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To explain why well-being communication often fails, we demonstrate a motivational gap between advice givers and receivers: advice

givers phrase their communication based off receivers’ need for advice, but receivers’ compliance is governed by their wish for

advice. We analyze this gap and test two practical solutions to close it.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Well-being communicators (advice givers) – often encounter re-

sistance and non-compliance from consumer (advice receivers) (e.g., 
Andrews et al. 2014; Snyder et al. 2004). We explore reasons for 
this reality and offer ways to improve effective well-being commu-
nication strategies (e.g., Wang, Mukhopadhyay, and Patrick 2017). 
Specifically, we identify a systematic misuse of communication tone: 
Well-being communication is frequently either too assertive (too 
commanding) or not assertive enough (too gentle).

Why do advice givers misuse assertiveness and how are ad-
vice receivers likely to respond to this communication? Following 
research on supportive interaction (Feng and MacGeorge 2010), we 
distinguish between two major components of advice situations: ad-
vice receiver’s need for advice and wish for advice.

Need for advice is an objective, observable condition of the 
advice receiver. Wish for advice, is the advice receiver’s subjective 
wish to receive advice. Literature shows that wish for advice and 
need for advice do not necessarily correlate. We therefore hypoth-
esize that, due to egocentric bias (Abbate, Boca, and Gendolla 2016), 
advice givers choose the tone of their communications based on as-
sumptions they make about the advice receiver’s need for advice and 
discount their wish for advice. For advice receivers, conversely, wish 
for advice is a major determinant of response to advice level of as-
sertiveness (e.g., Kausel et al. 2015).

It would be valuable, both from a theoretical and from a prac-
tical point of view, to identify ways to minimize the gap between 
advice givers and receivers. We test two plausible solutions.

1 . Advice giver’s perspective: Empathy allows one to place 
oneself in someone else’s shoes and assess a situation as 
if it were affecting one’s own self (Argo, Zhu, and Dahl 
2008) and it can be a powerful driver for more moral con-
sideration about others (Kirmani et al. 2017). We suggest 
therefore that the more empathetic the advice giver with 
the advice receiver, the less egocentric she is and more 
likely to choose the tone based on advice receiver’s wish 
for advice.

2 . Advice receiver’s perspective: As noted earlier, in situa-
tions when wish and need for advice align, miscommuni-
cation is less likely to be an issue. Thus, one way to mini-
mize the gap is by increasing the correlation between wish 
and need for advice. We suggest that this can be achieved 
by increasing the perceived severity of the well-being situ-
ation, as this should make advice receivers feel greater 
anxiety and loss of control, resulting in a greater wish for 
advice (Gino, Wood Brooks, and Schweitzer 2012), thus 
aligning responses to tone assertiveness according to need 
for advice.

METHOD
We conducted five studies that highlight the motivational gap 

(Studies 1-3), and then tested two potential solutions (Studies 4-5).
In Study 1, 161 MTurk participants read one of four descrip-

tions of Kate (an imagined woman described as having minor/sharp 
degradation in her health and either wishing or not wishing to receive 
advice about it) and chose a more/less assertive callout to persuade 
Kate to eat more vegetables. Participants’ preference of tone asser-

tiveness depended on their estimation of Kate’s need for advice and 
not on her wish for advice.

In Study 2, a field experiment, 200 students received a more/less 
assertive email encouraging them to add 5 daily minutes of abdomen 
exercise. One week later, recipients reported how many minutes and 
how many times they exercised that week. Number of minutes and 
times of exercise following a more/less assertive phrase significantly 
depended on participant’s wish for advice but not need for advice.

Study 3 documents a shift from reliance on wish for advice to 
reliance on need for advice as the role of the participant shifts from 
advice receiver to a giver. 208 MTurkers first read either a more/less 
assertive PSA regarding hurricane preparedness and indicated their 
likelihood to follow the recommendation. Next, participants chose 
between a more/less assertive PSA to citizens of a safe/unsafe neigh-
borhood. Participants’ likelihood to follow the recommendation for 
hurricane preparedness depended on their wish for advice, but not 
need for advice. Conversely, their choice of assertiveness depended 
on their evaluation of citizen’s need for advice but not wish for ad-
vice.

Next, Studies 4 and 5 test two approaches for closing the gap 
between advice givers and receivers. In Study 4, 800 students took 
an objective perspective (low empathy) or a high-school student’s 
perspective (high empathy) and chose a more/less assertive call for 
students to meet with a college advisor. In low empathy, we found no 
interaction of high-school student’s wish and need for advice, only 
a main effect of need for advice. However, in high-empathy, when 
high-school students had high wish for advice, participants preferred 
a more assertive tone regardless of students’ need for advice. In low 
wish for advice, participants preferred a more assertive tone when 
students had high need for advice than when they had low need for 
advice.

Finally, Study 5 takes the advice receiver’s perspective. 487 
Mturkers imagined that they discovered a more/less severe skin con-
dition (paper-cut/melanoma) and indicated intentions to adhere to a 
more/less assertive message about their skin. While the correlation 
between need and wish for advice within the less severe condition 
was significant but low, for the severe condition the correlation was 
much higher. Further, in the severe condition adherence with the 
message was driven by both need and wish for advice, but in the low 
severity - only by wish for advice.

CONCLUSION
This work combines understanding of communication, con-

sumer well-being, and linguistics to advance knowledge on a key 
real-world problem: the relatively low effectiveness of well-being 
communication. We identify a gap between advice givers and re-
ceivers’ motivations, which underlies the misuse of tone assertive-
ness. We distinguish between need and wish for advice and explain 
this gap in terms of an egocentric bias. As need for advice and wish 
for advice are frequently not aligned, this causes a motivational gap 
and a mismatch of assertiveness that is detrimental to the success 
of well-being communication. Finally, we test two practically viable 
solutions to minimize this gap, thus increasing the effectiveness of 
well-being communication.
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