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The present research investigates people’s tendency to embrace others in response to feeling threatened by a specific self-threat, fear

of failure. Using a charitable giving context, three experiments analyze the moderating effects of self-construal and loss of personal

control, and the mediating effect of perceived social support.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Extant literature offers mixed findings as to how people respond 

to having an aspect of the self threatened, reporting both social 
contact seeking (Maner et al. 2007), and avoiding behavior (Murray 
et al. 2006). We propose that whether people might want to draw 
closer to others when threatened by a specific type of threat, fear 
of failure (FF; Rhodewalt 1990), depends on self-construal (Markus 
and Kitayama 1991). 

FF is a dispositional tendency to avoid situations with possible 
negative outcomes due to the risk of feeling ashamed of failure 
(Elliot & Thrash 2004). FF has been considered as a form of self-
threat (Sherman et al. 1984), and an aversive state (Fiske and Taylor 
1991) that reduces control over one’s life (Hogg and Mullin 1999). FF 
presents a potential link to self-construal (Singelis 1994), the extent 
to which individuals define themselves as individuals or as parts of 
groups (Agrawal, Maheswaran 2005). As separate construals of the 
self may be differentially sensitive to personal control (Hamilton 
and Biehal 2005), they might also differentially react to a loss of 
personal control caused by FF. An independent self-construal will 
likely rely on own thoughts and feelings for resolving the negative 
feelings caused by FF, whereas an interdependent self-construal will 
likely rely on input from other group members. Thus, we propose 
that compared to independent self-construals, interdependent self-
construals are more likely to respond to a threat via embracing others.

As the present research pertains to the social implications of FF, a 
help-giving context using monetary donations (Batson et al. 1997) was 
selected for testing behaviors indicating embracing others. We predicted 
that compared to an independent self-construal, an interdependent 
self-construal would lead to more interest in and willingness to donate 
to a charitable cause under a high FF, because interdependent self-
construals are more likely to resolve their negative feelings in relation 
to others and in a more social manner. This differential evaluation 
is likely to be further pronounced when a loss of personal control 
is salient, because independent self-construals are likely to be more 
sensitive to a loss of personal control (Hamilton & Biehal 2005), and 
might thus less positively evaluate their social support system, leading 
to a lowered likelihood to embrace others via charitable donations. We 
define social support as perceived or actual support from community, 
social networks or close others (Lin 1986). Studies 1 and 2 test our 
main predictions and rule out some alternative accounts, and study 3 
introduces loss of personal control as the moderating and perceived 
social support as the mediating mechanism.

Online panel participants (N=179) completed study 1. 
Following the self-construal manipulation (Swaminathan et al. 
2007), participants elaborated on a time when they were very 
(somewhat) afraid of failing at something important (of not much 
consequence) in the high FF (low FF) conditions. The control 
group wrote about their breakfast. Participants’ likelihood to donate 
to a fictitious charitable cancer foundation was tested next (Liu & 
Aaker 2008). Manipulation checks confirmed that self-construal and 
FF level were successfully primed. In line with expectations, we 
observed a significant overall interaction of self-construal with fear 
of failure level (F (1,175)= 4.341, p=0.015 and (F (1,175)=4.407, 
p=0.014)), for the main dependent variables of interest in donating 
and willingness to donate, respectively. Planned contrasts further 
showed that among those in the high FF condition, interdependent 

self construals were more interested in donating and more willing to 
donate than independent self construals.

Study 2 (N=99) used a prospective FF scenario, a more 
behavioral donation measure, an existing cancer charity, and measured 
the functional motives underlying the decision to donate (VFI; Clary 
et al. 1998). The results of study 2 replicated study 1 in showing the 
moderating effect of self-construal on the relationship between FF and 
donation likelihood and the actual amount to donate, after accounting 
for personal involvement, perceptions of manipulative intent and 
the motivations to donate. Manipulation checks confirmed that self-
construal and FF level were successfully primed. A 2 (self-construal) 
x 2 (FF level) ANOVA revealed a significant overall interaction of 
self-construal with FF for the main dependent variables of willingness 
to donate, (F (1,94)= 9,45, p=0.003)) and the ($) amount to donate 
(F (1,95)= 8.38, p=0.005), respectively. There were no main effects 
apart from a partial main effect of FF on the willingness to donate (F 
(1,94)= 3.15, p=0.079). Planned contrasts showed that among those 
in the high FF condition, interdependent self-construals were more 
willing to donate and donated a higher amount of the $10 bonus than 
independent self-construals.

Study 3 tested the moderating role of perceived control on the 
relationship between self-construal and donation likelihood under a 
high FF. Online panel participants (N= 81) were randomly assigned 
to a 2 (self-construal) x 2 (perceived control) x (fear of failure: high) 
mixed design. For the perceived control manipulation, participants 
elaborated on an event that made them feel in control (high-control 
condition) versus not in control of their life (low-control condition), 
respectively. All respondents completed the high FF task, followed by 
interest and willingness to donate measures for a children’s charity. 
Manipulation checks indicated that both self-construal and perceived 
control were successfully primed.  We observed a significant overall 
interaction of self-construal with personal control on interest in 
donating (F(1,77)=3.75, p=0.056), and the willingness to donate 
(F(1,77)=7.86, p=0.006), respectively. Finally, a bootstrap analysis 
(Preacher and Hayes, 2008) supported the mediating effect of 
perceived social support. When perceived social support was added 
to the analysis, it emerged as a significant predictor of willingness to 
donate (C.I.= 0.043, 0.671; p =0.0041), whereas the effect of self-
construal became non-significant.

We contribute to previous literature by reporting that FF will 
have spillover effects in an unrelated domain, introducing loss of 
personal control as a new moderator for self-construal and perceived 
social support as a new mediator of consumer willingness to donate, 
and suggesting that advertising messages for charitable giving, which 
evoke a high FF and thinking about the self in relation to others, are 
more likely to elicit favorable consumer responses. 
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Table 1: Results 
Study # Design N Dependent Measures Potential Confounds Tested

Self-Construal 
Manipulation Check

Fear of Failure 
Manipulation Check

Loss of Personal 
Control 
Manipulation Check

Study 1
(Mind =5.24, Minter = 
4.39; F (1, 179) 
=3.92, p < .05)

(MFF-hi=3.96 vs. MFF-
lo=2.88 vs. MFF-
control=2.93, F (1, 
178)= 2.98, p<0.05).

N/A

2 (self-construal: 
Independent, 
Interdependent) x 3 (fear 
of failure: high, low, 
control) between subjects 

179 Interest in donating Willingness 
to donate

N/A
Interest in Donating-overall 
FF x SC interaction: (F 
(1,175)= 4.341, p=0.015

Willingness to Donate - 
overall FF x SC 
interaction: F (1,175)= 
4.407, p=0.014)

(Mind =3.10, Minter 
=5.30; F (1, 179) 
=8.41, p < .01)

Simple effects: Mind-FF_H vs 
Minter_FF_H: 4.62 vs 5.69, 
F(1,173)= 5.65, p=0.019

Simple effects: Mind-
FF_H vs Minter_FF_H: 
4.5 vs 5.66, F (1,173)= 
6.9, p=0.009

Mind-FF_L vs Minter-FF_L: 5.29 vs 
4.36, F(1,173)= 4.29, p=0.04

Mind-FF_L vs Minter-
FF_L: 5.20 vs. 4.28, F 
(1,173)=4.44, p=0.037

Study 2

(Mind =5.01, Minter = 
4.12; F (1, 98) 
=3.95, p < .01)

MFF-hi=5.00 vs. MFF-

lo=3.37; F 
(1,98)=14.2 p<0.01

N/A

2 (self-construal: 
Independent, 
Interdependent) x 2(fear 
of failure: high, low) 
between subjects 

99
Willingness to donate       
($)amount to donate

social motives, values motives, self 
enhancement motives, 

understanding motives, protective 
motives, involvement, state self-

esteem

Willingness to donate- 
overall FF x SC interaction: F 
(1,94)= 9.45, p=0.003

($) Amount to donate- 
overall FFx SC 
interaction: F (1,95)= 
8.38, p=0.005

(Mind =2.99, Minter 
=4.34; F (1, 98) 
=8.17, p < .01), 

Simple effects: (MindFF_H vs 
Mint_FF_H: 4.0 vs. 5.50, F 
(1,95)= 13.1, p=0.0)

Simple effects: 
MinterFF_H vs 
Mind_FF_H: 5.38 vs. 
2.88 F (1,95)= 8.58, 
p=0.004; MintFF_L vs. 
Mind_FF_L: 3.48 vs. 
4.42, F(1,95)=1.3, 
p=n.s.

M-Ind SC FF_H vs. FF_L: 
4.0 vs 5.42, F (1,95)=12.263, 
p=0.001; M-Int SC FF_H vs. 
FF_L: 5.50 vs. 4.68, 
F(1,95)=4.0, p=0.048

Mind FF_H vs. Mind 
FF_L: 2.88 vs. 4.442, 
F(1,95)=3.42, p=0.068; 
Mint FF_H vs. Mint 
FF_L:5.5 vs. 4.68, 
F(1,95)=5.03, p=0.03

Study 3

(Mind =6.01, Minter = 
4.39; F (1, 81) 
=3.98, p < .05)

Mlo-control= 3.09 vs. 
Mhi-control= 5.02; F(1, 
81)= 3.32, p<0.01

 2 (self-construal: 
independent, 
interdependent) x 2 
(perceived control: high, 
low) x (fear of failure: 
high) mixed design 

81

Interest in donating        
Willingness to donate      
Perceived Social Support 
(proposed mediator)

Interest in Donating- overall 
SC x Perceived Control 
interaction: (F (1,77)= 3.750, 
p=0.056) 

Willingness to Donate- 
Overall SC x Perceived 
Control Interaction: (F 
(1,77)=7.861, p=0.006)

Perceived Social 
Support- Preacher 
and Hayes (2008) 
bootstrapping 
procedure: C.I.= 
0.043, 0.671; p 
=0.0041

(Mind =3.21, Minter 
=5.92; F (1, 81) 
=4.41, p < .01)

Simple Effects: (M-ind-
Control_Lo vs M-
inter_Control_Lo: 3.79 
vs 5.06, F (1,77)= 
6.215, p=0.015)

(Mind-Control_Lo vs 
Mind_Control_High: 
3.79 vs 5.36, F (1,77)= 
9.944, p=0.002). 

Manipulation Checks Observed Effects

 


