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ABSTRACT
This research examines the effects of social distance on in-

terpersonal advising behavior. We propose that when an advice is 
based on a decision’s desirability and feasibility attributes, the social 
distance between the advisor and the advisee would affect how the 
advisor evaluates the relative importance of those decision attributes, 
and consequently it would lead the advisor to offer different advice 
to different advisees. Specifically, this research demonstrated in two 
studies that although a decision’s desirability attributes are judged 
by the advisor as more important than feasibility attributes, this 
difference is more evident when the advice is offered to a distant 
social relation (e.g., strangers) than a close social relation (i.e., best 
friends); a decision’s feasibility attributes have more influence only 
when the advice is given to a close relation than to a distant one.

InTRoduCTIon
We often seek advice from or give advice to other people—we 

trust others’ advice on important life decisions; we also believe the 
advice we give to others is based on our best judgments. But ironi-
cally, empirical evidence has repeatedly shown that people who give 
advice to others often make different decisions for themselves (e.g., 
Jones, Schulz-Hard, and Frey 2005; Kray 2000). This self-other 
discrepancy has been demonstrated across many decision-making 
domains, including risk prediction (Hsee and Weber 1997), reward 
preference (Heath 1999), medical decision (Zikmund-Fisher 2006), 
and job selection (Kray and Gonzalez 1999). Despite the consistent 
finding, to date, researchers have primarily focused on the self-
other comparison, and very few empirical studies have examined 
the conditions under which advisors would adapt their advice to 
suit different advice recipients. For example, would a physician 
recommend the same treatment regime to a new patient and to a 
close friend, if both of them display the same symptom? Would 
it be possible that he’d recommend an aggressive one for the new 
patient and a conservative one for his friend, or vice versa? If yes, 
then why? The goal of the present research is to investigate advice 
recipients’ influence on interpersonal advising behavior.

From an advisor’s perspective, there are many ways to char-
acterize the advisee, such as gender, age, experience, attitude, etc. 
In this research we choose to focus on the social distance between 
the adviser and the advisee, a choice based on the reasoning and 
evidence that social distance or interpersonal relation is a domi-
nating factor that guides human social interaction (Clark and Mill 
1979; Heider 1958; Sahlins 1972). Psychologically and physically, 
people are closer to their spouses or friends than to their co-workers 
or casual acquaintances, and the influence of social distance (or 
relationship strength) on cognition and behavior has been shown in 
a variety of consumer domains (e.g., Frenzen and Nakamoto 1993; 
Kim, Zhang, and Li 2008). Adding to this literature, the present 
research proposes that social distance could affect how advisors 
evaluate other people’s decision situations and consequently alters 
how they give decision advice to others. Specifically, we argue and 
found that the distinct effect of social distance in advising is that it 
could change the adviser’s evaluation and judgment of a decision’s 
feasibility concerns. In the next session, we first present literature 
examining the social distance effect on interpersonal perception 
and information processing, which will then be followed by our 
prediction of the social distance effect on the advisor’s differential 
weighting of decision attributes.   

SoCIAl dISTAnCE EffECT
To examine the influence of social distance on interpersonal 

advising behavior, we turn to the conceptual framework proposed 
by the Construal Level Theory (CLT, Trope and Liberman 2003). 
In simplicity, CLT articulates how psychological distances—time, 
space, social relation, or probability—influence individuals’ mental 
representations of related objects, events or behavior (e.g., other 
people’s actions or decisions): the greater the perceived psychologi-
cal distance, the more likely are the perceivers to form high-level 
(e.g., abstract) rather than low-level (e.g., detailed) construal of the 
objects or the events. In other words, CLT predicts that people’s 
mental representations of other people’s actions can take different 
forms: for close social relations, people are more likely to use 
concrete, detailed, contextualized features (i.e., low-level construal) 
to construe the target person’s action; for distant social relations, 
people are more likely to use abstract, simple, primary, generalized 
features (i.e., high-level construal). 

Although CLT literature has mainly focused on the effects 
of temporal distance, there are studies that have examined the ef-
fects of social distance on construal levels (e.g., Kim, Zhang, and 
Li 2008; Liviatan, Trope, and Liberman 2008; Smith and Trope 
2006). Most germane to the current research, Liviatan et al (2008) 
predicted and found that social distances induced by perceived 
interpersonal similarity changed people’s construal of similar and 
dissimilar individuals, even when the same information about 
those individuals were presented. These different representations, 
in turn, had influenced people’s judgments about similar and dis-
similar others’ decisions. In one of Liviatan et al (2008)’s study, 
the subjects gave more decision weight to lower-level, secondary 
decision attributes for similar (vs. dissimilar) target person’s deci-
sion, and consequently, they also made different decisions for the 
target person because of the differential weighing of decision’s 
secondary attributes. Additional evidence of the social distance 
effect can be found in the studies of interpersonal power relations. 
For example, Smith and Trope (2006) demonstrated that elevated 
power in social relations increases the perceived distance one feels 
from others. As a consequence, people with power consequently 
adopt a high level construal of their low power counterpart, which 
makes them process other’s information in a more abstract fashion 
and base their judgments about other more on low-level, secondary 
information. Extending those existing CLT studies on social distance 
effect, this present research uses a different operationalization of the 
social distance—the interpersonal relationship strength exhibited 
between close and distant social relations—to examine how social 
distances between the advisor and the advisee would change the 
advisor’s processing of the advisee’s decision situation and would 
consequently affect the advisor’s advice given to the advisee. 

dECISIon dESIRABIlITY And fEASIBIlITY
When deciding on whether to take or advice other to take an 

action, the decision-maker or the adviser has two main concerns: 
the desirability concern, which focuses on the potential outcome of 
the action (i.e., reasons to commit to the action) and the feasibility 
concern, which focuses on the implementation process of the ac-
tion (i.e., means to carry out the action), (Bandura 1982; Fischhoff 
1999; Gollwitzer 1990). A job position, for example, might promise 
high salary and generous benefits (i.e., desirability); meanwhile, 
applying for the job might include a lengthy application process 
and multiple interview trips (i.e., feasibility). A job decision-maker 
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would assess the importance of these two concerns before reaching 
a decision. And, when it comes to advising on other’s job decision, 
assessing these concerns becomes more challenging in that the 
adviser has to evaluate the implementation and consequences of the 
decision on behalf of the advisee. Will the adviser favor the job’s 
desirability features more than the feasibility ones, or vice versa? 
As we elaborate later, we predict that the perceived social distance 
between the adviser and the advisee would influence whether the 
adviser assigns different evaluative weights to the desirability and 
feasibility concerns of the action. 

According to the CLT research (e.g. Liberman and Trope 1998), 
desirability concerns are viewed as the high-level construals of a 
decision action; feasibility concerns the low-level construals of a 
decision action. CLT further predicts that the greater psychologi-
cal distance from the decision-maker to the target action, the more 
influential is the desirability considerations than the feasibility 
considerations. For example, from a temporal distance perspective, 
Liberman and Trope (1998) demonstrated that purchase decisions 
for the near future (i.e., close psychological distance) was more 
likely to be affected by product feasibility concerns, whereas dis-
tance future purchase decision was more likely to be influenced 
by product desirability concerns. Hence, linking the evidence of 
temporal distance effects on information processing with the recent 
advances in the CLT research on the social distance dimension, it is 
reasonable to propose that, when evaluating decision situations and 
giving advice to social partners, advisors would assign disproportion-
ate weights to either the desirability or feasibility considerations, 
under the influences of the perceived social distances between the 
advisor and the advisee. 

What Liberman and Trope (1998) and Liviatan et al (2008) 
did not extricate in their studies was the comparative importance 
of a decision’s desirability and feasibility attributes when those are 
considered together: in Liberman and Trope (1998; study 2 and 3), 
desirability and feasibility attributes were evaluated in isolation 
while temporal distances were manipulated. However, in many 
everyday situations, giving advice usually requires the advisor to 
simultaneously consider both types of attributes, so it is empirically 
important to examine how psychological distances would affect the 
advisor’s joint evaluation of a decision’s desirability and feasibility 
attributes. Building on the CLT’s findings, we predict that when 
considered together for a decision or advice, desirability would have 
more influences than feasibility. More important, under the influence 
of social distance, the desirability’s dominance is greater when the 
decision is related to a distance social relation, whereas feasibility 
should become more important when the decision is related to a 
close social relation. That is to say, for a casual acquaintance, the 
advisor would base his advice mostly on the high-level, desirability 
attributes; for a close friend, the advisor would be more likely to 
be influenced by the low-level, feasibility attributes. Formally:

Hypothesis 1:  Decision advice offered to a distant social 
partner (e.g., casual acquaintances) would 
be influenced more by the decision’s desir-
ability concerns than its feasibility concerns, 

Hypothesis 2:  Decision’s feasibility concerns would have 
greater influence when the advice is offered 
to a close social partner (e.g., best friends) 
than to a distance social partner. 

State differently, we expect that when advising a distant advisee, 
the advisor tends to focus on the desirability considerations and 
is less likely to be concerned about the feasibility aspects of the 

advice; comparatively, when advising a close advisee, the advisor 
tends to pay more attention to the feasibility aspects of the advice. 
But It is worth noting that we do not expect that the advisor would 
see a decision’s feasibility features as more important than the 
desirability ones when the advice is offered to a close friend—Our 
prediction only specifies that the advisor would assign more weight 
to the decision’s feasibility concerns when the advisee is a close 
social relationship partner, as compared to a socially distant advisee. 

Two lab experiments were conducted to test the research 
propositions. Study 1 assessed the importance ratings participants 
attached to a job decision’s desirability and feasibility information 
for distant and close social relationship partners. In Study 2, we 
directly examined the advice offered to those two different social 
relations. The research methods used in the studies benefited both 
from several aforementioned CLT studies (Liberman and Trope 1998; 
Liviatan et al 2008) and from the priming research of interpersonal 
relationship (e.g., Fitzsimons and Bargh 2003). As a whole, besides 
its focal proposition, this research introduces a new and effective 
experimental paradigm to the study of social distance and its effects 
on consumers’ information processing and behavior.   

STudY 1
This study was designed to test the hypothesis that when 

giving decision advice to other people, advisors tend to attach 
different importance weights to a decision’s feasibility and desir-
ability considerations. Specifically, it’s predicted that desirability 
considerations should play a greater role for a distance advisee, 
while feasibility considerations should play a greater role for a close 
advisee. In the study, participants were first randomly assigned to 
two relationship groups (best friend vs. stranger) by an imagina-
tion task modeled after a procedure used by Fitzsimons and Bargh 
(2003). Immediately after the priming, participants were asked to 
act on behalf of the target person to provide importance ratings on 
a job offer’s desirability and feasibility attributes.   

Procedure
Fifty five undergraduate students participated in this lab 

experiment in exchange for extra course credit. Upon arrival, they 
were given a survey booklet allegedly used to study how college 
students interact with their peers. Used as a priming task adopted 
from Fitzsimons and Bargh (2003), the survey consisted of a set 
of questions designed to activate a mental representation either of 
a best friend or a stranger. It first asked participants to take a mo-
ment to bring to mind either a stranger that they had met in class in 
the current semester or one of their best friends on campus. They 
were asked to provide the first name of the person they imagined, 
if they knew, and then to describe their latest conversation with the 
person. In order to strengthen the priming effect, in the best friend 
condition, the questionnaire asked two additional questions: (1) 
“Briefly describe two things this best friend has done for you that 
make you think it is worthwhile to have a friend like him/her;” 
(2) “Describe one situation in detail in which your best friend did 
something for you that made you think it is really worthwhile to 
have a friend like him/her?” In the stranger condition, the priming 
question simply asked the participants to describe one situation 
that they interacted with a stranger. 

decision description, dependent measure, manipulation 
Check 

Immediately following the priming questions, participants were 
told that the person they had just imagined was deciding whether 
to accept a job offer. They were then instructed to evaluate the job 
offer on behalf of the target person. The job was briefly described 
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in the booklet in a random order of ten job related features: Five 
were related to the desirability considerations of a job decision 
(i.e., salary, promotion, interest, working hours, job security) and 
the other five were related to the feasibility considerations (i.e., 
application complexity, interview procedure, interview location, 
training period, job relocation requirement). A pilot study using 
the same subject pool confirmed the intended perception of desir-
ability and feasibility concerns of the ten features. After reviewing 
the job information, participants were asked in the next page to 
indicate, in order for the target person to make a good decision, how 
important it is for him to have some additional information about 
each job feature. To highlight the advising role, it was reminded 
to the participants that they were making a judgment for the target 
person, not for themselves. The importance rating measure used 
an 11-point scale, ranging from Not important at all (0) to Very 
Important (10). To assess the success of social distance manipulation, 
at the end of the experiment, participants indicated how close they 
felt to the imagined person at a 9-point scale ranging from “Not at 
all” to “Very much”. As expected, participants rated the imagined 
best friend closer to themselves (M = 7.41) than the stranger (M 
= 2.82, p < .01). Before they were debriefed and dismissed, par-
ticipants were given an open-ended question to estimate the true 
research purpose of the study, and content analysis did not reveal 
any meaningful suspicion. 

Results 
A 2 (Target Person: best friend vs. stranger) X 2 (Job Feature 

Type: desirability vs. feasibility) mixed ANOVA with target person 
as between-subjects factor and job feature type as within-subjects 
factor was performed on participants’ importance ratings. The main 
effect of feature type was significant, indicating both of the two 
groups were able to discriminate between desirability and feasibility 
concerns and they preferred the desirability attributes more than the 
feasibility ones (M = 9.36 and 6.75, respectively; p < .05). More 
important, the results showed the expected interaction between job 
feature type and target person, p < .01, η2 = .17, indicating that the 
perceived importance of desirability and feasibility considerations 
is a function of the relationship between the advisor and advisee. 
As expected, the perceived importance of feasibility considerations 
decreased when the advisor and advisee were close friends (M

best 

friend
  = 7.39 and M

stranger
= 6.11); but somewhat unexpectedly, the best 

friend group also gave greater importance ratings to the desirability 
features (M

stranger
 = 9.8 and M

best friend
  = 8.77), which might be attributed 

to the lack of motivation for the participants in the stranger group. 
But, overall, this study confirmed the hypothesized role of social 
distance in advising behavior: although a decision’s desirability 
attributes were perceived by the advisor as more important than its 
feasibility attributes, this difference was more apparent when the 
advising decision was related to strangers than to best friends. That 
is to say, when giving advice to others people, the advisor attaches 
greater importance to desirability concerns when the advisee is a 
distance social partner and feasibility concerns play a greater role 
in close relationship advising than in distant relationship advising. 

Notwithstanding these confirming results, this study has two 
apparent drawbacks. First, the priming procedures could simply 
heightened the involvement or motivation of the participants in the 
best friend group, which might explain why those subjects rated the 
feasibility attributes more important than those in the stranger group 
did. Second, this study did not examine whether the importance 
rating was predictive of the advisor’s actual advising behavior. A 
second study was conducted to address these issues. 

STudY 2
Study 1 has showed that social distance between the advisor and 

advisee can change how advisors perceive the relative importance 
of desirability and feasibility decision features. The present study 
was designed to test whether the different importance perception 
can in fact influence how advisors give advice. After the same 
priming procedure as in Study 1, participant was asked to act on 
behalf of the target person to evaluate a job position and express the 
likelihood that they would recommend the job to the target person. 
The job information was selected from the aforementioned ten job 
features in Study 1 and two versions of the job were created: Job 1 
had two positive desirability features and one negative feasibility 
feature; Job 2 had two positive feasibility features and one nega-
tive desirability feature. We expect that Job 1 would be preferred 
across relationship groups and, more important, a job’s feasibility 
features would have more influences on advice offered to a close 
friend than to a stranger. 

Procedure
Eighty two undergraduate students participated in this lab 

experiment in exchange for extra course credit. Upon arrival, they 
were given the similar survey booklet used in Study 1, which, in 
its first part, contained the same relationship priming procedure 
and manipulation checks, which were successful and will not be 
discussed further. After the priming, participants were told that the 
target person was considering a job offer.  What followed was the 
description of the target job position and choice likelihood measure. 
Participants were randomly assigned to the two job groups and were 
asked to express the likelihood (a 7-point scale, ranging from 1, Not 
at all likely to 7, Very likely) that they would recommend the target 
person to accept the job offer. Like in Study 1, before answering 
the likelihood measure, participants were reminded that they were 
making a judgment for the target person, not for themselves. In 
addition, participants in both experimental groups were asked to 
carefully evaluate the information and make a best judgment on 
behalf of the target person, a measure that was intended to remove 
the possible motivation differences between the two groups. 

Results 
A 2 (Target Person: best friend vs. stranger) X 2 (Job Type: 

most positive desirability [Job 1] vs. most positive feasibility [Job 
2]) ANOVA was performed on participants’ recommendation 
likelihood rating. As expected, job type main effect was found: 
participants preferred the job with most positive desirability features 
over the one with most positive feasibility features (M = 5.47 and 
5.01; p < .01), replicating the finding of desirability superiority in 
Study 1. And there was a significant interaction between job type 
and target person type, F(1, 80) = 12.87, p < .01). Post hoc simple 
effect analysis of target person revealed that the job with all posi-
tive desirability features and one negative feasibility feature was 
disliked more by the best friend group than by the stranger group 
(M

best friend
 = 5.1 and M

stranger
  = 5.84; p < .01), confirming the hypoth-

esized overweighing of feasibility concerns by the close relation 
advisors. There was no significant difference between these two 
groups on the job with all positive feasibility features (M

best friend
 = 

4.95 and M
stranger

  = 5.06; NS). However, only participants in the 
stranger group liked the job with all positive desirability features 
significantly more than the other job, M

job1
 = 5.84 and M

job2
  = 5.06; 

p < .05. Together, these results clearly indicate that, when giving 
advice to others, decision’s feasibility features exerted more influ-
ences on the advisor’s preference of the job for best friends than 
for strangers; when advising strangers, desirability considerations 
are the ones that count. 
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GEnERAl dISCuSSIon
The goal of this research is to investigate the role of social 

distance on interpersonal advising behavior. We argue that when an 
advice is based on a decision’s desirability and feasibility concerns, 
the social distance between the advisor and the advisee would affect 
how the advisor evaluates the relative importance of those concerns, 
and consequently it would lead the advisor to offer different advice 
to advisees of different social relations. Borrowing heavily from 
the seminal Construal Level Theory (Trope and Liberman 2003) 
and its empirical findings (e.g., Liberman and Trope 1998, Liviatan 
et al 2008), we reason that social distance changes the advisor’s 
construal of the advisor’s decision situation in the following way: a 
distant advisee’s decision is construed with higher level abstraction, 
whereas a close advisee’s decision is construed with higher level 
of concreteness. As a consequence of this information processing 
difference, the advisor assigns different evaluative weights to a 
decision’s desirability and feasibility concerns in that a decision’s 
desirability concerns are high-level construal and feasibility concerns 
are low-level construal. Put these propositions into an advising 
context, this current research predicts that decision advice offered 
to a distant social partner (e.g., casual acquaintances) would be 
influenced more by the decision’s desirability concerns than its 
feasibility concerns; a decision’s feasibility concerns would have 
greater influence when the advice is offered to a close social partner 
(e.g., best friends) than to a distance social partner. 

Two studies tested the research hypothesis. Study 1 assessed 
the importance ratings advisors assign to a job decision’s desirability 
and feasibility information for distant and close social relations. 
Participants were first randomly assigned to two relationship groups 
(best friend vs. stranger) by an imagination task. Immediately 
afterwards, they were asked to act on behalf of the target person to 
provide importance ratings on a job offer’s desirability and feasibility 
attributes. The results indicated that while the job’s desirability was 
deemed more important than its feasibility by both the experimental 
groups, advisors for their best friends gave more importance rat-
ings to the job’s feasibility attributes. In other words, when the 
advisee is a close social relation, advisors consider not only why 
the advisee should or should not take the action (i.e., desirability), 
they also take into consideration how the advisee could carry out 
the action (i.e., feasibility); when advising a distant social relation, 
the advisors only focus on the desirability concerns. 

In Study 2, we directly compared the advice participants made 
to different social relations. Two versions of a job description were 
created: Job 1 had two positive desirability features and one nega-
tive feasibility feature; Job 2 had two positive feasibility features 
and one negative desirability feature. As expected, participants 
preferred the job with most positive desirability features (Job 1) 
over most positive feasibility features (Job2). More relevant, only 
the participants in the best friend group exhibited significant doubt 
about the job with one negative feasibility feature (Job 1), which 
echoed the finding from Study 1 that the importance of a decision’s 
feasibility attributes is greater when the decision is related to a 
close social partner than to a distant one. Hence, taken together, 
two studies confirmed the dominant role of a decision’s desirability 
considerations in distant relation advising and the stronger role of 
feasibility considerations in close relation advising. 

The intended contribution of this research is to demonstrate 
the effects of advisees in the interpersonal advising behavior. Past 
research on this topic has focused exclusively on the decision 

differences between advising others and deciding for oneself. 
Expanding this literature, two studies reported here show that the 
social distances between the advisor and the advisee would influ-
ence how the advisor evaluate decision attributes and consequently 
affect what advice the advisor offers to different advisees. For future 
research, we suggest to replicate the current findings by testing the 
advisee effects with other psychological dimensions. For instance, 
would the physical distance between the advisor and the advisee 
have the same effect as the social distance does? In other words, 
what are the differences between face-to-face advising and long 
distance advising? What about temporal distance? Would it be 
different if the decision happens tomorrow or next year? And how 
would this temporal distance interact with social distance? As we 
can see, many intriguing research projects await us. Bon voyage. 
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