in and year out over the period.

14 This study has tested alternative inclusion criteria in the classification, such as assessing those who 
have transferred more than 10% of their annual income as “generous donors”. Different criteria 
have reached similar conclusions. 
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Tabl  e 2: Proportion of always-receivers and always-givers

Group
Proportion of households in the full sample (%)

donation friends relatives total recepit

Transfer receipt 

(gross)

>0 in each year 0.02 0.06 2.90 3.24

>1000 in each year 0.00 0.01 1.19 1.33

>10000 in each year 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.06

Transfer receipt 

(net)

>0 in each year 0.02 0.05 2.37 2.59

>1000 in each year 0.00 0.00 0.95 0.99

>10000 in each year 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.05

  donation friends relatives
total 

payment

Transfer payment 

(gross)

>0 in each year 3.50 0.22 4.88 11.59

>1000 in each year 0.05 0.04 2.20 3.14

>10000 in each year 0.00 0.00 0.06 0.11

Transfer payment 

(net)

>0 in each year 3.46 0.20 3.31 8.35

>1000 in each year 0.05 0.03 1.66 2.35

>10000 in each year 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.07

Note: This table displays the proportions of households who consistently received or provided certain 
types of interfamily transfers above   specific thresholds in every survey year. The tag “gross” (“net”) deno-
tes calculation on a gross (net) flow basis.

Source: China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) 2012, 2014, and 2016.

On the other hand, 11.59% (8.35%) of the households are identified as always-givers 
in gross (net), implying that the net flow basis has largely reduced the misinterpretation 
between the actual donor and receiver. Overall, always-givers and always-receivers const  itute 
an insignificant proportion of the full sample. Only 2.35% (0.99%) of the households 
reported having provided (received) net transfers of more than CNY 1,000 in every survey 
year15. Given that the self-reported transfer payment can be perceived as the higher bound 
of the actual income transfer, the “effectively altruistic” donors account for less than 3% 

15 Given the household income level (CNY 55,000 annually, on average), the three-year CNY 1,000 
criterion seems reasonable. 
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of the total population (in the context of interfamily transfers). This evidence indicates 
the necessity of improving formal insurance mechanisms in Chinese society16.

4.2.2 Dynamics of transfer behaviours

The previ ous part evaluated the magnitude of altruistic transfer motives at the aggregate level, 
based on the three-year same-amount criterion. Since the transfer amount may fluctuate over 
time instead of being constant (see Figure 1), the above analysis might have underestimated 
the altruistic motives. For this consideration, the following part will focus on the dynamics 
of transfer behaviours and look into the evolution of transfer amount and incidence.

The households are divided into 12 groups by transfer amount, direction and survey 
year. “Net receiver” (“net giver”) denotes households who received (provided) non-
negative net transfers; “effective receiver” (“generous giver”) denotes households who 
received (provided) net transfers greater than CNY 10,000. Table 3 displays the results.

According to Table 3, 7303 households received non-negative net transfers in 2012 
(CNY 1,778 on average). However, the net receivers in 2012 received much less 
in the following years, and many of them even became net donors in 2016 (CNY −170, 
on average); this suggests a quid-pro-quo nature of private transfers. When the threshold 
rises   (i.e., net receipt or net payment ≥ CNY 10,000), the transfer amounts differ more 
significantly across different periods. On average, “generous givers” in 2012 provided 
only CNY 76 in 2016, which is small in both an absolute and a relative sense. On the one 
hand, they reduced their transfer payments drastically after 2012 (CNY 22,562 in 2012 
versus CNY 76 in 2016). On the other hand, the payment in 2016 is even below the average 
(CNY 76 versus CNY 665), which means that “generous givers” are less likely to provide 
transfers in other periods. According to the definition of “effective altruism”, inconsistent 
transfer behaviours signal self-interest; thus, interfamily transfers are mostly driven 
by exchange motives.

Table 4 displays the incidence of transfer receipts and payments, focused on the “effective 
receiver” and “generous giver” defined above. Overall, the results support the view that 
altruistic behaviours do not persist over time. Specifically, only 10% of the effective receivers 
in 2012 kept receiving net transfers in later periods, whereas 14% became net donors in both 

16 One might argue that China’s outstanding economic growth could lower the demand for informal 
insurance mechanisms, thus leading to an underestimation of the altruistic motives. However, 
this is probably not the case. There is overwhelming evidence that China, with underdeveloped 
financial markets, has been experiencing a growth slowdown and an asset price inflation since 2010. 
These factors stimulated t he need for non-market transfers. Moreover, it is shown that over h  alf 
the population has been involved in private transfers (see Table 1). In this sense, Chinese 
households indeed take part in non-market transfers, but they might not d  o it “for free”. 
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2014 and 2016; this means that 76% of the effective receivers in 2012 failed to become 
net receivers in either 2014 or 2016. For generous givers, the likelihood of providing net 
transfers greater than CNY 5000 in the other two years is less than 12%. Overall, most 
participants of interfamily transfers displayed identity changes over the observation period, 
which indicates a self-interest transfer motive (see Figure 1). These findings correspond 
to the evidence of Hochguertel and Ohlsson (2009) and McGarry (2016): only a tiny fraction 
of   households received consecutive transfers over an extended period.

Table 3: Evolu  tion of transfer amount

Group/Transfer receipt (CNY) in 2012 in 2014 in 2016 Obs

Net receiver in 2012 1,778 255 –170 7,303

Net receiver in 2014 477 1,532 206 7,345

Net receiver in 2016 387 188 2,104 7,070

Net giver in 2012 –3,478 –1,329 –1,736 3,377

Net giver in 2014 –613 –4,161 –2,584 3,335

Net giver in 2016 –415 –1,094 –6,089 3,610

Effective receiver in 2012 29,186 2,630 1,098 335

Effective receiver in 2014 3,574 28,759 4,153 294

Effective receiver in 2016 1,728 2,298 35,716 326

Generous giver in 2012 –22,562 –4,179 –76 324

Generous giver in 2014 –2,360 –22,634 –5,771 390

Generous giver in 2016 –1,535 –5,435 –32,887 484

Average of all households 116 –245 –665 10,680

Note  :  This table displays the evolution of the average transfer amount for different groups of households. 
The amount (net) is calculated as the difference between transfer receipt and payment. “Net r eceiver” 
denote  s households who received not less than the amount they provided (net r  e  ceipt ≥ 0). “Net gi  ver” 
denotes households who provid  ed more than the  amount they received (net receipt  <  0). “Effective 
receiver” denotes households whose transfe  r receipts exceeded their transfer payments by at least CNY 
10,000 (net receipt ≥ 10,000). “Generous giver” denotes households whose transfer payments exceeded 
their transfer receipts by at least CNY 10,000 (net receipt ≤ -10,000).

Source: China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) 2012, 2014, and 2016.

On the other hand, effective r eceivers and generous givers have displayed an above-
average consistency in transfer behaviours. For instance , 32% of the generous givers 
in 2012 kept providing transfers in 2014 and 2016, whereas only 2% became net r  eceivers 
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in the following years; 7% of the effective receivers in 2014 received over CNY 5,000 in 2012 
and 2016, whereas only 1% provided transfers greater than CNY 5,000 in the other years. 
Unsurprisingly, households involved in sizable transfers are more likely to be altruistically 
driven, although they account for only a small proportion in the total population. In this 
sense, altruistic m  otives do exist and play a role in determining transfer beh aviours 
(Piliavin and Charng, 1990).

Table 4: Evolution of transfer incidence

Group/Proportion of households who

provided net transfers (%) received net transfers (%)

>  0 ≥ 5000 >  0 ≥ 5000

in the other two survey years

Effective receiver in 2012 (335 obs) 13.73 2.39 10.45 3.58

Effective receiver in 2014 (294 obs) 12.59 0.68 13.27 6.80

Effective receiver in 2016 (326 obs) 12.27 1.84 15.03 5.21

Generous giver in 2012 (324 obs) 31.79 11.11 2.47 1.54

Generous giver in 2014 (390 obs) 35.90 8.97 1.79 0.77

Generous giver in 2016 (484 obs) 31.61 8.47 1.86 0.83

Note: This table illustrates how the identity of receiver and giver changes over time, focused on the “effective 
receiver” and “generous giver”. The number of observations is in the parentheses. The percentage denotes 
the proportion of households who consistently received or provided cer tain amou nts of net transfers 
in  the  other two years. For  instance, about 14% (47 households) of  the  “effective receivers” in  2012 
(335 households) provided net transfers in both 2014 and 2016.

Source: China Family Panel Studies (CFPS) 2012, 2014, and 2016.

5.  Conclusion

This study has reviewed the conventional methods in assessing transfer motives. It is 
shown that, due to   questionable assumptions and practical limitations, many of the widely 
examined hypotheses are unable to  distinguish the underlying motives of income 
transfer.     Based on the discriminative concept that a genuine altruist gives help  instead 
of demanding, this study proposes a new strategy to capture the   motivational structure: 
transfers that persist over time are the behavioural consequence of altruistic motives.

Using a unique panel dataset (the CFPS), the descriptive analyses reveal that 
over  half the Chinese    households have participated in interfamily transfers. However, 
the “always-givers” and “always-receivers” constitute only a tiny fraction of the total 
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population. Donors who provided large transfers in a single year tended to provide much 
less and even become net receivers in other periods; such an identity change also holds 
in the case of receivers. Unsurprisingly, households involved in sizable transfers have 
displayed an above-average strength of altruistic motives.

Overall, these findings suggest that altruistic motives do exist but play an insignificant 
role at  the aggregate level. This evidence is consistent with the consensus reached 
by the existing literature. Due to data deficiency, the  empirical part has concentrated 
on interfamily transfer and left out the discussion on intrafamily transfer, which is 
admittedly more widespread and less driven by self-interest motives. It remains to be 
seen  whether the  evolving statistical systems could enable a rigorous investigation into 
the motives behind long-term and non-monetary transfers.
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