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Biases in Charitable Giving to International Humanitarian Aid:  

The Role of Psychic Distance  

 

“I am hard pressed to think of a greater academic agenda than to focus one’s scholarship on 

policies and practices to help our fellow global citizens recovering from natural or human 

induced disasters.” 

 

Clifford J. Shultz II, Editor, Journal of Macromarketing, Vol. 25, No. 1, June 2005, pg. 3-4 

 

Introduction  

In 2010, there was a generous outpouring of charitable support by Canadians for victims of 

the Haitian Earthquake. These donations were sent to a group of beneficiaries that the donors 

would probably never meet, in a country they would probably never visit. Why were 

Canadians so willing to help these specific distant strangers? Individual donations by 

Canadians to the 2010 Haitian earthquake relief campaigns totaled more than $220 million, 

and yet Canadian donations to the 2010 Pakistan flood relief campaigns, for another group of 

beneficiaries Canadians would likely never meet or visit, were only $46.8 million, or 21% the 

total amount given to the Haitians (Galloway 2012). To look at it another way, the donations 

to Haitians were approximately $63 'per person affected' while donations to the Pakistanis 

were only $2.30 'per person affected'. Why did the Haitian victims receive on a per person 

basis twenty-seven times the support of the Pakistani victims? This paper explores one 

potential reason – the role that psychic distance may play in biasing humanitarian aid 

donations by individuals. 
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Such biases are particularly critical given the worrisome trends in Canadian 

government support for international aid and in Canadian individual giving to international 

charities and development. Although Canada is a country with strong ties around the world 

and a proportionally large foreign-born population, Canadian federal government spending 

on foreign aid has dropped significantly since 2010. In 2011, Canada’s foreign aid spending 

was $5.7 billion, falling to $5.4 billion in 2013, and $4.9 billion in 2014 (Canadian 

International Development Platform 2015).  According to the OECD (2014), the drop in 2014 

of 11.4% in official development assistance was the largest annual drop in the world. This 

contribution represents only 0.24% of Gross National Income, down from 0.27% in the 

previous year (Canadian International Development Platform 2015), and well short of United 

Nations targets of 0.7% of GNI (United Nations 2015). These trends are not limited to 

Canada, as the OECD (2017) reports that 23 of 29 OECD Development Assistance 

Committee countries fell below this target, leaving only 6 countries (Germany, Denmark, 

Luxembourg, Norway, Sweden, the United Kingdom) meeting the UN targets. In Canada, 

analysts posit that these cuts to international aid from 2010 to 2014 are a direct result of the 

government’s attempts to balance the books ahead of a 2015 federal election (Greenhill 

2017).  

In 2016, there were approximately 164 million people in 47 countries in need of IHA 

(Development Initiatives 2017). Funding from all sources, public and private, directed to the 

43 United Nations coordinated appeals still left a 40% shortfall with a 95% gap in funding 

levels between the best and worst funded appeals (Development Initiatives 2017).  At a time 

when government support for international aid is slowing amidst persistent shortages, 

organizations devoted to helping are looking ever more to the individual donor for financial 

contributions as giving by individuals represents the largest and fastest growing segment of 

non-government donors (IUPUI 2017). These organizations’ operations and marketing 



3 
 

budgets are under intense scrutiny and stretched with resources at near capacity, often 

working in multiple countries around the world (Reimann 2017). Research that could help 

marketers and fundraisers in international humanitarian aid (IHA) decide how best to use 

their limited budgets has been, at best, scarce (Ülkü, Bell, and Wilson 2015).  

This paper represents our initial steps into investigating the role of IHA in marketing 

systems. We take up Shultz’s (2005) call and agree that macromarketers are ideally situated 

to tackle the wicked problems associated with humanitarian relief because of the enormity of 

the repercussions for mankind as well as the complexity and diversity of the systems in which 

the actors must operate. The depiction of the “other” in marketing has significant ideological 

consequences and addresses one of the central tenants of macromarketing; how marketing 

affects society. 

In this submission, we begin to examine one aspect of the system, charitable 

fundraising by international humanitarian aid agencies. We seek better understanding of the 

relationship between private donors, international NGOs, the distant other they wish to help, 

and the respective societies in which they operate. We begin with a description of the 

marketing system associated with IHA. This then leads us to the introduction of the concept 

of psychic distance to the macromarketing literature and an exploration of the role of psychic 

distance in fundraising for international humanitarian aid.  

The Marketing System of International Humanitarian Aid 

A marketing system represents the network of stakeholders connected to the delivery of value 

to customers through the offer of goods or services in response to customer demand (Layton 

2007). The IHA system (see Figure 1) could be considered such a system, with some 

important differences, as it includes a variety of individuals and organizations that require a 

“process for managing the flow of goods, information and finances from donors to affected 
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persons” (Ernst 2003, p. 5). The macromarketing literature has examined similar marketing 

systems such as those involved in natural disaster recovery (Baker 2009; Baker et al. 2015), 

post-war rebuilding and transition economies (Barrios et al. 2016; Sredl, Shultz, and Brečić 

2017; Shultz 1997; Shultz 2015; Shultz and Pecotich 1997), as well as with vulnerable and 

subsistence consumers (Baker 2009; Saatcioglu and Corus 2014; Viswanathan, et al. 2014; 

Viswanathan, Rosa, and Ruth 2010).   

The IHA system, as depicted in Figure 1, includes those in the outer circle who 

represent stakeholders who facilitate or enable the supply chain and delivery of humanitarian 

aid (adapted from Kovács and Spens 2007) while the inner circle represents the physical 

process of delivering said aid (adapted from Oloruntoba and Gray 2006). Each IHA 

marketing system is unique to reflect the specific circumstances of the location, the 

governments, and organizations involved as well as cultural, economic, and historic factors 

(Layton 2015). As such, the position of some stakeholders may move between inner and 

outer circle depending on circumstance. This movement is noted by the dotted line of the 

inner circle. Aid programs in developing countries are singled out by Layton (2015) as a 

prime example of the changes that must occur in specific marketing systems depending on 

local context while maintaining the broader focal marketing system.  

Figure 1: The International Humanitarian Aid System 
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According to the typology outlined by Layton (2015), the IHA marketing system 

could be classified as a composite system that combines horizontal, vertical, and facilitating 

modes. The horizontal mode is represented by multiple market locations for both the 

collection of aid funds from donors as well as the distribution of services in locations such as 

refugee shelters, food distribution centers, and emergency centers across various countries. 

The vertical mode highlights the movement of goods and services through the supply chain 

and distribution channels, turning online donations into relevant goods (water, food, shelters) 

in remote and devastated regions. There are also numerous facilitating systems present to 

enable the transmission of data, financing, and logistic support.   

Furthermore, the IHA system contains processes that exist and interact on multiple 

levels of social systems (Layton 2015). The micro-level of individual transactions exists at 

both ends of the IHA marketing system. At one end, private donors make individual 

donations of cash or goods to help the distant other. At the other end, the distant other in need 
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receives the necessary aid products or services. The meso-level market structures including 

local organizations facilitate the collection and distribution of aid in partnership with various 

stakeholders such as military, volunteers, and logistics support. At the macro-level, the 

various governments and international organizations create the necessary dynamics for the 

system to operate.  The IHA system is also characterized by three phases of development 

including preparation, immediate response, and reconstruction (Christopher and Tatham 

2011).  

When discussing IHA systems, there are, however, several important distinctions 

from traditional marketing or business systems. The primary difference is that the customer 

(or the aid recipient) has no choice in who they receive the aid from, would rather not be a 

customer, and even less desire to be a repeat or loyal customer (Kovács and Spens 2007).  

Customer demand in the market is not determined by customers themselves but rather 

activated by exogenous events such as droughts, earthquakes, and wars, with aid agencies 

monitoring and assessing these needs (Long and Wood 1995). These aid agencies are the 

primary actors through which aid is funneled. The largest agencies are global actors, but there 

are also many small regional and country-specific aid agencies (Thomas and Kopczak 2005).  

Donors are important actors as they provide the bulk of funding for major relief 

activities. The list of donors includes foreign governments, foundations, individual donors 

and the private sector (Kovacs and Spens 2007). Other actors include the military (Özdamar, 

Ekinci, and Küçükyazici 2004), host governments and neighboring country governments, 

other non-governmental organizations, logistics service providers (Kaatrud, Samii, and van 

Wassenhove 2003), volunteers (Beigbeder 1991) and the media (Höijer 2004).   

The integration of IHA and marketing systems theory has several implications and 

raises some important theoretical and conceptual questions. While both take a structural view, 
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it could be argued that the primary focus of the IHA approach is the aid recipient and thus 

begins at the micro-level, the marketing systems approach begins with a more macro-level 

perspective. Additionally, marketing systems are about the network and relationships while 

the theory underlying IHA is focused on the flow of good and capital in a humanitarian 

supply chain.  

In Layton’s (2007) definition of marketing systems, the network is created to provide 

a response to customer demand. When overlapped with IHA, there are now customers at both 

ends of the chain and two sets of customer demand: the donor who wants to help and the 

distant other in need of aid. Consumption happens at both ends of the process of delivering 

aid by both the donor and the aid recipient.  While there is no link between the two actors to 

indicate a direct structural transfer, there is a relationship between the two that is influenced 

by individual and cross-national differences. Neither the IHA nor the marketing systems 

approaches take these individual or cross-national differences into account, which influence 

donor behavior, and the structural view could be expanded by looking at these individual 

differences. Furthermore, while we may consider the donor and the aid recipient to share 

participation in this economic exchange, the relationship may also be unidirectional as the 

donor care where their financial contribution goes but the aid recipient may not care where 

the aid comes from. Furthermore, the aid recipient’s lack of free choice to accept aid goes 

beyond a traditional marketing analysis of inelastic goods and challenges.  

An exploration of the similarities and differences between traditional marketing 

systems and IHA highlights a gap in our knowledge and an opportunity to advance and 

expand theory in both bodies of literature.   

The IHA system is also marked by unpredictable demand patterns, long durations, 

destabilized infrastructure, often high and life-threatening stakes, and need for a quick 
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response (Beamon and Kotleba 2006; Cassidy 2003; Long and Wood 1995). Where 

traditional marketing systems look to increase profits, the IHA system’s goal is to alleviate 

the suffering of vulnerable people (Thomas and Kopczak 2005). Success in this market may 

be measured by growth in the number of customers receiving aid but ultimate success would 

be if the market was never required in the first place.   

Literature Review 

In this review, we first discuss the existing literature and theoretical underpinnings of the 

'distant other' literature, then briefly review highlights of the research on 'distance' emerging 

from the international business (IB) and international marketing (IM) literature, and finally 

integrate them to develop four propositions concerning how psychic distance might influence 

the giving to distant others; and thus, represents an unintended bias in the IHA system. 

Historical Background 

Questions on the issue of the treatment and care of distant others have been asked for 

centuries. Philosophers like Aristotle, Diderot, Balzac and Adam Smith believed that distance 

was tied to compassion and that we should care more about those close to us and less about 

those further away (Kennedy 2009). The argument is that humans have a natural limit to their 

capacity for empathy and thus is it unrealistic to expect people to care for distant others 

(Peterson 2015). However, much of this thought needs to be placed in the proper historical 

context and was expounded when societies existed on a much smaller scale and the care for 

outsiders was limited to codes of hospitality (Smith 1998). In these cases, perception of 

distance was tied primarily to geography. From a moral point of view, Singer (1972) ignited 

the contemporary philosophical debate about international moral obligations and argued that 

people are as much obliged to help a distant other in need as to someone in need close to 

them. He famously said, “It makes no moral difference whether the person I help is a 
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neighbor’s child ten yards from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten 

thousand miles away” (Singer 1972, p.231). The moral philosopher would focus on what one 

ought to do and not on what one was capable of doing or likely to do. For Singer, distance in 

any conceptualization was insufficient to deny care. The implication being that the reason 

that ‘care for distant others’ is often ignored is due to an individual’s inability to provide such 

care.  

The Lisbon earthquake of 1755 was a seminal moment in human imagination and 

concern for distant others as it “marked one of the first times subjects were faced with a 

barrage of representations of distant suffering, ‘snapshots’ that elicited an imaginative and 

affective engagement with strangers at great distance” (Sliwinski 2009, p.31). Pamphlets of 

eyewitness accounts with both textual and visual representations were quickly produced and 

sold throughout Europe and the New World (Larsen 2006; Sliwinski 2009), “where subjects 

became spectators faced with the ethical and political implications regarding distant 

suffering” (Sliwinski 2009, p.31). It goes without saying that much has changed since 1755 

and that globalization and technology have altered the “spatial organization of human life” 

(Smith 1998, p.21) and changed the ways in which people can interact with strangers, both 

near and far. Perceptions of geographic, cultural, and social distance are being altered. An 

individual’s circle of interaction is forever expanding where technology facilitates both the 

ability to reach the distant other as well as illustrate their plight (Chatterjee 2004).  

Imagery in News and Advertising 

Both the news and charity marketing can visually and graphically bring the cause of the 

distant other to the attention of viewers and potential donors to the benefit of improved 

television network ratings as well as aid agencies increased income (Silk 2000).  In doing so, 

they have been accused of promoting ‘development porn’ (Mittelman and Neilson 2011; 
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Neilson and Mittelman 2012; Tanguy 2003) and the ‘commodification of suffering’ 

(Kennedy 2009); portraying images of helpless and hopeless parents and very ill, starving, 

crying semi-clad children with distended bellies and ‘flies on eyes’ in an attempt to address 

the social and cultural distance between donors and aid recipients. Both powerful terms 

represent the usually unsuccessful attempt to balance the need to create awareness and 

communicate information about the distant other on one hand and the ethics of representation 

on the other (Kennedy 2009). The imagery used has been accused of being patronizing, 

demeaning, and even harmful towards those they wish to help.   

The study of donor responses to the images of the distant other can reveal insight into 

donor’s perceptions of justice, need, and cultural differences (Radley and Kennedy 1997). 

For instance, Radley and Kennedy (1997) examined the images used in aid-advertisements 

and observed that negative and depressing images were expected to motivate giving more 

than positive images. Additionally, they find that gaze plays an important role in the success 

of a fundraising advertisement with direct eye contact eliciting the greatest response from 

donors (Radley and Kennedy 1997). This is supported by Maddox (1993, p.86) who argues 

that direct gaze into the eyes of a potential donor represents “a demand which is very explicit: 

send money now”. Both Maddox (1993) and Radley and Kennedy (1997) find that the 

message “these people need help” must be literally portrayed for it to be acknowledged by 

the reader.  

Hansen, et al. (2014) found that the most important recipient country characteristic for 

donors on average is hunger and malnutrition, followed by child mortality, quality of 

infrastructure, income per capita, and, least importantly, ties to the donor’s home country. 

Cavanaugh, Bettman and Luce (2015) examine the influence of emotions used in the 

marketing of prosocial consumption and charitable giving such as love, hope, pride, and 

compassion have important influences on consumers (e.g. Belk and Coon 1993; Cavanaugh 
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et al. 2011; MacInnis and De Mello 2005, Small and Verrochi 2009). They find that only 

love, defined as “feelings of warmth and affection toward platonic others (i.e., family and 

friends) in close, non-sexual relationships” (Cavanaugh et al. 2015, p.9) enhances giving 

aimed at distant others as love changes the boundary of caring and concern while other 

positive emotions do not have the same impact (Cavanaugh et al. 2015).   

Other internal factors that influence the intention to donate to distant others include: 

one’s own well-being (Aaker and Akutsu 2009), the feelings of emotional intensity produced 

by humanitarian crises (Huber et al. 2011), and explicit responsibility for a single distant 

other (Cryder and Loewenstein 2012). While some external factors that influence charitable 

giving to distant others include the number of fatalities (Evangelidis and Van den Bergh 

2013) and identifiable information of victims (Kogut and Ritov 2007; Small and Loewenstein 

2003). For media agencies, these kinds of images of distant others represent ‘news values’ 

(Cottle 2013; Galtung and Ruge 1965; Joye 2010; Sood, Stockdale, and Rogers 1987), which 

necessitates dramatic impact, scale, exoticism, stereotyping of others and abnormality (Silk 

2000). The nature of news coverage necessitates that images and portrayals of distant others 

usually occurs only when ‘something’ happens, like a major disaster. The coverage and 

reporting of disasters is often so immediate and focused on death and destruction that the 

broader socio-political and economic context is often ignored (Joye 2010). This in turn 

diverts attention from the root causes of poverty and “from issues of justice and basic human 

rights toward values of charity and pity – with an associated reinforcement of the belief that 

the North is superior – full of generous givers who can “cure” poverty through aid – and that 

the South is helpless and powerless” (Goldfinger 2006; as cited in Mittelman and Neilson 

2011, p. 375). The reinforcement of the idea of the dependence of the distant other on the 

developed world ignores not only the idea of self-sufficiency but also the dependency of 
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developed countries on developing countries for many raw materials and affordable labor 

(Silk 2000).  

Proponents of such an approach could argue that despite the faults in this kind of 

representation, that there is a positive net effect in that they expedite a rapid charitable 

response to major disasters (Silk 2000), often motivated by guilt. Conversely, opponents 

suggest that the ethical objections to representation of the needs of distant others are 

extensive where distant others are presented as passive victims and “such simplistic messages 

foster racist stereotypes, strip entire peoples of their dignity and encourage prejudice” 

(Sankore 2005) under the guise of ‘news value’ or advertising effectiveness and outweigh the 

benefits (Goldfinger 2006; Sankore 2005).   

Research on motivations is mixed when it comes to the effectiveness of guilt appeals 

and the net benefit. While some studies have found that guilt arousal is positively related to 

the intention to donate (e.g. Hibbert et al. 2007), others have found that a more positive 

approach will induce giving because of the good feeling the donor is left with (e.g. Silk 

2000).  A third result, “the Inverted-U” (Bennett 1996), suggests that donor will accept the 

intensity of a guilt appeal only to a certain point where acceptance will eventually level off 

and then fall off (e.g. Coulter and Pinto 1995).  The model suggests that donor responses are 

subject to diminishing returns with respect to the level of guilt used or, that is, there is an 

initial acceptance and increase in attention by donor but that too much guilt will subsequently 

lead to aversion (Hibbert et al. 2007). Aid organizations rely upon wealthy, Western donor 

reaction to strong images of the distant other “whose plight seems unjustifiable given our 

own surplus of resources” (Wenar 2003, p.285). Wenar (2003) contends that this guilt 

reaction is a result of the activation of a donor’s moral concern faced with the need to justify 

their own action (or inaction) to distant others. These findings, focused on the effectiveness 

of the campaign, fail to address the possible ideological outcomes of such a portrayal of the 
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distant other and make a teleological approach, where actions are judged as morally right 

based on their consequences, difficult to encapsulate.  

The marketing and fundraising campaigns must balance the ‘correct’ representation of 

the distant other in their fundraising appeals while also generating the greatest amount of 

possible donations (Breeze and Dean 2012).  Internal documents from one aid organization, 

PLAN, indicate that this is an issue that development professionals have been struggling with 

since the 1950’s (Mittelman and Neilson 2011). The ethical debate centers on the tension 

between use of inappropriate and often negative images of the distant other and the goal of 

maximizing fundraising for the organizations with which they would provide the necessary 

social programs to help the distant other. The choice between positive images which generate 

little fundraising and negative images which generate ample support is an ethical dilemma for 

every organization. Attempts to produce positive or ‘good news’ campaigns for overseas aid 

have resulted in negligible donations (Ramrayka 2001).  

While there does not seem to be a general agreement in the literature about the extent 

to which distance should matter ethically, there appears to be a consensus that distance, in 

practice, influences charitable giving behavior such that a donor is more likely to help a close 

neighbor than a distant stranger (Guéguen, Lamy, and Fischer-Lokou 2018; Kennedy 2009; 

Polonsky, Shelly, and Voola 2002; Small and Simonsohn 2008). Simultaneously, within the 

charitable giving literature, less focus has been given to the distant other relative to ‘closer’ 

causes and this assumption that physical distance reduces the intention to donate lacks 

rigorous investigation (Bajde 2009; Guéguen, Lamy, and Fischer-Lokou 2018).  

Donor Behavior 

The donor behavior research has primarily addressed two broad areas: donor motivation (e.g. 

Basil, Ridgway, and Basil 2008; Bekkers and Wiepking 2010; Guy and Patton 1988; 
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Huhmann and Brotherton 1997; Sargeant, West, and Ford 2004) and general determinants 

and outcomes of charitable giving (e.g. Bendapudi, Singh, and Bendapudi 1996, Burnett and 

Wood 1988; Ranganathan and Henley 2008; Sargeant and Woodliffe 2007; Webb, Green, 

and Brashear 2000). While there is no finite list or agreed upon model, the charitable giving 

literature has identified numerous influences on giving intentions including altruism (e.g. 

Bendapudi et al. 1996), attitude toward financial donations (e.g. Smith  and McSweeney 

1997), attitude toward helping others (e.g. Webb et al. 2000), attitude towards charities (e.g. 

Webb et al. 2000), desire to make a difference (e.g. Duncan 2004), diaspora affiliation (e.g. 

Brinkerhopff 2008), egoism (e.g. Harbaugh 1998), empathy (e.g. Small  and Simonsohn 

2008), guilt (e.g. Huhmann and Brotherton 1997), past behavior (e.g. Smith  and McSweeney 

1997), perceived ability to donate (e.g. Smith and McSweeney 1997), prestige (e.g. Sargeant 

and Woodliffe 2007), religious obligation (e.g. Hall et al. 2009), social justice theory (e.g. 

Bendapudi et al. 1996), sympathy (e.g. Small and Simonsohn 2008), and tax benefit (e.g. 

Sargeant and Woodliffe 2007).  

Extant literature posits that individuals are often drawn to help others perceived as 

similar (e.g. Bekkers 2010; Colaizzi, Williams, and Kayson 1984; Sargeant 1999). 

Similarity/attraction theory proposes that the more similar our attitudes, beliefs and valued 

characteristics are to those of others, the more likely it is that one will be attracted to them 

(Byrne 1969). Studies have demonstrated that similarity effects on helping behavior involved 

situations in which parties involved had direct, face-to-face interactions (Burger et al. 2001; 

Garner 2005; Jiang et al. 2010). However, with respect to giving to distant others, charitable 

appeals do not involve face-to-face contact as most of the communication is done through the 

charity and their advertising.  

Imagery and text in media and advertising is used to communicate traits of the distant 

other to a potential donor, increase awareness of their plight, and help to catalyze charitable 
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contributions. When it comes to charitable giving to distant others, there is a general sense in 

the literature that “distance” matters (Bajde 2009; Kennedy 2009; von Engelhardt and Jansz 

2015). While there is no established definition of distant others, in the context of charitable 

giving, we offer the following definition of the distant others as persons unknown to the 

donor who live in another country. The two essential elements in defining distant others are 

that the beneficiary is a stranger to the donor and that they reside in different countries. 

Driven by questions about why charitable donors make the choices they do in supporting 

certain distant other, this study examines the role of distance in charitable giving to distant 

others, and in doing so, draws upon the concept of psychic distance from the IB literature 

Psychic Distance and the IB & IM Literatures 

Within the international business and international marketing literatures, the term of distance 

is generally used as a metaphor for cross-national differences and is arguably one of the most 

prominent concepts in the international business literature over the last 40 years (Prime, 

Obadia, and Vida 2009; Sousa and Bradley 2006). Indeed, Zaheer, Schomaker and Nachum 

(2012, p. 19) go as far as claiming that “essentially international management is the 

management of distance.” Within this stream of literature, there are several overlapping 

forms of distance, such as cultural distance (Kogut and Singh 1988), institutional distance 

(Kostova and Zaheer 1999) and cross-national distance (Berry, Guillen, and Zhou 2010); 

however, the concept of psychic distance is arguable the oldest and broadest of these 

constructs.  The term was originally coined as an afterthought by Beckerman (1956) to 

explain unusual patterns of intra-European trade. In essence, a substantial portion of trade 

within Europe appeared to defy classic trade theory, which was based on the concept of 

comparative advantage (Ricardo 1817) and minimizing transportation costs and trade 

barriers. In Beckerman's opinion, a substantial portion of the European trade appeared to be 

related more to social connections; and thus, he coined the term psychic distance as a label 
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for the phenomena. 

Interestingly, subsequent to Beckerman's (1956) coining of the term psychic distance, 

the concept lay largely dormant for two decades until a group of researchers in Uppsala 

(Johanson and Vahlne 1977; Johanson and Wiedersheim-Paul 1975) embraced it in an effort 

to explain the gradual pattern of internationalization that they had observed amongst 

Scandinavian firms. In the now famous Uppsala Internationalization Process Model 

(Johanson and Vahlne 1977), which eventually became the most highly cited model within 

IB, psychic distance is considered to be both a key driver of which foreign markets a firm 

choses to enter initially (i.e. firms tend to begin in psychically close markets and then 

gradually progress on to more psychically distant markets), and a key driver of entry mode 

choice (i.e. firms will tend to entry more distant market using lower commitment entry modes 

and only progress to higher modes once the firm has gained more experience).  For example, 

Swedish firms will tend to enter the Finnish market long before they choose to enter the 

German or UK markets despite the latter two being substantially larger. Moreover, when they 

do enter more distant markets, they are more likely to use a lower commitment mode, such as 

an alliance with a local distributor, rather than a higher commitment mode such as a wholly-

owned subsidiary. 

In the process of developing the Uppsala model, Johanson and Vahlne (1977, p. 24) 

also proposed a more precise definition of psychic distance as the “sum of factors preventing 

the flow of information from and to the market. Examples are differences in language, 

education, business practices, culture, and industrial development". Since that time, the 

concept of psychic distance has been broadened even further by expanding the number of 

underlying dimensions, such as including differences in religion and past colonial ties (Dow 

and Karunaratna 2006), in terms of the assumptions and biases in its measurement (Shenkar 

2001), and by elaborating on the underlying mechanisms. In particular, subsequent 
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researchers have emphasized that psychic distance is not only about factors that prevent the 

flow of information, but also about the ability to accurately interpret that information 

(Carlson 1974; Håkanson and Ambos 2010). In addition to that, psychic distance and its 

underlying dimensions have been subsequently used to predict an even wider range of 

international behaviors and outcomes ranging from export performance (Griffith and 

Dimitrova 2014), foreign subsidiary performance (Dikova 2009), adaptation in foreign 

markets (Dow 2001), international technology transfers (Castellani, Jimenez, and Zanfei 

2013), exporter-importer relationships (Durand et al. 2016), the ownership structure of 

foreign acquisitions (Cuypers, Ertug, and Hennart 2015), foreign direct investment 

(Blomkvist and Drogendijk 2013; Jimenez and de la Fuente 2016), international new venture 

creation (Harms and Schiele 2012), tourism (Ahn and McKercher 2015; Bi and Lehto 2018), 

consumer behavior issues (Safari et al. 2013), the sharing and transfer of international HRM 

practices (Boyacigiller 1990) and the spread of corporate social responsibility (Campbell, 

Eden, and Miller 2012) . 

Up until the mid-2000s, the dominant approach to measuring psychic distance was to 

measure it in terms of an index of national cultural dimensions based on the work of Hofstede 

(1980), an approach popularized by Kogut and Singh (1988); however, over the past decade 

two new trends have emerged.  One of these trends is to continue with exogenous measures 

of national differences, or what Dow and Karunaratna (2006) refer to as psychic distance 

stimuli, but to expand the range of metrics beyond Hofstede's dimensions of national culture 

(Berry et al. 2010; Brewer 2007; Dow and Karunaratna 2006).  This approach has the benefit 

of allowing systematic comparison of a wide range of countries on a comparable basis and 

allows researchers to explore the impact of various underlying dimensions (or stimuli). The 

second trend, an alternative approach, is to measure psychic distance in terms of the overall 

perceptions of the actual decision-maker (Håkanson et al. 2016; Sousa and Bradley 2006).  
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Psychic distance stimuli are in effect the antecedents of perceptions of psychic distance (Dow 

2017; Dow  and Karunaratna 2006; Dow and  Larimo 2009). Håkanson and Ambos (2010) in 

particular argue that this perceptual approach to psychic distance recognizes, at least 

implicitly, that individuals may differ in respect of their perceptions of foreign countries. 

Whether it is familial heritage, personal travel, academic exchange or other international 

experiences, understanding and awareness of other cultures and countries will inevitably 

differ between individuals (Dichtl et al. 1984). As Shenkar (2001) points out, in many 

countries it may be inappropriate to assume homogeneity or stability in factors such as 

language, ethnicity, religion, and education across a single country. This led Dow and 

Karunaratna (2006, p. 579) to conclude that “psychic distance should ideally be measured by 

the perceptions of the decision-maker at the time the decision is made”. 

In more recent times, and arguably of more relevance to the IHA situation, some 

researchers (e.g. Dow 2017; Dow et al. 2016; Durand et al. 2016; Horner et al. 2016) have 

also begun to acknowledge that psychic distance, whether it is measured in terms of the 

perceptions of a decision-maker or in terms of the national-level differences, may represent 

more than just what one might consider 'direct' barriers to effective communication (i.e. an 

inability to understand one another). There is a long history in social psychology literature of 

acknowledging that differences across groups of people can subtly influence how they 

interact and react to one another. For example, research on Byrne's (1971) Similarity-

Attraction Paradigm, Tajfel and Turner's (1986) Social Identity Theory, and ingroup-

outgroups biases (Brewer 1979; Brewer 1999) demonstrate that people tend to favor others 

who are more like themselves, or who are in the same group that they identify with. These 

biases extend to more favorable character judgments and the attributions they make about 

other people, their level of trust in them (Thomas and Ravlin 1995), and even how generous 

they are to others (Billig and Tajfel 1973; Brewer and Kramer 1985).  These more subtle and 
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indirect aspects of psychic distance are particularly relevant in the IHA context given that 

donors and aid recipients rarely have direct communication with one another. 

In many respects, this latter development brings the concept of psychic distance much 

closer to the related concept of ‘social distance’ (Bogardus 1933).  The concept of social 

distance was first proposed by Park (1924) and is typically used to measure ‘prejudice’ (Wark 

& Galliher 2007); although at its core, it too builds on social psychology concepts such as 

Social Identity Theory, the Similarity Attraction Paradigm and ingroup-outgroup biases; and 

concerns about how people respond and interact to others who are different.  In that sense 

social distance has very strongly parallels with our use of psychic distance.  However, there is 

also one critical operational distinction between these two forms of distance.  Specifically, 

psychic distance typically measures the magnitude of the differences between particular 

groups, with no a priori bias in terms of its impact on how the groups interact. The related 

Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne 1977), which popularized the concept of psychic 

distance, may predict a negative impact, but the construct itself is typically measured 

independent of any such relationship.  This is in strong contrast to social distance, which is 

typically measured in terms of the degree to which the various groups are willing to interact. 

The literature on distant others and IHA examines the two opposing positions: that we 

should care about distant others in need the same way as we do to those close by or we 

should care more about those close to us than those far away. In exploring caring for the 

distant others, issues emerged around the portrayal of distant others in advertising and the 

media including the balance between transmitting information and ‘news value’, the 

promotion of stereotypes, the lack of context in reporting, the manipulation of viewers and 

donors with feelings of guilt, and that aid organizations need to balance correctness with need 

for fundraising.  
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However, there is still much to be learned about charitable giving to distant others in 

IHA. The literature to date has also focused almost exclusively on donor characteristics while 

ignoring the diversity of the distant others and the impact of this diversity on the donor and 

donor attitudes. The distant other is portrayed as a homogenous, generic individual in need. 

For this reason, research must consider not only the attitudes and intentions of the donor but 

also the characteristics of the distant other and, subsequently, the fit between the donor and 

the distant other. This gap in the literature is the starting point of this study as the fit between 

donors and distant others in IHA is explored using the concept of psychic distance. 

Psychic Distance in International Humanitarian Aid 

While, as discussed above, psychic distance has been used in IB research for decades to 

investigate a plethora of issues, the application of the concepts of psychic distance in relation 

to marketing, marketing systems, and charitable donor behavior has been left unexplored.  

Factors such as geographic distance, cultural distance, linguistic and religious differences, 

differences in economic, education and political systems, and colonial ties, which have 

played such an important role in IB research, have not to our knowledge been examined in 

any of these literatures.  

In addition to the aforementioned psychic distance stimuli, we add here an additional 

factor – differences in race, specifically differences between the race of the donor and the 

race of the distant other.  While this factor has not been traditionally used in the IB and IM 

literature, a small number of recent papers in the economics literature (Giuliano et al. 2014; 

Spolaore and Wacziarg 2015) have begun incorporating it in the trade models via genetic 

data. Moreover, we argue that with respect to the Social Identity Theory and ingroup-

outgroup aspects of distance, differences in race may be very relevant. Figure 2 illustrates our 

baseline model of the relationship. 
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Figure 2: The Role of Psychic Distance in IHA 

  

With online giving becoming more and more prevalent, the international reach of both 

small, local organizations searching for international donors and large multinational 

organizations looking to support projects in distant countries, the influence of psychic 

distance needs to be considered as it represents a potentially substantial and unintended bias 

in the IHA system. The application of these concepts can lay some groundwork for further 

study.  



22 
 

As a first step, our working definition of psychic distance needs to be modified 

slightly to reflect the fact that (i) we are focusing on a different set of stakeholders, and (ii) it 

is less about the disruption of direct communication between two parties, and more about 

how cross-national differences may distortion and bias one party's understanding of, and 

inferences about a distant country, and the potential aid recipients within that country.  As a 

result, we propose that with respect to charitable giving, psychic distance is ‘the sum of 

factors, such as differences in culture, race, language, religion, political systems, levels of 

economic development and education between a potential donor and potential aid recipients 

(and the country they live in), that influence the donor’s understanding of and assumptions 

about the potential aid recipient; and thus, influence their willingness to donate to that distant 

other’. 

In light of this definition, our first contention is that, in general, the greater the 

differences between a donor and the country of a distant other, the more difficult it will be for 

the donor to accurately understand and assess the distant country, its context, and the needs of 

people in that country.  This may lead to greater uncertainty about the other country, negative 

attributions about the people in that country, and a lower level of trust and connection 

between the donor and the potential recipients.  In turn, these factors are likely to reduce the 

probability of the donor agreeing to contribute towards the potential recipients. As discussed 

in the preceding section, these arguments are built both on the classic psychic distance 

literature as per the Johanson and Vahlne (1977) definition of psychic distance, and on the 

large body of research in social psychology beginning with the seminal work of researchers 

such as Byrne (1961) and Tajfel (1974). This work and subsequent studies have found that 

even minor differences between groups of people can evoke in-group / out-group behavior; 

and thus, like and favor people who are more similar to themselves Byrne (1971), trust them 
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more (Billig and Tajfel 1973), and make more favorable attributions about them (Thomas and 

Ravlin 1995).  Thus, our first two propositions are: 

Proposition 1:  In terms of giving to distant others, larger psychic distances - measured in 

terms of the various psychic distance stimuli (e.g. differences in culture, race, 

language, religion, political systems, levels of economic development and 

education) between the potential donor and recipient - will result in a lower 

probability of a donation occurring. 

Proposition 2: This negative relationship between psychic distance and the probability of a 

donation, proposed above, will be meditated by (i) the degree to which the 

potential donor attributes to the recipient positive characteristics, such as 

trustworthiness and friendliness, and (ii) the degree to which the potential 

donor attributes to the recipient a degree of blame or responsibility for their 

'state of need'. 

Notwithstanding the preceding arguments and propositions about how a broad range 

of cross-national differences, or psychic distance stimuli, may evoke negative sentiments 

within a potential donor; there are reasons to believe that not all stimuli will have the same 

strength of impact.  The reasons for such variation broadly fall into two categories.  First, not 

all types of differences are equally salient to a donor, particularly when donor decisions 

typically do not involve any direct contact with the potential recipient, or any visitation to the 

country in question. In this respect, the application of the concept of psychic distance to 

charitable giving is subtly different to its application in international business setting where 

prior due diligence and at least some level of pre-decision investigation is more typical.  We 

argue here that relative to other forms of psychic distance stimuli, differences in race, 

language and religion are arguably the most salient; thus, we would expect them to have a 
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stronger impact.  In contrast, factors such as the Hofstede-based cultural distance dimensions 

(Kogut  and Singh 1988) are likely to have a lesser impact as without any direct contact the 

donors are less likely to be aware of and thus affected by the differences. 

The second reason that the negative impact of some forms of psychic distance stimuli 

may be weaker is that some types of differences may invoke a degree of existential guilt, a 

factor already acknowledged within the charitable giving literature (Huhmann and Brotherton 

1997).  This is particularly likely to occur with respect to differences in economic 

development and differences in political systems (specifically for differences in the degree of 

democracy), where at least from a Western perspective one end of the spectrum is considered 

more desirable and individuals are typically considered 'blameless' in terms of the situation 

they are in.  A priori it is not clear whether the positive effects of existential guilt might be 

greater than the negative effects described in proposition 1, thereby reversing the direction of 

the overall relationship, but there is a clear argument that they may reduce the overall 

magnitude of the negative effects predicted in Proposition 1.  As a result, our third 

proposition is as follows: 

Proposition 3:  The strength of the negative relationship proposed earlier between the 

various dimensions of psychic distance stimuli and the probability of a 

donation will vary depending on (i) the salience of the dimension (e.g. some 

cross-national dimensions such a differences in language and religion are 

more salient than others), and (ii) the degree to which the dimension is likely 

to evoke empathy/sympathy/guilt in the donor (e.g. differences in levels of 

economic development is more likely to evoke sympathy than differences in 

language). 

The other factor which may influence or moderate the strength of the relationship put 
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forward in Proposition 1 is the nature of the event that created the potential recipient's need. 

This too is an issue that has already been reflected in the charitable giving literature through 

the work of Zagefka et al. (2011). In cases where the need is generated by events such as a 

natural disaster – i.e. a situation where the potential recipient has no power over the event and 

thus cannot carry any blame – Zagefka et al. (2011) found that donors were more likely to 

donate funds.  In contrast, for human generated events, such as wars, donors were less likely 

to donate funds.  This issue is very likely to moderate the 'blame' portion of the direct effect 

of psychic distance.  In human generated disasters, the negative impact of psychic distance 

that is related to the donor attributing greater blame on the potential recipient essentially has a 

vehicle through which it can act.  Thus, the negative effect put forward in Proposition 1 is 

likely to be stronger.  Conversely, for needs generated by natural disasters, the potential for 

attributing blame to the recipient is minimal.  As a result, our fourth and final proposition is 

worded as follows: 

Proposition 4:  The negative relationship between psychic distance stimuli and the 

probability of a donation proposed earlier will be moderated by the nature of 

the event that created the recipient's need.  For example, difficult to predict 

nature disasters will weaken the relationship, whereas human generated 

events such as wars will strengthen the relationship. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this paper was to begin an investigation into the role of marketing systems in 

international humanitarian aid by focusing on charitable giving to distant others and the 

application of the psychic distance concept as a potential bias in that system. While a call to 

action brought about by a catastrophe exists along with the necessary supply chain and 

supporting actors, without the donor’s provision of financial aid, this marketing system 
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cannot operate. It is imperative that a better understanding of donor activity, behavior and 

motivation be developed.  The introduction of this paper highlighted a large discrepancy in 

Canadian donor behavior toward victims of natural disasters in Haiti and Pakistan. An 

examination of many of the psychic distance stimuli may help explain the differences in 

donor generosity and show that Canada has less psychic distance with Haiti than it does with 

Pakistan (see Table 1). In addition to being closer geographically to Canada, Haiti and 

Canada have shared colonial ties to France, resulting in linguistic and religious similarities. 

While Canada and Pakistan are both members of the Commonwealth, they do not share the 

same linguistic and religious similarities. Furthermore, the Canadian military and 

peacekeepers have served in Haiti on several occasions as a part of United Nations missions 

while the Canadian military has not been involved in Pakistan. Overall, Haiti is closer than 

Pakistan to Canada on five of the ten psychic distance stimuli and equally distant on the other 

five stimuli. This would, anecdotally, support Proposition 1 that a larger psychic distance 

would decrease the probability of donation. 

Table 1: Psychic Distance Comparison 

 Canada (from) Haiti (to) Pakistan (to) 

Differences in Culture1 

Individualism 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

Power distance 

Masculinity 

Net Euclidean distance 

 

high 

low 

low 

medium 

   - 

 

medium 

very low 

low 

high 

medium (1.68) 

CLOSER 

 

low 

high 

medium 

medium 

high (2.55) 

FURTHER 

Differences in  

Race2 

Primarily Anglo-Saxon, but 
high level of diversity 

Afro-Caribbean  

EQUAL DISTANCE 

South Asian  

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Differences in  

Language3 

English & French both 
official languages; French 
22%, Punjabi 1.2% 

Haitian Creole, and 
French 40%  

CLOSER 

Punjabi, Sindhi, and 
Urdu 

FURTHER 



27 
 

Differences in  

Religion4 

Roman Catholic 39%, 
Protestant 20.3%, Muslim 
3.2%  

Roman Catholic 54.7%, 
Protestant 28.5% 

CLOSER 

Muslim 96% 

 

FURTHER 

Differences in  

Political System5 

Top quartile in the world 
for democratic freedom 
(tied for highest rating) 

Not very democratic, 
unstable, violent. Ranked 
144th out of 210 countries 

 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Not very democratic, 
unstable, violent. 

Ranked 140th out of 210 
countries 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Differences in  

Economic Development6 

15th out of 200 in              
GDP pc (US$45,000) 

124th out of 200 in GDP 
pc (US$765) 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

110th out of 200 in GDP 
pc (US$1,547) 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Differences in  

Education7 

High level of literacy. 
(99%) 

Low level of literacy.  
(45%) 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Low level of literacy. 
(57%) 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Geographic Distance8 - 5,000 km 

CLOSER 

10400 km 

FURTHER 

Military Interventions9 - Multiple 

CLOSER 

Never 

FURTHER 

Colonial Ties10 - Shared 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Shared 

EQUAL DISTANCE 

Hofstede (2001); 2, 3, 4. Economist Intelligence Unit (2018); 5. Freedom House (2018); 6. World Bank 
(2018); 7. UNESCO (2018); 8. distanacefromto.net (2018); 9. National Defense and the Canadian Armed 
Forces (2018); 10. Aldrich (1996) and The Commonwealth (2018).  

 

While there are sizable populations of both Haitian Canadians and Pakistani 

Canadians, numerous Haitian Canadians have risen to prominence in Canada as Olympic 

medalists, professional athletes, award-winning journalists, and politicians including The 

Right Honourable Michaëlle Jean, who served as Canada’s Governor General, the personal 

representative of the Queen of England and ceremonial head of the Canadian government. 

Pakistani Canadians may not be as well known to Canadians. This may contribute to and 

support Proposition 2 in terms of Canadian views of the trustworthiness and friendliness of 

Haitians and Pakistanis.  
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The differences in the disasters may also influence and vary donor behavior 

(Propositions 2, 3 & 4). While both natural disasters, there may be some important difference 

between earthquakes and floods in terms of the degree of responsibility of those affected 

(Proposition 2) and the amount of sympathy generated (Proposition 3). Earthquakes, like the 

one in Haiti in 2010, are sudden and, violent; causing a large number of casualties that 

necessitates an immediate response and generates sympathy for those affected. Floods, on the 

other hand, build over a longer period, allowing time for preparation or evacuation and 

therefore less loss of life and less sympathy, perhaps ultimately resulting in fewer donations. 

Marketing systems represent a core concept in macromarketing and, as Layton (2007, p. 227) 

describes, “The effectiveness of a marketing system can be identified in the contribution of 

the assortments generated by the system to the quality of life of the relevant communities”.  

IHA represents a complex system of relationships between donors, aid agencies, 

governments, stakeholders, and beneficiaries where the goal is improved quality of life for 

the distant others in the face of disaster and tragedy.  By applying psychic distance, an 

improved flow of donations for the betterment of the distant other and a more effective 

marketing system can be achieved.  

With limited past discussion of the IHA system in the macromarketing literature, the 

exploration and application of psychic distance can help raise the profile of these issues in a 

macromarketing context. This is the first attempt to consider the elements of psychic distance 

and explore the role it plays in charitable giving to distant others. This gap exists not only in 

the study of distant others but, perhaps more importantly and interestingly, in the charitable 

giving and macromarketing literatures. Factors such as cultural distance, geographic distance, 

language, colonial ties and military interventions, which have played such an important role 

in international business research, have not been examined in the charitable giving literature. 

With online giving becoming more and more prevalent, the international reach of both small, 
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local organizations searching for international donors and large multinational organizations 

looking to support projects in distance countries, the factors of psychic distance need to be 

considered. The exploration of these concepts in this paper can lay some groundwork for 

further study not just in IHA but in exploring how else psychic distance could be applied 

within the study of macromarketing.  

While psychic distance has been used in international business research for decades to 

investigate a plethora of subjects, the application of psychic distance in relation to consumer 

and donor behavior when giving to charity has been left unexplored. As such, from an IB 

perspective this paper represents a novel extension and application of one of the most popular 

constructs in this literature.   

Implications for Future Research 

In terms of the implications for future research, and specifically how to test the propositions 

put forward in this paper, we see three potential avenues for future research.  The first avenue 

of potential research mirrors the anecdote cited in the introduction of this paper concerning 

the 2010 events in Haiti and Pakistan.  One could use major humanitarian disasters, and the 

associated campaigns to raise funds for relief, as the unit of analysis. The total amount of 

donations, and/or the number of distinct donors per campaign could act as the criterion 

variables.  The first, third and fourth propositions could then be tested by collecting data on 

the nature of the events and the people in need.  You could control for issues such as the 

amount of money spent on promoting the campaigns and the size of the target audience.  

Content analysis of the campaign materials could also be carried out to see whether they 

emphasize any dimensions related to our propositions.   

The main advantage of this approach is that it deals with the actual events of concern 

and implicitly captures both the behaviors of the people who have chosen to donate and the 
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people who have chosen to not donate. However, this approach also has limitations.  One 

limitation is the potential sample size. Fortunately, these events are low in number, but that 

does limit the statistical power of any analyses.  Second, when estimating the distance 

dimensions using this approach one does not typically have details concerning the donors, 

other than their country of origin.  As a result, you are forced to assume homogeneity across 

the donor country when in fact it is very likely that the pool of actual donors will be skewed.  

A third limitation of this approach is that one is not able to explore the second proposition 

concerning the mediating factors. 

A second potential approach to testing the propositions is a more fine-grained analysis 

of the actual donors.  If one or more NGOs are willing to allow access to their donor 

database, an analysis of donation behavior at the level of the individual could be carried out.  

Via a possible mail survey, one gathers additional donor attributes. This would resolve the 

first two limitations of the preceding approach (i.e. resolving the sample size and the 

assumption of homogeneity), allowing a better investigation of Propositions 1 and 3.  In 

addition to that, interviews with donors could be conducted and content analysis used to 

explore Proposition 2 (i.e. the mediating factors).  The major limitation here is whether major 

NGO's would allow such access to their databases. 

The third potential approach is to borrow a methodology from the fields of social 

psychology and behavioral economics, and conduct experiments concerning people's 

donation behaviors.  Specifically, one could create mock donation scenarios and manipulate 

various aspects of the donation process, such as the nature of the distant others (Propositions 

1 and 3) and the nature of the event (Proposition 4).  As with the second approach, one could 

also use various techniques for exploring Proposition 2.  For example, after a mock decision, 

the subject could be asked to discuss their thought processes during the decision, or specific 

instruments could be included to measure the mediating constructs.  While the main 



31 
 

limitation of this approach is that it is not based on actual donation behavior but rather 

intentions to donate, it does have many positive aspects.  As with the second approach it 

resolves both the issues of statistical power and avoids the need to assume homogeneity 

across the donors from a given country.  In addition to that, experiments allow a far more 

controlled and fine-grained investigation of issues, which allows one to isolate distinct effects 

and rule out concerns about the direction of causality, missing variables and spurious 

correlations (Leung et al. 2005). 

The testing of the propositions are not the only implications and areas for future 

research. As this is an understudied area of scholarship in marketing, there are many more 

theoretical and practical questions left unanswered in the study of charitable giving to distant 

others. The exploration of the IHA marketing systems raises further questions about the 

depiction of distant others and the role that marketing communications can play in increasing 

or decreasing perceptions of psychic distance. Consequently, it raises ethical questions about 

the promotion of negative stereotypes to increase fundraising totals, the need to maintain a 

power imbalance in charity marketing between the donor and the recipient, as well as the 

potential negative impacts of not featuring some distant others in need because the distance is 

perceived to be too great.  

In closing, we believe that this paper, through the propositions that we have 

developed and the suggestions for future research, represents an important research agenda. It 

both highlights the importance of understanding the marketing system related to IHA and 

identifies a factor that we believe may be a major but subconscious bias in donation behavior 

– psychic distance. While we have proposed three distinct approaches to testing our 

propositions, we believe that complex issues such as IHA need to be addressed by a variety 

of methods. Thus, rather than endorse one particular methodological approach, we encourage 

researchers a variety of approaches. 
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