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Building on self-construal theory, this research examines the conditions under which interdependents are more/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., extent to which one believes helping others promotes happiness) in the process.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
When a natural disaster strikes, consumers often face numerous 

requests to help devastated communities. Only a small percentage of 
people who view these ads, however, wind up contributing resources 
to aid rescue and rebuilding efforts. What factors influence consum-
ers’ decision to help victims of natural disasters and other disadvan-
taged populations? The present research tackles this question by in-
vestigating 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 versus connected with others (Markus and Kitayama 
1991). Not surprisingly, one’s mental representation of personhood 
activates quite distinct mindsets. Whereas individualism (i.e., inde-
pendence) highlights the personal and centralizes individuals as the 
unit of analysis, collectivism (i.e., interdependence) highlights the 
social and contextualizes individuals as parts of socially-connected 
units (Oyserman et al. 1998). Because the interdependent self fo-
cuses on social roles and relations, one might expect interdependents 
to be more generous than independents with needy others. Consistent 
with this view, several studies found positive correlations between 
interdependence and charitable behavior (Moorman and Blakely 
2006; Eckstein 2001; Skarmeas and Shabbir 2011). 

Drawing from work in psychology, however, we nuance the 
above view and argue that interdependents may not necessarily be 
more connected to and generous toward others. Indeed, recent self-
construal research underscores the importance of group status (in vs. 
out) for the interdependent self (Iyengar and Lepper 1999; Kitayama 
et al. 1997). That is, whereas interdependents are generally motivat-
ed to integrate themselves with and meet the expectations of others, 
they do so mostly when these “others” are considered relevant (e.g., 
family members, peers; Heine and Lehman 1997). 

Accordingly, the present research investigates the interaction 
of self-construal and victim group-status on donation behavior. In 
three experiments run in both America and China, we manipulated 
participants’ self-construal before observing their prosocial disposi-
tions toward victims of natural disasters. Our central proposition is 
that victim group-status (in vs. out) influences more heavily interde-
pendents’ willingness to help than independents’ (since the latter see 
themselves as more separate from others, regardless of group-status). 

To test this hypothesis, our three studies adopted a similar 2 
(Self-construal: Independent/Interdependent) by 2 (Victim group-
status: In/Out) between-subjects design. To manipulate self-constru-
al, we asked participants to complete an alleged “emotional empathy 
questionnaire” (Gardner et al.1999) which required reading a story 
written either in the first person (e.g., I, my, me) or in the inclu-
sive plural form (e.g., we, our, us) before completing manipulation 
checks. Next, participants viewed an appeal from “Global Relief”, a 
fictitious charity collecting money to help victims of natural disas-
ters. Vivid in nature, the advertisement featured death toll statistics 
(e.g., “hundreds dead and millions homeless”), a description of vic-
tims’ needs (e.g., “food and medicine for vulnerable children and 
devastated families”), and the pictures of suffering victims under-
neath the text. The ad concluded by asking participants to visit the 
charity’s website to make a donation. Of note, the photographs fea-
tured within each study were identical in every aspect (e.g., content; 

victims’ age, gender, apparent suffering) except race. Extensive pre-
tests further ensured the pictures differed in neither mood nor arousal 
(e.g., nervous, excited, bad, good, depressed, relaxed). 

Study 1 recruited online 292 Americans (all-White sample; 
average age = 35) before randomly assigning them to one of four 
conditions (cf. design and procedure above). Upon completing the 
self-construal manipulation and its manipulation checks, participants 
reviewed an ad from “Global Relief” depicting recent tornado victims 
in the southern U.S. To manipulate group-status, the ad portrayed 
either White (i.e., in-group) or Black (i.e., out-group) victims. Our 
analyses revealed no main effects but a significant crossover interac-
tion (cf. table). On average, independents were neither more nor less 
likely to donate than interdependents. Similarly, White victims elic-
ited neither more nor less donations than their Black counterparts. As 
expected, however, contrast analyses confirmed our central hypoth-
esis. Whereas independents were just as likely to make a donation 
regardless of victims’ origin, interdependents donated significantly 
more to in-group (i.e., White) than out-group (i.e., Black) victims. 

study 2 replicated these findings with 148 Chinese undergradu-
ates. After being induced to think individually vs. collectivistically, 
participants reviewed an ad by “Global Relief” asking them to sup-
port rebuilding efforts following the Sichuan (i.e., in-group) vs. Haiti 
(i.e., out-group) earthquake. Once again, independents were nei-
ther more nor less likely to donate than interdependents. Similarly, 
Chinese victims elicited neither more nor less donations than their 
Haitian counterparts. As predicted, however, independents were just 
as likely to donate regardless of victims’ origin whereas interdepen-
dents donated significantly more to in-group (i.e., Sichuan) than out-
group (i.e., Haitian) victims. A look at our mood (i.e., PANAS) and 
self-esteem measures further revealed that neither affect- nor esteem-
based explanations could account for our findings. 

To articulate these results, study 3 re-enacted the above proce-
dure with 171 Chinese undergraduates but added attitude measures 
intended to capture consumers’ lay beliefs about happiness and pro-
social behavior (Duclos et al. 2012; Oyserman et al. 1998). The same 
pattern of results emerged (i.e., no main effects but a significant inter-
action). Whereas independents were just as likely to donate regard-
less of victims’ origin, interdependents donated significantly more to 
in-group (i.e., Sichuan) than out-group (i.e., Haitian) victims. Once 
again, mood (i.e., PANAS) and self-esteem measures remained inca-
pable of explaining our results. The extent to which participants be-
lieved that “helping others promotes happiness”, however, did medi-
ate the self-construal by victim group-status interaction on donation 
intentions (mediated moderation; Sobel test: z = 2.349, p = .019). 

By uncovering the interactive effects of self-construal orien-
tation and victim group-status on prosocial behavior in both West-
ern and Eastern cultures, the present paper offers novel insights for 
both psychology and consumer research. Moreover, by articulating 
the mediating role of cognitions (vis-à-vis affect and self-esteem) 
in charitable decisions, our findings provide charities actionable in-
sights into the psychology of donors (e.g., matching recipients of 
help to donors’ profile in interdependent contexts, stressing the hap-
piness derived from helping others). Hence, for its contributions to 
both theory and practice, we believe this research would be of inter-
est to a wide audience at ACR.
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