
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
“Accept a Gift Or Reject It? That Is Not a Simple Question”: a Cross-Cultural Study of Gift Acceptance and the Mediating

Role of Feelings of Appreciation and Indebtedness

Hao  Shen, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, China 
Fang  Wan, University of Manitoba, Canada 
Robert S. Wyer,  Jr., Hong Kong University of Science & Technology, China 

 
Asians who receive a gift typically feel not only less appreciative than North Americans do but also more obligated to reciprocate.

Both factors lead Asians to be less likely than North Americans to accept a gift if it is offered. Three studies confirmed this cultural

difference in gift acceptance and its underlying mechanism. A fourth study showed that the age of the gift giver can influence gift

acceptance through its impact on feelings of indebtedness, and this influence is greater among Asians than among North Americans.

Finally, a fifth, field experiment provided actual behavioral evidence of the proposed cultural differences in gift acceptance and the

reason for their occurrence.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People often share a consumption experience with others. For

example, they have dinner with friends at a restaurant or share a taxi
ride. After doing so, one of the parties might offer to pay the bill.
What factors determine whether the others accept the offer or insist
on paying their share?

The present research investigated cultural differences in reac-
tions to a gift or favor and, therefore, the likelihood that it is
accepted or refused. In conceptualizing these differences, we as-
sumed that people typically have both positive and negative reac-
tions to a gift. That is, they normally have feelings of appreciation
but also feel obligated to reciprocate. The likelihood of accepting a
gift may depend on whether the feelings of appreciation for the gift
outweigh the negative feelings of indebtedness that are likely to
result from its acceptance. To this extent, cultural differences in the
likelihood of accepting a gift may be the result of differences in the
relative magnitude of these anticipated affective reactions. Asians,
for example, are more inclined than North Americans to be con-
cerned with the social norm of reciprocity (Hofstede 1980; Singelis
1994). Consequently, they may anticipate feeling more indebted if
they receive a gift and less inclined to accept it.

Experiments 1 and 2 confirmed the existence of a cultural
difference in the likelihood of accepting a gift in two different
consumption situations. In Experiment 1, Hong Kong and Cana-
dian participants imagined a scenario in which they shared at taxi
with a friend and the friend offered to pay the fare. We found that
Hong Kong participants were less willing to accept this offer than
Canadians were. Experiment 2 replicated the results of the first
experiment using a different scenario. In addition, we found that
Asians were not only less likely than Canadians to accept a gift, but
also expect others to be less willing to accept a gift from them.

Experiment 3 provided further evidence of this difference and
confirmed our assumptions underlying it. In particular, Asians were
more likely than North Americans to attribute the offer of a gift to
ulterior motives and, as a result, were less appreciative. At the same
time, Asians anticipated feeling relatively more indebted if they
accepted the gift.

The first three experiments confirmed the general cultural
difference between Asians’ and North Americans’ willingness to
accept a gift and the feelings of appreciation and indebtedness that
underlie this difference. However, the magnitude of these reactions
can depend on a number of situational factors that influence
perceptions of the gift-giver’s motives. Experiment 4 investigated
how cultural different in gift acceptance was moderated by the age
of gift giver.

In experiment 4, Hong Kong and Canadian participants imag-
ined being offered a gift from either a student who had just entered
the university or a senior who was about to graduate. Upperclass-
men were assumed to have higher social status in the eyes of Hong
Kong participants than in the eyes of Canadians. We therefore
expected that Hong Kong participants would report feeling less
indebted if they received a gift from a senior than if they received
a gift from a first year student, whereas this difference would be less
evident among Canadian participants. To this extent, the effect of
the gift-giver’s age on acceptance of the gift should be greater

among Hong Kong participants. The result of experiment 4 was
consistent with this assumption.

Individuals who are concerned about being indebted are likely
to keep track of the benefits they give and receive (Fong 2006).
Thus, they feel disinclined to accept favors from a person that are
greater than those they have given to the person in the past. (Cialdini
2001; Greenberg 1980). If this is so, and if Asians are more sensitive
than North Americans to feelings of indebtedness, differences in
the relative magnitude of the benefits they give and receive may
have a relatively greater impact on their gift acceptance. Experi-
ment 5 investigated this possibility by looking at actual gift accep-
tance behavior.

In experiment 5, the experiment was conducted at the student
center of a Canadian university. The center was frequented by
Chinese students from mainland China because it hosted courses in
English as a second language. Students were randomly approached
and asked to complete either a long (10-minute) or short (1-minute)
survey. After doing so, participants were offered candy bars as a
gift, being urged to take as many as they wished. We expected that
Chinese participants would base the number of candies they se-
lected on their perception of the benefit they had provided the
experimenter (that is, the length of the questionnaire they had
completed), and would avoid taking candy that would make them
feel indebted. Thus, they were expected to take fewer candies if they
had completed a short questionnaire than if they had completed a
long one. In contrast, we expected North Americans to be less
concerned about feeling indebted and that the amount of candy they
took would be less dependent on the length of the questionnaire they
had completed. These assumptions were confirmed by the data of
experiment 5.

The studies we have reported provide one of the first demon-
strations of a cultural difference in gift acceptance. Moreover, they
provide insight into the reason why this difference occurs.
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