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Gift exchange is an important social interaction that shapes one’s identity and supports social ties. Receiving a gift that is identity-

inconsistent causes the recipient to feel dissonance and respond by 1) expanding his/her existing identity to accommodate the gift or 2)

withdrawing from the relationship to avoid receiving non-verifying feedback.
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Is it Riskier to Receive than to Give?: The Effect 
of Social Closeness on Gift Recipients’ Responses 

to Identity-Inconsistent Gifts

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Behavioral scientists have long viewed personal identity as a 

dynamic construct, inextricably linked to the feedback one receives 
from both his/her social relationships and environment. People’s 
identities are built from the outside in, as the relationships an indi-
vidual holds dear shape his/her understanding of who s/he is through 
how s/he is seen by others (Cooley 1902; Swann et al 2000). While 
an individual’s identity is somewhat flexible, most people are mo-
tivated to sustain a consistent and coherent sense of self and prefer 
to surround themselves with people who verify their self-concepts. 
Consequently, individuals avoid or distance themselves from re-
lationship partners who do not affirm important identities (Swann 
2005). 

One important social interaction that shapes an individual’s 
perception of him/herself and supports important social ties is the 
exchange of gifts (Ruth, Brunel, and Otnes 1999). When a recipi-
ent receives a gift, s/he has a porthole into how the giver perceives 
him/her as a gift is supposed to embody the giver’s interpretation 
of the recipient’s desires, preferences and needs and by extension, 
his/her identity (Belk 1999; Sherry 1983). Given that individuals’ 
identities are responsive to interactions with their relationship part-
ners (Josephs, Bosson, and Jacobs 2003) and that they deeply value 
verifying feedback from those closest to them, receiving a gift that 
is inconsistent with one’s existing self-concept may cause the gift 
recipient to feel some dissonance. We predict that in response to re-
ceiving such a gift, the recipient may reduce his/her dissonance by 1) 
revising, expanding or changing his/her existing self-identity in or-
der to accommodate the chosen gift or 2) withdrawing from the rela-
tionship partner in order to avoid receiving non-verifying feedback. 
In a two experiments, we find that depending on the social closeness 
between the giver and recipient and how identity-consistent the gift 
is, recipients exhibit each of these responses.

In study 1, using a 2 (gift: identity-inconsistent vs. identity-con-
sistent) x 2 (social closeness of recipient: close vs. distant) experi-
mental design, we instructed participants to recall receiving an iden-
tity-inconsistent (vs. consistent) gift from a close (vs. distant) friend. 
After writing about the gift, they answered questions about whether 
the gift had made them see themselves in a new way or changed their 
identity and how it had affected their friendship with the giver. As 
predicted, close (vs. distant) recipients were more likely to indicate 
that the identity-inconsistent (vs. consistent) gift had changed the 
way they saw themselves. Conversely, distant (vs. close) recipients 
were more likely to indicate that the identity-inconsistent (vs. consis-
tent) gift had caused them to feel more socially distant to the giver. 

In order to understand why recipients had different responses 
to identity-inconsistent gifts given by close (vs. distant) friends, we 
conducted a follow-up study in which we manipulated rather than 
measured the identity-inconsistency of the gift. In study 2, a 2 (gift: 
identity-consistent vs. identity-inconsistent) x 2 (social closeness of 

recipient: close vs. distant) experimental design, participants read a 
scenario about receiving an identity-consistent (vs. inconsistent) gift 
from a close (vs. distant) friend. In identity-consistent gift scenarios, 
recipients either received a CD of their favorite group’s new album 
or a DVD of their favorite movie; in identity-inconsistent scenarios 
they received either a puzzle or slippers. After reading the scenario, 
participants answered questions about how self-reflective the gifts 
were.  

The data reveal an identity-consistence x social closeness inter-
action on the self-reflectiveness of the gift such that givers felt that 
the identity-inconsistent (vs. consistent) gifts were more (vs. less) 
self-reflective when they were given by close (vs. distant) friends. 
In other words, recipients’ judgments of the self-reflectiveness of the 
identity-consistent (vs. inconsistent) gift is qualified by their rela-
tionship with the recipient. 

Respondents were also asked to answer the open-ended ques-
tion: “Why do you think your close (vs. distant) friend chose this gift 
for you?” Respondents in the close friend condition indicated that 
they thought that their friend had chosen this gift because s/he had 
seen something in the gift that matched his/her identity in a way that 
the recipient had not seen in him/herself:

•	 There must have been something about the puzzle that 
made her think of me.

•	 He wanted me to explore my creative side. The puzzle 
would probably have some deeper meaning once finished.

On the other hand, those receiving the identity-inconsistent gift 
from a distant friend were not as likely to attribute such powerful 
insights to the gift giver and simply thought the giver did not know 
him/her very well and was more concerned with saving time or mon-
ey than choosing something appropriate:

•	 She probably tried to choose something that wasn’t too 
expensive yet too cheap. 

•	 He didn’t spend long buying it.

•	 He hasn’t seen me in so long and doesn’t know my 
interests that well so he went for something really safe 
like slippers when he should have went on his gut feeling.

The data from these two studies corroborate the prediction that 
close recipients are likely to change or expand the way they see 
themselves in order to incorporate identity-inconsistent gifts from 
their close friends. Furthermore, the open-ended responses indicate 
that they do so because they think that their close friends see some-
thing in the gift that matches a part of their identity that they are 
not aware of. Conversely, individuals who thought their distant (vs. 
close) friends had chosen an identity-inconsistent gift subsequently 
felt more emotionally distant from the giver. 

I Didn’t Think I Would l Like What You Chose for Me: 
Relationship Norms and Satisfaction with Consumer- 

versus Provider-Chosen Outcomes

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Prior research demonstrates that personally-made, as compared 

to externally-made, choices lead to greater task enjoyment and more 
positive affect (Brehm 1966; Langer 1975). More recent research, 
however, has found that cultural norms regulating interpersonal ex-
changes may moderate these beneficial effects of self-choice (Iyen-
gar and Lepper 1999). The present research examines the manner in 
which relationship norms underlying customer-provider interactions 


