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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Past research has established that victims who arouse stronger 

affective reactions have a higher chance of being helped. In general, 
identifying a victim increases emotional arousal and consequently 
a donor’s willingness to contribute. This phenomenon has become 
known as the identifiable victim effect (Jenni and Loewenstein 1997; 
Small and Loewenstein 2003; Kogut and Ritov 2005; Small, Loew-
enstein, and Slovic 2007). We examine how self-construal moder-
ates the effect of victim identification. The concept of self-construal 
originates from research on cross-culture differences. According to 
Markus and Kitayama (1991), Western cultures construe the self as 
separate from their social context, emphasizing autonomy (i.e. an 
independent self-construal). Whereas, eastern cultures typically con-
sider the self part of the broader social context (i.e. an interdependent 
self-construal). Research on self-construal suggests that although 
independents rely on their feelings in making decisions, interdepen-
dents may suppress their emotions (Markus and Kitayama 1991). 
Therefore, our central premise is that compared to individuals with 
an independent self-construal, individuals with an interdependent 
self-construal will not be motivated by victim identification. Further-
more, we propose that the moderating effect of self-construal will be 
mediated by individuals’ feelings of empathy.

We tested our propositions in four studies. In Study 1, partici-
pants were recruited to participate in an unrelated study. Participants 
were informed they would receive $2 in exchange for their partici-
pation. At the end of this unrelated survey participants completed 
a self-construal manipulation; they were asked to read a paragraph 
describing a trip. In the independent self-construal condition, all pro-
nouns referred to the singular I, me, or my. In the interdependent 
self-construal condition, pronouns referred to the plural we, us, or 
our (Brewer and Gardner, 1996). Following this manipulation, par-
ticipants were told that they had completed their task and earned the 
$2. On this same screen, participants were told that the experimenters 
were collecting donations and presented a donation appeal featuring 
either a group of 100 unidentified children, one unidentified child, 
or one child identified by name, age, and picture. Participants were 
given the opportunity to donate a portion of their payment. A signifi-
cant two-way interaction emerged. Participants in the independent 
self-construal condition donated a higher portion of their payment 
when presented one identified child than when presented either one 
unidentified children or 100 unidentified children. Participants in the 
interdependent self-construal condition donated a lower portion of 
their payment when presented one identified child than when pre-
sented one unidentified child. There was no difference in the amount 
these participants donated to 100 unidentified children and one iden-
tified child. These results provide support for our premise that the 
identifiable victim effect is stronger among independents than among 
interdependents.

In Study 2, participants were shown a product positioned to 
prime either an independent or interdependent self-construal (Aaker 
and Lee 2001). They were then informed that sales of the product 
would benefit a charity concerned with protecting endangered wild-
life; descriptions randomly included or omitted the picture of an en-
dangered animal. Participants were asked their willingness to pay 
for the product. A self-construal by victim identifiability two-way 
interaction emerged. When the product primed an independent self-
construal inclusion of the picture increased participants’ willingness 

to pay. In contrast, when the product primed an interdependent self-
construal inclusion of the picture did not increase participants’ will-
ingness to pay. The results of Study 2 indicate that the basic finding 
documented in Study 1 applies to cause-related marketing contexts 
and to animal victims as well as human victims. 

In Study 3, we examined the mechanism underlying the im-
pact of self-construal on the identifiable victim effect. We propose 
that self-construal moderates the effect of victim identification on 
individuals’ willingness to donate by influencing the effect of victim 
identification on individuals’ empathic feelings toward the victim. 
We tested this prediction by measuring participants’ empathic feel-
ings (empathetic concern and empathetic distress) and showing that 
they mediated the findings documented in Study 1. Several other po-
tentially relevant factors (perceived closeness of the victim, sense of 
urgency, etc.) were measured but none of these additional measures 
could serve as a mediator. 

Study 4 further examined the mechanism underlying the im-
pact of self-construal on the identifiable victim effect by testing the 
moderating effect of cognitive load. Based on the previous research 
showing that individuals rely more on their affective reactions when 
under high cognitive load (Shiv and Fedorikhin 1999; Small and 
Verrochi 2009), we expected that the impact of self-construal on the 
identifiable victim effect would be weaker when individuals are un-
der high load. Participants were randomly assigned to the eight con-
ditions of a 2 x 2 x 2 design. The first factor was self-construal. The 
second factor was cognitive load. We adopted the manipulation used 
in Shiv and Fedorikhin (1999); immediately after the self-construal 
manipulation, participants were presented and asked to hold either 
a two-digit or a seven-digit number in their heads throughout the 
remainder of the study. The third factor was victim identifiability. 
Results revealed a significant three-way interaction effect between 
cognitive load, self-construal, and victim identification. When cog-
nitive load was low, we see a similar pattern to what was shown in 
earlier studies. Under high cognitive load neither the independent 
self-construal nor the interdependent self-construal participants fa-
vored an identifiable victim. 

The results of these experiments indicate that the positive effect 
of victim identification is seen only among those with an independent 
self-construal. As we have shown, victim identification can end up 
having a negative impact on interdependents. An implication of our 
research is that providing potential donors with a picture of a victim 
to try to appeal to their emotions and enhance donation intent is not 
always a good idea. Charitable organizations and companies engag-
ing in cause-related marketing ought to consider the characteristics 
of their target consumers when deciding whether to provide vivid, 
personal information about the victims who need help.
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