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abstract: By bibliometric analyzing 92 publications in the field of pure donation-
based crowdfunding for charitable causes soliciting monetary contributions, and 
providing a comprehensive bibliometric map with the software VOSviewer, this work 
overviews the prevailing themes, the main cross-cutting aspects, commonalities and 
differences underlying the resulting clusters, and illustrates them through a sample 
of key contributions in the literature distributed in different research categories.
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resumen: Mediante el análisis bibliométrico de 92 publicaciones en el ámbito del 
crowdfunding solidario puro para causas benéficas que solicitan contribuciones 
monetarias, y la elaboración de un mapa bibliométrico exhaustivo con el software 
VOSviewer, este trabajo sobrevuela los temas predominantes, los principales aspec-
tos temáticos transversales, los puntos comunes y las diferencias que subyacen a los 
clústeres resultantes, y los ilustra a través de una muestra de contribuciones clave en 
la literatura distribuidas en diferentes categorías de investigación.
palabras clave: Crowdfunding solidario puro; causas benéficas; mapa bibliométrico; 
clústeres temáticos; VOSviewer

1. Introduction

Crowdfunding (CF) refers to a fundraising practice consisting of raising financial 
resources from large communities through the Internet to support different ventures. 
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This online fundraising formula is based on donation — Donation-based crowdfunding 
(DCF) — when contributors donate without having any expectation for (material) 
compensations, also known as the pure donation model (Massolution, 2012). Pure 
DCF campaigns involve the request for voluntary contributions of monetary and/or 
non-monetary resources for social causes aiming the common good, from research 
purposes to social ventures or charitable needs. These campaigns are regularly 
channeled through electronic spaces as apps, e-portals, websites, and digital platforms, 
and amplified through the use of social media where the community instantly interact 
in addition to financially contribute. 

In a global scenario of economic strains, social challenges, and accelerated 
digitalization, DCF is growing rapidly in the recent years among a wide diversity 
of formal and informal constituted profiles of promoters (e.g. nonprofits, hybrid 
organizations, and research groups, among others) adopting commercial strategies 
to struggle to sustainable growth. In accordance with this boom, DCF has attracted 
also increasing scholarly attention over the last decade. 

With the purpose to better understand the DCF emergence, a first compilation 
of the main findings was performed: by systematically reviewing 92 publications 
on pure DCF asking for monetary contributions for charitable causes -regardless 
of the promoters profile and the channels employed-, the specific literature showed 
the increasing prominence of academic research on this topic from 2015 onwards, 
mostly resulting in empirical articles using quantitative methodologies, based on a 
micro analysis perspective and the online nature of connections among the parties 
involved (Salido-Andres et al. 2021).

According to the aforementioned, the objective of this work is to provide a 
thematic clusterization of the topic from the bibliometric analysis of the literature 
systematically reviewed, adopting the form here of a terminological co-occurrence 
based bibliometric map employing VOSviewer bibliometric software. In addition, a 
detail sample of key literature contributions will illustrate each of the clusters bounded.

1. Bibliometric map on pure Donation-based Crowdfunding  
 for charitable causes

Bibliometric analyses are used to statistically calculate and asses the existing 
literature on a topic, normally building on scholar and/or ‘grey literature’ publications 
(Ellegaard & Wallin, 2015). Among the different computerized data treatment-
based methods, bibliometric mapping, also known as science mapping, are being 
increasingly used to conduct bibliometric analysis in the last years. Bibliometric 
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mapping allows the visualization of bibliometric networks within the literature, 
ranging from networks of citation, networks of coauthorship, or networks of co-
occurrence relations between keywords -either in the form of individual or multiple 
words- taken from the title, abstract, and/or the author-provided list of keywords of 
each publication (Van Eck & Waltman, 2014; Boyack & Klavans, 2010).

Aiming to identify the existing literature on pure DCF for charitable causes, a 
systematic literature review was conducted on the basis of a set of inclusion criteria 
in order to select the target publications (Tranfield et al. 2003), namely, scientific, 
peer-reviewed, scholarly (either theoretical/conceptual and empirical) articles and 
proceedings in English, not specified by time limitations, and within a set of subject 
areas as Economics, Business, Finance, Social Issues, Communication, Technology, 
and Computer Science, among others (Salido-Andres et al. 2021). Considering the 
slippery conceptual boundaries of a novel and interdisciplinary topic like pure 
DCF, the target literature was extracted from ISI Web of Science (WoS) and Scopus 
databases. Besides being those including the most comprehensive registrations 
of citation indexes and the largest volume of journals in all the fields (Li et al. 
2010), the reasons guiding these specific databases selection were specifically three-
fold: firstly, the required compliance with the above mentioned inclusion criteria 
in line with a systematic literature review aiming robustness and rigor. Secondly, 
selecting accordingly only databases that allowed discriminating by publications 
formats, covered wide indexed journal ranges of scientific fields and journals (being 
preferably of high-impact or at least involving only peer-review processes), avoiding 
the intermingling of indexed and no indexed journals, peer-reviewed and no peer-
reviewed based publications, or academic and grey literature outputs. And thirdly, the 
selected databases should have contained search engines able to adopt an extensive 
Boolean search equation as the one designed, composed by a set of 58 keywords.

Once identified the potentially interesting literature, screened until delimiting 
the final sample (i.e. 92 publications), and descriptively analyzed, a bibliometric 
mapping was constructed using VOSviewer, in order to assemble the refloated 
findings under a set of common thematic clusters. VOSviewer is a free computer 
program for constructing, graphically representing, and visualizing distance-based 
bibliometric maps built on co-citation or co-ocurrence data, in the sense that the 
larger distance between the items, the weaker relation among then, and vice versa 
(van Eck & Waltman, 2010). The main advantage of distance-based maps is the 
ease with whose they allow to identify clusters composed by related keywords for 
instance, and how clusters relate at the same time to each other. Among the different 
visualization options provided by this software, the network visualization in 
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particular positively correlates the size of the circles and letters with the frequency 
of occurrence of the keywords. 

Returning to the case at hand, and among all the different valid approaches 
through which scientific mapping can be performed, the bibliometric map on pure 
DCF was built on the co-occurrence of terms within the text data reviewed (i.e. 
titles and abstracts). The use of VOSviewer was also useful to provide a relevance 
scored-based automatically selection of the 30 most co-occurrent terms, via 334 
links. As reflected in Figure 1, the resulting map allowed us to graphically visualize 
the strength of the final terminological co-occurrence through colored networks, 
distributed in four main clusters.

Figure 1. Co-occurrence based bibliometric map of the prevalent terms on pure DCF using VOSviewer. 

According to the main content of all the articles titles and abstracts within 
the resulting clusters, we proceeded to label them as follows: C1. Factors underlying 
Donor Support (in pink); C2. DCF Research within generic CF (in green); C3. The Role 
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of Social Media (in orange); and C4. Medical DCF campaigns (in yellow) (see Table 2 
for further detail on the terminological prevalence per cluster).

Table 2. Co-occurrence of prevalent terms per cluster

Source: Authors’ own elaboration from VOSviewer data

Themes underlying these four clusters will be lightly overviewed in the following 
subsections, illustrated through a sample of some key contributions in the literature 
distributed among a set of research categories.

2.1. Factors underlying Donor Support (C1)
Cluster 1 revolves around the variety of possible factors underlying the willingness 
of (potential) individual donors to support charitable causes via DCF campaigns. 
The panoply of motivations, behaviors, experiences, expectations, beliefs, and socio-
demographic variables converges here. These factors are obviously affected by (1) the 
intrinsic conditions of individual donors, but also by external aspects such as (2) the 
design of the DCF campaigns, (3) the communicative activity of promoters, and  (4) 
the role played by the technological devices and channels employed (Table 3).

From an individual donor approach, main issues referred to: the emotional 
dimension of donation, (e.g. warm glow, pure altruism, or psychological engagement 
with nonprofits, among others); the intentional dimension is basically relative to a 
great or less feeling of online community involvement; the nature and frequency 
of donations, and the role of sociodemographic variables playing a determinant 
role in explaining donors’ DCF behavior (i.e. age). In terms of campaigns design 
mix, the inclusion of elements as disclosure and imagery prevail the most. From 
the perspective of those promoting DCF campaigns, emotion appears as an 
essential ingredient to efficiently manage the communication actions. Finally, 
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from the technological side, the role performed by the Information Technology 
(IT) procedures and dynamics prevail (i.e. Electronic Word of Mouth (eWOM), 
and emotive web pages).

Table 3. Research categories & Key issues in cluster 1

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

2.2 DCF Research within generic CF (C2)
The potential suitability of DCF as fundraising model and further explorations 
of this under more generic analyses of CF dominate in cluster 2, specifically, the 
conceptual development of CF, ethical challenges, or its effects on social innovation, 
entrepreneurship, finance, or technology fields (Table 4).

Publications highlight the philanthropic motivations of individual donors. 
Papers on DCF campaigns within generic approaches on CF mainly deal with 
boosters of the fundraising success as the amount requested, the frequency, and 
pace of donations, goals, disclosure duration, among others. A minor portion 
of research deals with the implications from the promoters, outcomes, and 
institutional dimensions. A set of major implications focuses on the effects of 
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suitable technological channels employed in general CF, and in the DCF model 
in particular (i.e. mainly websites, platforms and social networks), to improve the 
success rate of the fundraising projects.

Table 4. Research categories & Key issues in cluster 2

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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2.3. The Role of Social Media (C3)
The third cluster is dominated by the central role of social media in the articulation 
of DCF, in particular by digital platforms, tools, and applications through which 
users generate conversation, interaction and collaboration, and beyond the technical 
requirements for campaigns design and promoters digital skills (Table 5). 

Table 5. Research categories & Key issues in cluster 3

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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2.4. Medical DCF campaigns (C4)
The fourth cluster is very much focused on DCF campaigns with a specific orientation 
to medical purposes (i.e. particular medical treatments or rare diseases research), 
in which credibility is a central determinant of their success. Prevalent research 
categories are mainly focused on individuals’ features (whether these are donors or 
beneficiaries), campaign features and institutional effects (Table 6). 

From an individual perspective, the main issues relate to credibility-based 
factors influencing the willingness of potential donors to contribute, and the 
willingness of beneficiaries (i.e. patients, families, and friends) as potential obstacles 
against promoting medical campaigns. Implications for the design and diffusion 
of medical campaigns are dominant in the cluster, specifically aimed to identify 
those factors optimizing their effectiveness, social media literacies included. The 
dominance of the institutional approach is notable since medical DCF campaigns 
mostly emerged in a context characterized by financial distress and underinsurance 
in response to the Trump administration restricted health care measures.

Table 6. Research categories & Key issues in cluster 4

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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3. Conclusions 

This work presents a bibliometric map on pure DCF soliciting monetary contributions 
for the materialization of charitable causes, regardless of the promoters profile and 
the channels employed, and based on the analysis of the literature systematically 
reviewed on this topic (Salido-Andres et al. 2021). The resulting terminological 
co-occurrence map in VOSviewer is shown, together with a sample of some key 
literature contributions illustrating each of the thematic clusters bounded, and 
distributed here in different research categories.

The role played by the features of (potential) individual donors, and the central 
role of technology in the articulation of pure DCF — besides being the main thematic 
protagonists within the existing literature —, are also cross-cutting the four clusters 
here presented. Other cross-cutting aspects are related to the campaigns (i.e. design 
and development), the promoters (i.e. profile), and to a lesser extent, the institutional 
dimension of this philanthropic funding formula.

Since key issues categorized here are strongly interrelated, even sharing slippery 
conceptual boundaries, we found it impossible to allocate strictly exclusive thematic 
characters to each cluster. For instance, although implications of individual 
participation in DCF for charitable causes are present in all clusters, it is in cluster 
1 where it is clearly dominant. Similarly, the role of technology is found in every 
cluster, but cluster 3 is the one most focused on this point. The coexistence thus of 
common thematic elements with some heterogeneity in each group has guided us 
in tracking their main commonalities and differences. 

Within the field of commonalities, the four clusters seem to agree with the central 
role of the use of emotional resources in order to move potential donors to action. Emotion 
is strongly linked to other crucial intangible elements that trigger donor’s participation 
such as persuasiveness, deservingness and credibility. The determinant influence of the 
creation of liked-minded online communities by campaigners, to maximize both a wide 
spread of the DCF call and the engagement of potential donors and closest networks, 
is another commonality. Other shared thematic streams are the role of technological 
devices and social media tools, the online campaigns’ design-mix, and the needed 
improvement of online communication skills by the promoters. Equally, clusters 1, 2 
and 4 share key issues on those factors explaining the success of DCF campaigns for 
charitable causes. Regarding their main differences, cluster 2 is the only one including 
a theoretical approach to DCF within a more generic analysis of CF phenomenon. The 
role of millennials as potential donors is limited to cluster 3; in the same way, cluster 4 
entirely gathers implications of DCF campaigns specifically oriented to medical causes.
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