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Behavioral Immune System and People Avoidance

The human need for self-protection and survival causes people to seek safety when faced by threat
(Griskevicius and Kenrick 2013). One such threat, over millions of years, has been posed by disease-
causing parasites (Fumagalli et al. 2011). In response, the fundamental human need for safety has
developed evolutionarily adaptive strategies, such as the physiological immune system, which reacts
against disease-causing organisms (Janeway 2001). However, the immune system is not foolproof.
Moreover, its use is physiologically costly (e.g., it causes fever) and thus consumes limited bodily
resources that could have been used for other important evolutionary goals (e.g., mat- ing; Klein and

Nelson 1999).

Consequently, evolutionary psychologists posit the development of a psychological behavioral immune
system (BIS), a safety-seeking mechanism that consists of a suite of motivations, emotions, cognitions,
and behaviors designed to avoid infectious diseases in the first place (Murray and Schaller 2016; Schaller
2016). Thus, the sight of another individual coughing up phlegm (a disease cue that activates BIS) is
likely to instinctively trigger not only the disease-avoidance motive but also an affective (disgust and
fear), a cognitive (worry about getting infected), and a behavioral response (moving away).

In support, people have been found to socially reject those who are diseased (Crandall and Moriarty
1995). The safety motive activated by disease threat has even wider ramifications, however. Because
diseases have been such a major threat to survival, the BIS has developed into an oversensitive defense
system that induces an aversion even of stimuli that are actually noninfectious but in some way (even if
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irrationally) evoke the threat of disease—a phenomenon termed the “smoke-detector” effect (Murray and
Schaller 2016).

As one manifestation of such oversensitivity, the safety motive activated by the BIS can induce an
avoidance of other individuals in general (even noninfected ones). For example, individuals who are
concerned about disease have been found to be less likely to seek the company of others (Mortensen et
al. 2010; Sacco, Young, and Hugenberg 2014). Relatedly, concerns with disease threats reduce people’s
preference for extraverted individuals, simply because such individuals are seen as being associated with
more people, even though they carry no actual threat of disease (Brown and Sacco 2016).

& H Huang, Y., & Sengupta, J. (2020). The influence of disease cues on preference for typical versus
atypical products. Journal of Consumer Research, 47(3), 393-411.
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With the spread of concepts such as economic globalization, sustainable development, and harmonious
society, the demands on social responsibility are increasing, which makes more and more firms invest
their resources in solving social problems (e.g., environmental pollution, poverty, disease, and children’s
education) and begin to make charitable donations through cause-related marketing (CRM) approach
(Choi et al., 2018). Most executives noted that corporate social responsibility (CSR) measures could help
them improve their long-term performance and achieve sustainable development. Half of the managers
believed that long-term commitment to socially responsible behavior contributes to an excellent
enterprise image (Bonini et al., 2010). It shows that companies can not only fulfill their social
responsibilities through CRM but also obtain consumer support. Unlike other marketing campaigns, the
most important feature of CRM is the commitment of companies to donate part of the sales from
consumer purchases to charity (Koschate-Fischer et al., 2012). This is a form of marketing that realizes
the interests and goals of consumers, charities, and businesses alike (Varadarajan and Menon, 1988).

Varadarajan and Menon (1988) define CRM as a contribution to a cause by a firm that is “linked to
consumers’ engaging in revenue-producing transactions with the firm” (p. 60). The company’s marketing
efforts usually focus on developing successful strategies to encourage consumers to participate in the
brand and ultimately achieve marketing goals (Keller and Kotler, 2012). As an originally short-term
promotional strategy, CRM has helped companies achieve their goals, and it has evolved into a popular
and successful strategy nowadays. However, when an enterprise wants to implement CSR strategies, the
decision of the enterprise needs to consider not only which social problems to contribute to and how
much to donate (Yoo et al., 2018) but also how to contribute (e.g., cash, products, and employee
volunteerism; Hildebrand et al., 2017). At present, there are two ways to realize social responsibility
through CRM approach, buy-one give-one (BOGO) or buy-one give-money (BOGM). Buy-one give-one
can be explained simply as a way for a company to donate the same product or a product of the same
category to charity after a consumer purchased a product from the enterprise. As for buy-one give-
money, it means that the company will donate money directly to the charity after a consumer purchased a
product. For example, when a consumer purchases a pair of shoes from TOMS, TOMS would donate a
pair of shoes to children in Africa or another place where children need shoes. The example of buy-one
give-money is Taobao’s public welfare plan called “Gong Yi Bao Bei.” Specifically, when consumers
buy any product with a charity label of “Gong Yi Bao Bei,” the charity will receive as donation a certain
amount of money. Both approaches of CRM are often used by companies.
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The prevalence of BOGO CRM promotions has grown rapidly due to favorable consumer response
(Marquis & Park, 2014), although some executions of BOGO CRM promotions are not successful in
generating intended outcomes. Past work on CRM does not distinguish between variation in promotional
format, and an increasingly relevant question is whether consumers perceive and respond to BOGO
promotions differently than monetary-based CRM promotions.

Despite the emergence of nonmonetary giving, few studies have compared how nonmonetary giving
differs from monetary giving in terms of consumers’ perceptions of the company. Do both corporate
giving styles achieve the same results, or is nonmonetary giving more persuasive under certain
circumstances? What factor(s) moderate the impact of the corporate giving style on the consumers’
perception of the company?

Actually, the choice between a nonmonetary or monetary giving style should be contingent on
product type. Scholars classify products into practical products and hedonic products according to their
different properties. The former is more target-oriented and mainly used to meet the basic needs of
consumers in specific functions, which are generally necessary for daily life. The latter is more oriented
toward experiencing pleasure, which is mainly used to satisfy pleasure and for the enjoyment of the
senses and spirits of a consumer who seeks an immediate emotional response. It is generally not a daily
necessity but is mainly used to improve the quality of life (Strahilevitz and Myers, 1998; Dhar and
Wertenbroch, 2000). Since the CRM campaign is bundled with focus product, the consumer must
purchase specific products before making the donation.
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