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Anxiety in Gift Giving Behavior

ABSTRACT

Many people experience an anxious moment in choosing a gift when they are not familiar with
recipients or confront with a new situation. The motivation and anxiety of givers may vary according to the
different situations and recipients. This study aims to develop a model of giver’s anxiety in gift-giving based on
Wooten’s expanded model of anxiety in gift-giving. Consumer surveys are utilized for testing the proposed
model.

INTRODUCTION

Gift-giving has been studied in the field of psychology, anthropology and economics as well as consumer
research. The worldwide extension of gift markets has not only encouraged various researches, but also
permitted to marketers to develop and use practical tools. Belk (1976) in his study of gift selection, proposed a
model of balance in gift giving based on cognitive consistency theories. He defined gift-giving as “The
phenomenon of selecting an object or service “X” to present as a gift to person “Y” on occasion “Z”. Most
researchers have shown an interest in motivation and situationsal variables in gift-giving behavior (Wolfinbargar,
1990; Wolfinbarger, Finley and Yale, 1993; Gehrt, 2002; Belk, 1975, 1982). However, while Wooten (2000)
argued that givers become anxious when they were highly motivated but doubtful about success, little study has
done to explore the effect of anxiety in gift-purchasing behavior.

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCHES

2.1 Gift giving in consumer behavior

Belk (1979) classified functions of gift giving into four categories in his study of the gift giving behavior:
gift-giving as communication, gift-giving as social exchange, economic exchange, and gift-giving as socializer.
The result of two indicated that gift selections depended upon the giver’s ideal self-concept, the nature of the
occasion, and the giver’s relationship to the recipients.

Wolfinbarger (1990), in her study focusing on motivations and symbolism in gift giving behavior,
categorized motivations for gift-giving into three types: altruism, norms, and self-interest. Another three
motivations for gift-giving were suggested by Wolfinbarger and Yale in 1993: an experiential/ positive attitude
towards giving, an obligated attitude, and a practical attitude. The three attitudes of gift givers occur when the
gift-giving is for the enjoyment of giving, for the reciprocating or social norms, and for supplying practical
assistance to the receiver, respectively. Goodwin, Smith and Spiggle (1990), in their study of motivations in gift

1



2008/07/14
giving, developed three distinct constructs: experiential/ positive, obligated, and practical motivations. Sherry

(1983) proposed a model of gift exchange process including gestation stage which consumer researchers focused
on, prestation stage which anthropologists placed an emphasis, and reformulation stage which interested both of
the researchers. He suggested the important of a wide view framework to describe the comprehension process of
gift exchange. In his study, motivation which was in the gestation stage might be categorized into altruistic and
agonistic.

2.2 Anxiety in gift giving

Vreeland (1998) pointed out that gift giving become such a tortured moment because people packed a lot
of psychological intention (love, statues, respect, etc.) into gifts. Gift is not just a gift but a fundamental form of
human communication. Sherry, et al, (1993) holded the same manner in that the gift threatened social ties
therefore it proved people stress as a result.

Otnes, et al. (1992), in their study of Christmas shopping, examined about gift selection strategies used by
givers for “difficult” people. The study focused on the reason of them being categorized as difficult recipients
and the strategy givers use when shopping for difficult people. A year later, they made it clear how gift selection
was done for difficult recipients and easy recipients respectively after classifying giver into six social roles: the
pleaser, the provider, the compensator, the socializer, the acknowledger, and the avoider (Otnes, et al., 1993).
McGrath, et al. (1993) also focused on the behavior of gift giver by adopting projective techniques.

Most studies mentioned above adopt ethnographic investigation to investigate giver’s emotion in gift
giving. However, no research has taken the approach of quantitative analysis. This study is of value to the field
of gift giving anxiety in that demonstrating the empirical validity by quantitative data analysis.

SOCIAL ANXIETY AND WOOTEN’S GIFTING ANXIETY MODEL

3.1 Social anxiety and self-presentation

As social objects, people tend to be anxious when they are looked at by others. Buss (1980) defined social
anxiety, which was comprised of embarrassment, shame, shyness, and audience anxiety, as discomfort in the
presence of others.

Several studies have proved that social anxiety has related to the nature of self-presentation. According to
Schlenker (1980), self-presentation is the conscious or unconscious attempt to control images of self before real
or imagined audiences. That is people are motivated to make a good impression on others innately. However,
when people want to make some desired impressions to others, they often face various problems. For example,
they do not know how to go about it; they feel insecure to produce preferred reactions from others, and so on. At
times like this, the actor tends to be anxious. As Schlenker and Leary (1982) pointed out, social anxiety
generates when people are motivated to make a particular impression on others but doubt that they will do so.

Leary & Schlenker (1981) also mentioned about shyness which was proposed to be a state of social
anxiety arising in contingent interactions. They suggested that shyness arose when people were motivated to
make a favorable impression on others but doubted their ability to project images of themselves that will
produce satisfactory reactions from the others.
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According to Leary and Kowalski (1995), social anxiety (SA) is composed of impression motivation (M)

and impression efficacy (p). The defined the model of social anxiety as: SA=M (1 p). Social anxiety increases
when the actor’s level of motivation to make a desired impression (M) become high, and conversely. On the
other hand, his or her perceived probability of success (p) decreases the social anxiety.

3.2 Wooten’s gifting anxiety model

Social anxiety model (SA model) insists that people become anxious when they are motivated to make
desired impressions but are doubtful of success. Although there has been a great discussion about SA model in
the field of psychology, researchers has paid little attention to explore the impact of anxious emotion on
consumer behaviors.

Wooten (2000) has adopted SA model to explore gift giver’s anxiety. According to Wooten, there are five
major factors that elicit two variables (M and p) of SA model (p.85). The two components of impression
motivation (M) are evaluative salience and interpersonal stakes. Evaluative salience indicates the perceived
importance of other’s evaluation, and interpersonal stakes means the perceived importance of persona
relationship. Meanwhile, degree of uncertainty, perceived self-presentational demand, and perceived
self-presentational resource are three factors that underlie the effects of variables that influence impression
efficacy (p).

Based on surveys on 115 undergraduate students and 20 adults, Wooten established a new model of gift
giver’s anxiety. He suggests that givers become anxious when they are pessimistic about forthcoming reactions
to their gifts (p.93). That is, giver’s anxiety arises when they are motivated to elicit desired responses from
recipients but doubt of success (p. 93. This result also supports what SA model argues.

According to Wooten’s survey, there are thirteen antecedents that influence the five factors mentioned
above (p.87). They are influence, collectivity, selectivity, perfectionism, importance, formality, affluence,
mutuality, novelty, unfamiliarity, dissimilarity, gifting capacity, and confidence. The interconnection between
those antecedents and factors are summarized in figure 1.

Antecedents
Influence: a quality of recipients to be able and willing to bestow valued rewards upon givers.
Collectivity: the extent to which multiple participants/ audience size
Selectivity: having limited wants and unappreciative, with careful inspection.
Perfectionism: propensity of givers to set extremely high standards themselves and be displeased with anything
less.
Importance: special occasion that it is perceived as being important to the recipients.
Formality: degree to which events are rigidly ceremonious.
Affluence recipients’ material prosperity.
Mutuality: the expectation that a gifting situation will involve simultaneous reciprocity.
Novelty: situations that a new to givers or rarely encountered by them.
Unfamiliarity a lack of knowledge about recipients’ tastes, wants, or needs.
Dissimilarity: major difference between giver and recipients on salient dimensions.
Gifting capacity quality of possessing the necessary means to succeed as givers.
Confidence self-assurance
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Figure 1
Wooten’s model of anxiety in gift-giving (p.88)

Interpersonal

stakes .
Reaction

Motivation

Evaluative

Salience

Selectivity (R) v

Perfectionism (G)

Importance (S)

Perceived
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Giving
Anxiety

Affluence (R)

Unfamiliarity (R)
Dissimilarity (R)

Gifting Capacity
(©)

Confidence (G)

Perceived

Gifting Resources

NOTE: All effects are positive unless otherwise noted. The letters G, R, and S denote characteristics of givers,
recipients and situations, respectively.

Wooten’s study of anxiety in gift giving makes several contributions to gift giving literature (p.93). Firstly,
his new model furthers the study of anxiety in gift giving by introducing a well-established model that based on
the self-presentational basis of social anxiety. Secondly, he classifies his findings into characteristics of

recipients, situations, and givers. He also contributes to impression management literature in discovering of new
4
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antecedents: formality and perfectionism. In addition, the study makes it clear that gifting anxiety is social in

nature.

However, some limitations appear in Wooten’s research (p.94). What seems to be lacking in Wooten’s
study is research data to support the empirical adequacy of his hypotheses. He ended the study by establishing
hypotheses instead of verifying them. Further examine supported by quantitative study is needed to reinforce the
theory. Another concern of the study can be said to be the interrelationships among constructs of the model. The
relationship may be more complicated but not a simple liner one as Wooten mentioned. Additionally, one’s
beliefs about scope of impression management are thought to affect his/her interpretation of gifting anxiety. It
also can be said that one’s impression management will change according to different behaviors, types of people
and conditions.

NEW MODEL

4.1 Social anxiety model

Wooten (2000) constructed a new model of giver’s anxiety in gift giving by using social anxiety model
suggested by Leary and Schlenker (1981). The present study also put its focus on social anxiety model to
expand and deepen the discussion of giver’s anxiety in gift giving. As mentioned in chaper3, social anxiety
arises when people are motivated to make a preferred impression on real or imagined audiences but doubt they
will do so (Schlenker and Leary, 1982). The model is proved to be applicable to the field of gift giving behavior
by Wooten (2000). Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Gifting motivation has positive effects on gifting anxiety.
Hypothesis 2: Gifting efficacy has positive effects on gifting anxiety.

Gifting

motivation

Gifting

anxiety

Gifting

efficacy

4.2 Interrelationship among constructs

The model of Wooten (2000) leaves room for improvement in interrelationships among constructs of
reaction motivation and gifting efficacy. He indicated that “some givers may be motivated by high gifting
demands while others may be discouraged.” It is easy to assume that giver with different value of impression
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management will act differently even if they were facing the same situation. Therefore, reexamine the

relationship among constructs of M and p is imperative in this paper.

The present study will classify stimuli into difficult recipients and difficult situations to examine how
givers reaction when encountering each situation. The level of giver being motivated to make a preferred
impression may rise as perceived recipients or perceived situations becoming “difficult”. Simultaneously, the
level of giver’s doubt about their ability to achieve the goal may also increase in such situation. Briefly, the
relationship between stimuli (difficult recipients and difficult situations) and giver’s reaction (gifting motivation
and gifting efficacy) may not be a linear one but more complicated. One can say that difficult recipients and
difficult situations will elicit giver’s motivation and weaken perceived efficacy of their action at a time.
Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 3: Difficult recipients has positive effects on gifting motivation.
Hypothesis 4: Difficult situations has negative effects on gifting motivation.
Hypothesis 5: Difficult recipients has positive effects on gifting efficacy.
Hypothesis 6: Difficult situations has negative effects on gifting efficacy.

Difficult Gifting

recipients motivation

Difficult Gifting

situations efficacy

4.3 Antecedents of “difficult”

Thirteen antecedents that shape perceptions of five variables that affect motivation and efficacy were
clarified by Wooten’s research. Those antecedents were classified into three groups according to their
characteristics that coincide with them: givers, recipients and situations.

As previously indicated, the present paper categorizes external stimuli that intensify giver’s anxiety into
difficult recipients and difficult situations. According to Wooten, five antecedents (influence, selectivity,
affluence, unfamiliarity, and dissimilarity) are identified as characteristics of recipients and four antecedents
(importance, formality, collectivity, novelty, and mutuality) are identified as characteristics situations. Taking it
into account that respondents of the present research are Japanese, mutuality should be excluded since it is not
the custom to exchange gifts each together on the party in Japan.

Additionally, perceived recipients limitations and perceived imbalance were pointed out by Otnes, et al.
(1992) as characteristics of difficult recipients. For example, presents for people lack of hobbies or elder people
are relatively limited because of personal or physical reasons. Some givers also feel gift giving difficult when
they perceive the gift exchange is imbalanced in monetary or other aspects. Therefore, the following hypotheses
are proposed:
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Hypothesis 7: Influence has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 8: Selectivity has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 9: Affluence has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 10: Limitation has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 11: Imbalance has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 12: Unfamiliarity has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 13: Dissimilarity has positive effects on difficult recipients.
Hypothesis 14: Importance has positive effects on difficult situations.
Hypothesis 15: Formality has positive effects on difficult situations.
Hypothesis 16: Collectivity has positive effects on difficult situations.
Hypothesis 17: Novelty has positive effects on difficult situations.

Influence
Selectivity
Importance
Affluence
. Formality
. Difficult Difficult
Limitation
recipients situations
Collectivity
Imbalance
Novelty
Unfamiliarity
Dissimilarity

4.4 Classification of giver

The same stimuli may trigger different respondents of givers depending on their characteristics.
Factors that influence giver’s mind in gift choosing process could be divided into “awareness of gifts” and
“interpersonal salience”. Awareness of gifts indicates how the functions of gifts are reflected in giver’s
consciousness. On the other hand, interpersonal salience refers to giver’s personality from an interpersonal view.
The classification of two axes will deepen this study by demonstrating the influence of giver’s characteristics on
gifting motivation and efficacy.

Minami (1992), in her study about gift giving as a communication tool, described factors to explore
giver’s awareness of gifts. According to Minami, functions of gifts can be categorized as ~ (figure). The stronger
the giver recognize the functions of gifts, the higher the giver motivated to perform perfectly, and the more the
giver become unconfident to make a preferred impression.
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Meanwhile, factors of interpersonal salience are intended to measure how easy the giver is likely to
feel social anxious.~ Givers who easily become social anxious might be highly motivated to performance better,
and the giver might perceive lower outcome expectancy. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:
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