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Building on self-construal theory, this research examines the conditions under which interdependents are more vs. less charitable than

independents. Doing so, we identify the moderating influence of victim group-status (in vs. out) and the mediating role of lay beliefs

(e.g., the extent to which individuals believe helping others promotes happiness).
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firm, and 4) a third party agency. Although participants were likely to complain seriously directly to the firm (M=3.9), they were significantly 
more likely to complain humorously to other consumers, either in person (M=4.2) or via the Internet (M=3.4), than to a third party agency 
(M=1.8) or the firm (M=1.6). 

2) Antecedents  In accordance with the benign violation theory, we expect that humor will be more prevalent in mildly negative than 
extremely negative experiences. Extremely negative experiences are less likely to be perceived as benign making it more difficult for consum-
ers to complain about them in a humorous manner (McGraw et al. 2011).  

We asked participants who read about the negative restaurant experience how easy or difficult it would be to recount their experiences 
in a humorous manner (1=Very Difficult, 7=Very Easy). Participants who read about a mildly negative experience reported that it would be 
easier to complain in a humorous manner than participants who read about an extremely negative experience (Mmild=4.83, Mextreme=3.91).  

3) Consequences  Because humor is attention getting, enjoyable, and memorable (Alden, Mukherjee and Hoyer 2000; Eisend 2009), we 
suspect that humorous complaints are more likely to go viral than serious complaints. 

We asked 63 undergraduate students to read either a serious or humorous version of a letter complaining about a bank’s poor service. 
This letter was selected based on a search conducted by members of an online panel (N=50) asked to submit an example of the funniest con-
sumer complaint that they could find on the Internet. Two research assistants blind to the study’s hypothesis ranked the written complaints 
based on their humor and selected the letter with the average highest ranking. One of the assistants then rewrote the complaint letter highlight-
ing the same reasons but removing any humorous content. 

Subjects read either the humorous or the serious version of the complaint. As expected, participants found the humorous version of the 
letter significantly more humorous than the serious version (Mhumorous=4.9, Mnon-humorous=2.1). Importantly, participants also enjoyed the humor-
ous version significantly more (Mhumorous=4.9, Mnon-humorous=3.0) and, as a result, were more likely to share this version with other consumers 
(Mhumorous=3.6, Mnon-humorous=2.6; indirect effect (a x b) = .67, 95% CI = .19 to 1.29). 

Our findings suggest that firms should be wary of consumers complaining humorously about their products and services. The spread of 
humorous complaints is more difficult for firms to control than the spread of serious complaints not only because the humorous complaints 
tend to be directed at other consumers, but also because their enjoyable nature makes them more likely to be circulated, thereby increasing 
the number of consumers exposed to negative information about the firm.
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When a natural disaster strikes a community, consumers often face countless appeals to donate time or money to help the victims. Only 
a small percentage of people who view these advertisements, however, will investigate the cause further, and an even smaller percentage will 
end up offering resources to aid the rescue and rebuilding efforts. What factors influence whether individuals will help victims of natural 
disasters and other disadvantaged populations? The present research attempts to answer this question by investigating the interactive effects 
of self-construal and victim origin on prosocial behavior. 

Fundamental to people’s emotional and cognitive responses, self-construal characterizes the extent to which one considers oneself 
separate from vs. connected with others (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Hence, individuals vary on the self-construal continuum from inter-
dependent to independent (Singelis 1994, Stapel and Koomen 2001). Because the interdependent self is more meaningful in the context of 
social relationships or as part of a larger social unit, one might expect interdependent (independent) individuals to be more (less) generous 
when faced with calls for help. Consistent with this view, several studies found positive correlations between interdependence and charitable 
behavior (Moorman and Blakely 2006; Eckstein 2001; Skarmeas and Shabbir 2011). 
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Drawing from work in psychology, we contrast from the above view and argue that interdependent individuals may not necessarily be 
more connected to or generous toward others. Much self-construal research has indeed underscored the importance of group status (in vs. out) 
for the interdependent self (Markus and Kitayama 1991; Iyengar and Lepper 1999; Kitayama et al. 1997). I.e., interdependent individuals are 
more motivated to integrate themselves with and meet the expectations of others, but only when these others are considered relevant (e.g., 
family members, peers, significant groups; Heine and Lehman 1997). 

Accordingly, the present study investigates the interaction of self-construal and victim group-status on donation behavior. We propose 
that, when individuals are faced with a plea to support victims of a severe earthquake, victims’ status (in- vs. out-group) will interact with 
donors’ self-concept. Specifically, we predict that victims’ group-status should influence interdependents’ willingness to help more than inde-
pendents’ (since the latter see themselves as more separate from others, regardless of group-status). 

Design & procedures.  To test these propositions, we randomly assigned 112 students from a large East Asian university to one of four 
conditions. Our experiment followed a 2 (Self-construal: Independent vs. Interdependent) by 2 (Victim status: In- vs. Out-group) between-
subjects design. To manipulate self-construal, we asked participants to complete an alleged emotional empathy questionnaire. To this effect, 
subjects read a short story written either in the first person (e.g., I, my, me) or in the inclusive plural form (e.g., we, our, us) before completing 
a series of manipulation checks intended to assess their ensuing self-construal orientation and mood. 

Next, participants viewed an appeal from “Global Relief”, a fictitious charity collecting money to help victims of earthquakes. Vivid in 
nature, the advertisement featured death toll statistics (e.g., “over 100,000 killed and 1 million others homeless”), a description of the victims’ 
needs (e.g., “food and medicine for vulnerable children and devastated families”), and the pictures of two suffering victims underneath the 
text. The ad concluded by asking participants to visit the charity’s website to make a donation. 

Since our sample was composed almost exclusively of south-east Chinese, we manipulated victims’ status by featuring pictures from 
the recent Sichuan (in-group) vs. Haiti (out-group) earthquakes. Of note, the pictures included in each advertisement were identical in every 
aspect except, of course, race. I.e., based on pretests, the victims depicted in our ads matched in all regards (e.g., age, gender, apparent suf-
fering, etc). This was further confirmed through multiple affect-related manipulation checks. 

Results.  An analysis of variance on participants’ willingness to help revealed no main effects (Fs < 1, NS) but a significant crossover in-
teraction ((F1, 111) = 5.333, p = .023). On average, independents were neither more nor less likely to donate than interdependents. Similarly, 
Haitian victims were neither more nor less likely than their Sichuan counterparts to elicit donations. Follow-up contrast analyses, however, 
revealed that, while victims’ origin did not seem to matter for independents (F (1 ,111) = 1.294, p = NS), it did so for interdependents (F (1 
,111) = 4.542, p = .0353). That is, whereas independent participants were just as likely to make a donation regardless of victims’ origin, in-
terdependent participants donated significantly more to in-group (i.e., Sichuan) than to out-group (i.e., Haitian) victims. Of note, this simple 
effect was driven by interdependents’ increased generosity toward Sichuan victims (F (1 ,111) = 3.040, p = .084), not their reduced benevo-
lence toward Haitians (F (1 ,111) = 2.319, NS). Also of note, these findings were not driven by affective considerations. Indeed, none of our 
manipulation checks (e.g., PANAS, sadness, anxiety, depression, nervousness, mood, etc) revealed any main effect or interaction capable of 
explaining our results. 

So to account for these findings, we next turned to cognitive aspects of decision-making. Building on Duclos et al. (2011), we tested 
whether participants’ beliefs about happiness and prosocial behavior could mediate the interaction described above. Following Baron and 
Kenny’s (1986) four-step approach to mediated moderation, we were able to confirm that participants’ willingness to assist earthquake vic-
tims depended on the interactive influences of self-construal and victims’ group-status, and this interaction was mediated by the degree to 
which participants believed that helping others promotes happiness (Sobel test: z = 1.609, p = .1). 

By highlighting the interactive effects of self-construal orientation and victim group-status on donation behavior, the present study 
bridges the gap between and offers novel theoretical insights for two important and burgeoning research areas. Furthermore, by identifying 
the mediating role of cognitions vs. affect in consumers’ decision to donate money, our findings provide charities actionable insights into the 
psychology of donors (e.g., matching recipients of help to donors’ profile in interdependent contexts, highlighting the happiness derived from 
helping others). Hence, for its contributions to both theory and practice, we believe this poster would be of interest to a wide audience at ACR. 
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Research into the individual decision-making process has examined potential gains or losses, measured relative to the individual’s status 
quo position (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979), and found that sellers tend to overvalue objects relative to buyers. Thaler (1980) and Kahneman, 
Knetsch, and Thaler (1990) call this tendency to place a larger value on an item that is in one’s possession the “endowment effect.” The es-
sential idea is that individuals are more reluctant to lose something they own than they are to gain something they do not. Hence, although 
buyers generally value goods objectively, due to seller behavior (Inder & O’Brien, 2003), there is a discrepancy between the minimum price 
a seller will accept and the maximum price a buyer will pay. Given the importance of the endowment effect in everyday economic behavior, 
it is expected that people’s perceptions of that effect may be equally important. 

In recent years, business transactions appear to occur more frequently when self-other differences exist, as such differences influence 
consumer behavior. Much of the research on the endowment effect has focused on the valuations an individual makes for him or herself. It 
has generally failed to address how it affects valuations made for others and whether there are self-other differences. Making decisions for 
others is quite common. For example, parents regularly make decisions for their children, and friends frequently make decisions for one an-
other. Thus, it is important to identify the factors that differentiate decisions made for oneself from those made for others. Also of interest is 
whether the endowment effect is larger or smaller on business transactions in which sellers and buyers make decisions for others. The research 
reported herein examines both issues. The findings of this study will also contribute to the literature on the influence of psychophysical prop-
erties by providing a better understanding of the factors that mediate the effects of self-other differences on willingness to accept (WTA) and 
willingness to pay (WTP). It is founded on the premise that knowledge of self-other differences concerning perceived stimuli may arise from 
the different valuation levels that are due to varying degrees of personal involvement in the decision-making process. The study’s findings 
will also facilitate assessment of the psychological underpinnings of ownership and the effects of the self-other discrepancy on the endow-
ment effect. An understanding of these mechanisms will not only identify the factors determining the self-other differences that appear to 
follow a trade-off strategy between sellers and buyers, but also provide direction for marketers interested in increasing the transaction amount 
gained. If individuals are capable of correctly predicting others’ needs and desires, then these predictions may well affect the decisions they 
make during the transaction process.

Building on the concepts of perceived ownership and the features of focus, the authors predict that individuals will make decisions for 
another person differently than they will for themselves, thus eliminating the disparity between the selling and buying price. They also em-
ploy the theory of self-other differences to determine whether sellers and buyers are differentially sensitive to item changes and, if so, whether 
this difference in sensitivity depends on the presence of a market price.

In the first study, 136 university students (68 of whom were male) were given a coffee mug and asked to estimate the price they would 
be willing to pay/accept for it in the self and other conditions. The experimenter asked participants in the self condition: “If you were to sell/
buy this coffee mug , how much would you be willing to accept/pay for it?” A similar question was asked of those in the other condition: “If 
you were to sell/buy this coffee mug for a friend, how much would you be willing to accept/pay for it?” Results supported the hypothesis 
that the selling price will decrease and the buying price increase when one is acting on behalf of another (and that the opposite will be true 
when one is acting on one’s own behalf).  

In the second study, we investigated the proposed perceived ownership and features of focus effects could account for the observed de-
crease in the endowment effect in the others condition. Thus, this study employed a 2 (role: seller versus buyer) × 2 (valence features: positive 
versus negative) × 2 (target person: self-focused frame versus others-focused frame) design, with the first and third factors varying between 
participants and the second within participants. Results from this study indicate that the participants were more likely to consider positive fea-
tures when they were acting as a seller for themselves than when they were acting as a buyer. In addition, we found that perceived ownership 
and the features of focus work together to partially mediate the relationship between the endowment effect and the effect of trading for others,

In the final study, the aim of broadening our knowledge of the “other” on whose behalf a transaction is made. It tested whether the 
level of intimacy between owner and seller/buyer influences the endowment effect and whether this influence depends on the presence of a 
reference price. The participants were told that they were taking part in an experimental auction. A description of self-other differences was 
given in each of the eight experimental conditions, with each participant presented with a different version of the screen, that is, one of the 
four self-other conditions: valuing the object for oneself, for a family member, for a friend, or for a stranger. They were then asked to provide 
a selling/buying price. Results showed that the endowment effect on the estimation varies with the level of intimacy of the relationship the 
seller/buyer has with the target other, although the difference is less in the presence of a reference price.

To conclude, the results of three studies demonstrate the existence of differing perceptions of the self-other discrepancy among buyers 
and sellers. More specifically, we hypothesized that when valuation outcomes are explicitly framed in terms of seller/buyer gains and losses, 
consumers are more loss-averse when acting for themselves rather than others in contexts involving losses. The endowment effect does ap-
pear to reflect self-other biases, thereby providing us with a deeper understanding of the mental processes involved. Our results also have 


