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ABSTRACT

Money is often, but not always, considered an inappropriate gift. By considering recent insights in
the social function of gratitude, we argue that the acceptability of money relies upon its capacity to
evoke gratitude through conveying relational concerns. Study 1 (N = 240, US participants) revealed
that monetary gifts are generally perceived as less acceptable and evoke less gratitude than non-
monetary gifts of equivalent value. Furthermore, when monetary gifts were designated as specific
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gift coupons, they evoked more gratitude and were more acceptable. Study 2 (N =471, Chinese
participants) revealed that 520 RMB cash, symbolizing love in China, elicits increased gratitude and
was therefore considered a favorable gift compared to similar amounts without such connotations.
Taken together, we identify gratitude as the psychological mechanism underlying the acceptability
of money and advocate for the recognition of monetary gifts with broader social, cultural, and

psychological implications.

Money serves as a powerful and effective motivator (Lea
& Webley, 2006), and it functions as a universal medium
of exchange (Kiyotaki & Wright, 1989). It is no surprise
then, that people like having money. However, giving
money as a gift is often perceived as socially unaccep-
table, particularly within close relationships (Camerer,
1988; Pieters & Robben, 1999; Prendergast & Stole,
20017; Ruth et al., 1999; Webley & Wilson, 1989; Webley
et al., 1983). Exceptions to this perception exist, such as
when money is given for a specific purpose, like estab-
lishing a new household after a wedding, or when it is
presented in a creatively symbolic manner (Zelizer, 1989,
1994). The specific factors determining the acceptability
of money as a gift remain unclear. In this paper, we
explore the psychological processes that mediate peo-
ple’s reactions to money as a gift. We argue that money
generally lacks the essential elements that are crucial for
effective gift exchange and as a result it does not convey
relational concerns and does not evoke gratitude in the
receiver. By extension, we propose and find that that
money can elicit gratitude and consequently become
more acceptable as a gift.

So far, the explanation proposed as to why money is
often considered unacceptable relates the exchange of
money to different relational frames. Money has com-
monly been associated with economic exchanges, which
are fundamentally distinct from social exchanges.
Researchers argue that money exchange is primarily

reserved for market-based transactions within market
pricing relationships (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005;
Fiske, 1992; McGraw & Tetlock, 2005). From this view-
point, money is perceived as incompatible with social
exchange, including gift-giving, as its involvement may
potentially transform a social relationship into one gov-
erned by market-based principles.

However, an account of the unacceptability of money
as a gift based on relational frames is purely descriptive,
offering limited insights into the psychological processes
from the recipient’s perspective. While it is evident that
money can influence social relationships, the specific
ways in which it shapes and transforms interpersonal
dynamics remain unclear. Without understanding these
mechanisms, it is challenging to discern the circum-
stances and situations in which money facilitates or
impedes the formation of social bonds.

Researchers have increasingly emphasized the pivotal
role of gratitude in shaping meaningful social relation-
ships (Bartlett et al., 2012; Ng et al., 2017; Williams &
Bartlett, 2015). While gratitude can be present in eco-
nomic exchanges (DeSteno et al., 2010), it may not be as
central or explicit as in social exchanges. Social
exchanges often have a symbolic purpose (Camerer,
1988; Mauss, 2000; Molm et al., 2007; Zelizer, 1989),
such as nuanced forms of reciprocity and mutual sup-
port, and gratitude can play a significant role in reinfor-
cing social bonds and fostering trust within social
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networks (Peng et al., 2018). Specifically, the ‘find-
remind-bind’ theory of gratitude suggests that gratitude
serves as a social glue to establish, sustain, and nurture
social connections, extending beyond mere economic
exchange (Algoe, 2012; Algoe et al., 2013). Also, experi-
encing and expressing gratitude are crucial for maintain-
ing and fostering intimate bonds (Gordon et al., 2012;
Kubacka et al., 2011; Lambert et al., 2010).

In line with the relational function of gratitude, pre-
vious studies have also extensively underscored rela-
tional concerns as a cognitive appraisal in eliciting
gratitude. This suggests that gifts should be perceived
as genuinely benevolent and caring to trigger gratitude
and further foster social connections (Algoe et al., 2010;
Fredrickson, 2004; Peng et al., 2018; Tsang, 2006; Watkins
et al, 2006). When the giver aims to cultivate social
bonds through gift-giving, the gift should go beyond
mere instrumental value and effectively demonstrates
an understanding and appreciation of the interests,
needs, and preferences of the receiver. Essentially, it is
the thought behind the gift that truly matters for the
receiver (Zhang & Epley, 2012).

The significant role of gratitude in social exchange
prompted us to explore the acceptability of money
based on its ability to evoke gratitude. According to
resource theory (Foa & Foa, 1980, 2012), the type of the
resource utilized in social exchanges greatly influences
the outcome. Money, as a resource, possesses unique
characteristics within social interactions. It stands out
due to its low ‘particularity’, possessing a clear, objective
value not contingent on the individuals engaged.
However, this lack of particularity may limit its ability to
express personalized relational concerns, making it seem
as though the relationship is being assigned a monetary
value. As a result, money might evoke less gratitude and
could be considered unacceptable. This exploration is
significant, particularly considering that prior studies
have primarily concentrated on evaluating the perceived
costs and benefits of gifts, often neglecting the under-
lying resources involved (Flynn & Adams, 2009; Shen
et al, 2011; Tsang, 2007; Zhang & Epley, 2009).

The reasoning above not only explains why money is
often unacceptable in social exchange but also provides
insights into circumstances under which money could
become acceptable. If lacking relational concerns con-
tributes to the unacceptability of money, then in con-
texts where money can indeed express relational
concerns, it could evoke more gratitude and be
accepted as a gift. Across diverse social and cultural
contexts, individuals attribute relational concerns to
money in various ways. In the Western world, there is
a growing prevalence of gift cards and coupons
(Offenberg, 2007), attributing financial gifts with

a designated purpose that resonates with the receiver’s
preference, thereby conveying relational concerns.
There are additional ways in which monetary gifts can
express relational concerns. For instance, in Chinese cul-
ture, specific amounts of money (e.g. 520 RMB) hold
symbolic meanings (e.g. love) because of their phoneti-
cal resemblance. Similarly, in Indian culture, cash is often
given as a wedding gift when the amounts end with one
rupee, reflecting a belief that such monetary gifts can
bring prosperity to the recipient.

In two studies, we investigated the acceptability of
different types of monetary gifts and their capacity to
evoke gratitude. Gratitude is intricately linked with
indebtedness, which often arises simultaneously upon
receiving gifts. While gratitude is relation-oriented,
indebtedness is associated with instrumental value and
concerns about reciprocity in social exchange (Adams &
Miller, 2022; Goyal et al., 2022; Naito & Sakata, 2010;
Peng et al., 2018). Given this close connection, we mea-
sured both emotions, following established research
practice (Goyal et al., 2022; Peng et al., 2020, 2024;
Tsang, 2006; Watkins et al., 2006). This approach is
advantageous because examining gratitude and indebt-
edness together facilitates a nuanced understanding of
their distinct contributions to the social exchange
process.

In Study 1, our aim was to initially explore the accept-
ability of monetary, non-monetary, and mixed-monetary
gifts, as well as their capacity to evoke gratitude. Study 2
took place in China, where the number 520 (Wu-Er-Ling)
symbolizes love due to its phonetic resemblance to
| Love You (Wo-Ai-Ni) in Mandarin. Our goal was to
investigate whether a specific amount of money (i.e.
520), symbolizing relational concerns (i.e. love), would
elicit more gratitude and be perceived as more accep-
table compared to similar amounts without relational
concerns. For all studies, we ensure transparency by
reporting all measures, conditions, data exclusions (if
any), and how we determined our sample sizes. All
experiments were approved by the ethics review board
of the School of Social and Behavioral Science at Tilburg
University #EC-2017.EX99t, and informed consent was
obtained from all participants. Data for all studies are
available on the OSF page (https://osf.io/hcj26/).

Study 1: gift, gift card, or money as a welcome
present

Study 1 was designed as an initial test of the prediction
that monetary gifts would be perceived as less accepta-
ble than non-monetary gifts, possibly due to differences
in the feeling of gratitude evoked by these gifts. We
created three conditions: non-monetary gifts (a box of



chocolates), monetary gifts (cash), and mixed-monetary
gifts (a coupon for chocolates), all possessing equal
economic value. Furthermore, we hypothesized that
when money was designated for specific purposes
aimed at conveying relational concerns, such as
a coupon, it would evoke greater feelings of gratitude
and thus become acceptable. Data collection took place
in May 2017. The study was not pre-registered, as we
started doing that only later.

Method

Participants and procedure

We aimed for 240 participants (80 per condition), which
would give us 95% power to have a medium effect size
(f=0.25, a=.05). A total of 241 participants were recruited
from Amazon Mechanical Turk (Mturk) (Buhrmester et al.,
2011), one of which was removed from further analysis
because of failing to answer the emotion questions. We
ended up with 240 valid participants (125 males, 115
females, aged 19 to 81, Myg. = 35.40, SD = 10.94, USA resi-
dents). They received $0.50 as a compensation. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions:
Chocolate (N =79), Coupon (N =280), or Cash (N=381). We
only reported here the part of survey that is relevant to our
present research question. The remaining part of this sur-
vey and the full dataset can be found at https://osf.io/
hcj26/.

Materials
Participants were asked to read a scenario involving
a neighbor’s visit, with variations based on the gift con-
dition. Participants in the Chocolate condition read the
following:

You have just moved to a new neighborhood. Your new
neighbor Alex drops by to welcome you in the neigh-
borhood. She brings you a nice box of chocolates from
a local chocolate store as a gift, which you happen to
know that the price is 20 dollars.

In the Coupon condition, the scenario ended as follows:
‘She brings you a 20-dollar coupon from a local choco-
late store as a gift. She says that with the coupon you
could pick up a nice box of chocolate there'. In the Cash
condition, the scenario ended as follows: ‘She brings you
20-dollar cash as a welcome gift. She says that with the
money you could buy yourself something nice’.

We measured how acceptable the gift was perceived
with three items (a=.89): In general, how acceptable or
unacceptable do you think is Alex’s gift (1 = definitely
unacceptable; 7 = definitely acceptable); How likely or unli-
kely is it that you would take Alex’s gift (1 = very unlikely; 7
=very likely); How comfortable or uncomfortable would
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you feel if you take Alex’s gift (1 = very uncomfortable; 7 =
very comfortable).

Next, participants were asked to indicate the extent to
which they would experience specific emotions (all on 0
= not at all, 10 = extremely). Following Peng et al. (2018),
we measured gratitude with the words Grateful and
Thankful (r=.82, p<.001) and indebtedness with
Indebted and Obligated (r=.63, p<.001). These emo-
tions were presented in a random order along with four
fillers: Happy, Distressed, Proud, and Frustrated. Finally,
as a manipulation check, participants were asked to
indicate the extent to which they thought the gift was
financial (1 = not at all financial, 7 = completely financial).

Results

The results are shown in Table 1. The manipulation was
successful. Participants in the Cash condition rated the
gift to be more financial than participants in the other
two conditions, t's >10, p’s < .001, d’s >1.60. Similarly, the
coupon was rated to be more financial than the choco-
late, t(157) =5.94, p <.001, d = 0.94.

Next, we analyzed the ratings for acceptability, and
for gratitude and indebtedness. The results of one-way
ANOVAs indicated significant effects of gift conditions
on acceptability, F(2, 237) =93.28, p <.001, n2 = .44, gra-
titude, F(2, 237) = 13.86, p <.001, n® = .10, and indebted-
ness, F(2, 237) =9.61, p < .001, n? = .07. We subsequently
conducted post-hoc analyses using Bonferroni correc-
tions, to analyze the pattern of means between
conditions.

Cash was significantly less acceptable than choco-
lates, ppons < .001, d=-1.92, and also evoked less grati-
tude than chocolate, pponr < .001, d =-0.82, but resulted
in a similar degree of indebtedness, pyons =.12, d =0.33,
in line with the anticipated pattern. Similarly, a coupon
was significantly more acceptable than cash, pyonr < .001,
d=-1.81, evoked more gratitude, pponr =.002, d =0.54,
and resulted in less indebtedness, pyonr < .001, d = —0.69.
Meanwhile, a coupon was perceived as equally accepta-
ble as the chocolates, pponr=1.00, d=0.11, evoked simi-
lar degrees of gratitude, pponr=.23, d=-0.28, and
resulted in similar levels of indebtedness, pyons=.07,
d=-0.36.

Finally, we conducted multi-categorical mediation
analyses with the PROCESS procedure (Preacher &
Hayes, 2008). To do so, we created two dummy variables
to represent the three conditions, with the Cash condi-
tion serving as the reference point. Acceptability was
designated as the dependent variable, while both grati-
tude and indebtedness were incorporated as mediators
to partial out the explained variance attributed to
indebtedness. The indirect effect of gratitude was
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for all measures in all conditions across studies 1 & 2.

Measured Variables

Studies Acceptability Gratitude Indebtedness Manipulation check
Conditions (1-7) (0-10) (0-10) (1-7)
Study 1 (N = 240)

Chocolate 6.14, (0.74) 832, (2.11) 4.26,, (2.54) 238, (1.58)
Coupon 6.01, (0.90) 7.63, (2.28) 3.28, (2.67) 3.94, (1.72)
Cash 3.81, (1.75) 6.33;, (2.84) 5.14, (2.83) 6.46, (1.14)
Study 2: Participants with 520-love belief (N = 365)

510 4.39;, (1.45) 4.53, (2.59) 4.26, (2.56)

520 4.77, (1.49) 5.40, (2.87) 3.80, (2.53)

530 431, (1.44) 4.52 (2.89) 4.07, (2.61)

Study 2: Participants without 520-love belief (N = 83)

510 431, (1.51) 4.40, (2.80) 4.87, (2.71)

520 4.05, (1.32) 4.78, (2.74) 4.33, (2.58)

530 4.27,(1.93) 3.89, (3.26) 3.93, (2.94)

Entries are means, with standard deviations within parenthesis. Acceptability is assessed on a 7-point scale, with
endpoints 1 = definitely unacceptable, 7 = definitely acceptable. Gratitude and indebtedness are assessed on 11-point
scales with endpoints 0 = not at all, 10 = extremely. Within each column, means with different subscripts are
significantly different by p < .05 in post-hoc pairwise comparisons.

significant for both the Chocolate condition (b=0.52,
SE=0.11, 95% (I [0.30, 0.75]), and the Coupon condition
(b=10.34, SE=0.11, 95% C/ [0.14, 0.55]). In contrast the
indirect effect of indebtedness was only significant for
the Coupon condition (b=0.21, SE=0.07, 95% Cl [0.08,
0.33]), but not for the Chocolate condition (b=0.10,
SE=0.05, 95% (I [-0.01, 0.20]) (see Figure 1).

Discussion

These results provide initial support for the idea that the
acceptability of gifts is linked to feelings of gratitude,
with money demonstrating a comparatively lower capa-
city to evoke gratitude. Furthermore, our findings sug-
gest that monetary gifts may gain acceptability when
designated for specific purposes, such as through cou-
pons and gift cards. In this manner, money becomes to
effectively convey relational concerns, thereby prompt-
ing feelings of gratitude in the receiver. Additionally, our
results suggest that the differentiation between mone-
tary and non-monetary gifts is not strictly dichotomous
and not qualitatively distinct. Rather, the unacceptability
of money, akin to other poor gift choices, often stem
from their inability to convey relational concerns.
Supposedly, all conditions should have elicited similar
levels of indebtedness due to the equal economic value
of the gift. However, unexpectedly, the coupon condi-
tion resulted in less indebtedness compared to the cash
condition. Indebtedness is often associated with the
perceived cost and equity concerns (Peng et al., 2018).
It is reasonable to suggest that coupon redemption may
be perceived as less costly than paying with cash, as
supported by prior research (Argo & Main, 2008;
Ashworth et al,, 2005). Overall, the results suggest that

a coupon works more like a non-monetary gift rather
than a monetary one.

Study 2: 510, 520, or 530 RMB as a Valentine’s
Day gift

In Study 2, we aimed to examine further how monetary
gifts can express relational concerns within specific cul-
tural contexts, while the underlying mechanism remains
consistent. We selected a specific cultural case involving
the association of the number 520 with love in China.
Building on this cultural significance, we predicted that
a monetary gift of 520 RMB (approximately $70) would be
perceived more favorably as a Valentine’s Day gift by
Chinese participants compared to similar amounts of
510 RMB or 530 RMB. Notably, even though 530 RMB
represents a higher monetary value, we anticipated that
520 RMB would elicit more gratitude due to its association
with the concept of love.

Furthermore, we believed that this effect would only
manifest among participants who were aware of and
believed in the cultural association of 520 with love. For
individuals lacking belief or awareness in this association,
we expected that the acceptance of 520 RMB would not
differ significantly from other monetary amounts, as the
number 520 would not communicate relational concerns
anymore.

Method

Participants and procedure

We aimed for 468 participants based on a G*Power cal-
culation (d=0.28, a=.05, 1-f =.80, pre-registered via
Aspredicted.org #13980). The effect size was derived
from insights gained from a pilot study. Ultimately, we
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Dummy 1
Chocolate=1
Coupon=0
Cash=0

-0.88 Gratitude
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Total effect: 2.34***

Direct effect: 1.71***

Indirect_Gratitude: 0.52*** [0.30, 0.75]
Indirect_Indebtedness: 0.10 [-0.01, 0.20]

1.71%+

0.26™**

1.30*** Indebtedness

2011+ Acceptability

Dummy 2 -1.85***
Chocolate=0
Coupon=1

Cash=0

1.66***

Total effect: 2.21***
Direct effect: 1.66***

Indirect_Gratitude: 0.34** [0.14, 0.55]
Indirect_Indebtedness: 0.21**[0.08, 0.33]

Dummy 1
510=1
520=0
530=0

U0 Gratitude

Total effect: -0.38*

Direct effect: -0.06

Indirect_Gratitude: -0.20* [-0.38, -0.02]
Indirect_Indebtedness: -0.12 [-0.27, 0.04]

0.25***

_0. 24+ |Acceptability

-0.83*

Dummy 2
510=0
520=0
530=1

Total effect: -0.46**

Direct effect: -0.19

Indirect_Gratitude: -0.20* [-0.38, -0.03]
Indirect_Indebtedness: -0.07 [-0.22, 0.09]

Figure 1. Testing for the mediating effects of gratitude in studies 1 (panel A) and 2 (panel B). After controlling for the influence from
indebtedness, gratitude mediates the effect on the acceptability of the monetary gifts in Study 1 and Study 2. Numbers are
unstandardized coefficients in the mediation models. Numbers in brackets represents 95% confidence intervals. ***p <.001; **p

<.01*p < .05.

recruited a total of 471 participants from Zhejiang
University in China (171 males, 297 females, 3 missing
gender information, 17 to 52, M4, =20.58, SD =3.04,
Chinese residents). Participants were randomly assigned

to the 510 condition (N =156), 520 condition (N =162),
or the 530 condition (N = 153). Data collection took place
in September 2018. Participants received 2 RMB as
a compensation.
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Materials and measures
All participants read the following scenario:

It is Valentine’s Day today. Your boyfriend/girlfriend
decides to give you some money as a Valentine’'s Day
gift. To express his/her feeling to you, s/he gives you
[510/520/530] RMB. S/he says that with the money you
could buy yourself something nice.

The measures in Study 2 mirrored those used in Study 1.
We measured acceptability and emotional reactions
using the same items and labels as in the previous
study. Finally, to assess participants’ awareness and
belief in the association between the number 520 and
love, the final question, presented after the dependent
measures, required participants to identify which num-
ber among the options (510, 520, 530, or none of them)
symbolized love.

Results

The results are shown in Table 1. On the assessment of
the 520-love association, 365 participants (77.5%)
selected 520, which affirms a substantial recognition of
the cultural significance attached to the number 520
among these participants. Those who selected 510 (N
=9) and 530 (N = 14) were excluded from further analy-
sis. Additionally, 83 participants (17.6%) indicated that
none of these numbers held any meaningful association
with love, suggesting a lack of belief or awareness
regarding the 520-love association among these
participants.

We first analyzed data from the 365 participants who
identified 520 as representing love. A one-way ANOVA
revealed that gift conditions exerted an effect on accept-
ability, F(2, 362) =3.53, p=.030, n2=.02, as well as an
effect on gratitude, F(2, 338)=3.89, p=.021, n*=.02.
However, there was no significant effect on indebted-
ness, F(2, 326)=0.94, p=.39, n°=.00. We then con-
ducted several planned contrasts, with contrast
weights of (0.5, —1, 0.5) to correspond to the three con-
ditions. In line with our predictions, participants in the
520 condition perceived the cash gift as more accepta-
ble than those in the 510 and the 530 conditions, t(362)
=2.63, p=.009, d =0.28. Furthermore, we observed the
anticipated results for gratitude and indebtedness. The
same planned contrast indicated that participants in the
520 condition reported more gratitude than those in the
510 and the 530 conditions, t(338)=2.79, p=.006, d =
0.30. The 510, 520, and 530 conditions all triggered
a similar level of indebtedness, t(326) =-1.26, p=.21, d
=0.14.

Next, we conducted multi-categorical mediation ana-
lyses similar to Study 1 with PROCESS procedure,

including both gratitude and indebtedness as the med-
iators. Two dummy variables were created to represent
the three conditions, with the 520 condition serving as
the reference. Consistently, the indirect effect of grati-
tude was significant for both the 510 condition (b=
—0.20, SE=0.09, 95% (I [-0.38, —0.02]), and the 530
condition, (b=-0.20, SE=0.09, 95% C/ [-0.38, —0.03]).
Whereas the indirect effect of indebtedness was neither
significant for the 510 condition (b=-0.12, SE=0.08,
95% (I [-0.27, 0.04]), nor for the 530 condition (b=
—0.07, SE=0.08, 95% (I [-0.22, 0.09]) (see Figure 1).

We then analyzed data from the 83 participants who
indicated not believing the association between 520 and
love (i.e. those who selected ‘none of them is mean-
ingful’). Intriguingly, the 520-effect vanished. The 520
condition was not perceived as more acceptable than
the 510 condition and the 530 condition, F(2, 80) =0.18,
p=.83, n? =.01. Additionally, there were no observed
effects from the conditions on gratitude, F(2, 72) = 0.58,
p=.56, n=.01, and indebtedness, F(2, 75)=0.78,
p=.46,n"=.01.

Discussion

These results underscore the importance individuals
place on the cultural association between 520 and
love. When money conveys relational concerns, such as
the case of 520 and love, the receiver is likely to feel
greater gratitude. Consequently, such gifts become
more acceptable, even surpassing the monetary gifts
with higher economic values. Interestingly, these find-
ings indicate that the impact of the 520-love association
on gift perceptions depends on the receiver’s belief or
awareness of this cultural connection. When individuals
do not subscribe to the notion of love associated with
money, the effect disappears, as money in this context
fails to convey relational concerns. This evidence, albeit
based on a small sample (N=283), further bolsters the
notion that the acceptability of money relies on its
expression of relational concerns.

General discussion

Despite its utilitarian nature from an economic perspec-
tive, money is often regarded as an inappropriate gift
choice, set apart from non-monetary alternatives. We
proposed that this evaluation arises from money’s lim-
ited capacity to elicit the same level of gratitude as
equivalent non-monetary gifts. Furthermore, we
hypothesized that money could become more accepta-
ble if it could convey relational concerns across diverse
social and cultural contexts, thereby eliciting gratitude.
Across two studies, we found evidence supporting these



hypotheses. The results indicated that monetary gifts are
typically perceived as unacceptable and evoke less gra-
titude. However, money can gain acceptance when
designated for specific purposes (Study 1) or when it
has a symbolic connotation (Study 2). Such monetary
gifts can effectively convey relational concerns and
evoke gratitude. Combining these findings, we conclude
that the acceptability of money depends on its capacity
to evoke feelings of gratitude.

The current findings offer valuable insights that com-
plement a relational frame account of the unacceptabil-
ity of money. According to the relational frame
perspective, the nature of exchange (social exchange
vs. economic exchange) should align with the type of
relationship (social relationship vs. economic relation-
ship) (Clark & Mills, 1979, 1993; Fiske, 1992; McGraw &
Tetlock, 2005). In this framework, money is regarded as
the epitome of economic exchange and thus considered
inappropriate in social exchange. While we concur with
the normative account outlined by the relational frame-
work model, we find it limited in uncovering the psy-
chological mechanisms underlying those social norms
regarding monetary gifts.

Instead, the current findings complement this per-
spective by highlighting the emotional reactions of gra-
titude and the corresponding relational concerns that
contribute to the norm against using money within
social relationships. Essentially, gratitude plays a pivotal
role in the process of nurturing social connections
through gift-giving (Algoe, 2012). However, money falls
short in addressing the relational concerns intrinsic to
gift exchanges. Consequently, it tends to elicit less gra-
titude and diminishes the potential for meaningful social
bonding.

In addition, the relational frame perspective over-
looks instances where money is considered acceptable
across various social and cultural contexts. This oversight
may stem from the contemporary focus on the eco-
nomic aspect of money within industrialized capitalist
societies, where money is often seen as an abstract
entity, homogenizing all qualitative distinctions
(Zelizer, 1989, 1994). Conversely, the social and cultural
dimensions of money have often been disregarded. In
alignment with Zelizer's central notion regarding the
social meanings of money, our explanation accommo-
dates situations when monetary gifts are acceptable
when they convey relational concerns, an inference not
readily deducible from the relational frame perspective.
Our perspective offers guidance on how to make mone-
tary gifts thoughtful in today’ world: by personalizing
your monetary gifts to convey relational concerns. For
instance, shaping cash into the form of a rose or incor-
porating a heartfelt cover story about the intended use
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of the money can effectively enhance its acceptability as
a gift. We've shown how monetary gifts can have rela-
tional significance in both American and Chinese cul-
tures. We think these findings could extend to other
social and cultural contexts, depending on their specific
cultural interpretations. Ultimately, while people express
care in diverse ways or languages, the experience of
feeling cared for remains universal.

The present results align with prior research on the
cognitive antecedents of gratitude and its social affilia-
tive function. Specifically, researchers concur that grati-
tude and indebtedness stem from distinct cognitive
antecedents and serve different social functions.
Gratitude typically arises from a sense of appreciation
for relational concerns (Peng et al., 2018; Smith et al.,
2017; Tsang, 2006; Watkins et al., 2006), whereas indebt-
edness is often associated with concerns about equity
and reciprocity (Adams & Miller, 2022; Goyal et al., 2022;
Naito & Sakata, 2010; Peng et al., 2018). Throughout our
research, we manipulated relational concerns conveyed
by monetary gifts and consistently observed their asso-
ciation with gratitude, rather than indebtedness.
Specifically, in Study 2, we demonstrated that the recei-
ver’s gratitude is influenced by the relational concerns
derived from the symbolic value of the amount, rather
than its economic value. This finding is consistent with
Flynn and Adams’ (2009) research, which revealed no
linear association between gift price and the receiver’s
feelings of gratitude.

The present research may also shed light on
resource theory, by illustrating the impact of resource
type on the social exchange process. According to Foa
and Foa (1980, 2012), resources utilized in social
exchange can be classified into six categories: informa-
tion, status, money, love, goods, and services. In our
study, we compared receiving money with receiving
goods, yet this line of research can expand to encom-
pass other types of resource. For instance, unlike
money, love is predominantly exchanged within social
relationships and is often considered a taboo in eco-
nomic exchange. Foa and Foa suggest that the value
of love to the receiver largely depends on the specific
benefactors providing it. This unique particularity
allows love to convey the strongest relational con-
cerns, resulting in enhanced gratitude from the recei-
ver — but notably only when received from certain
individuals. In contemporary consumer-oriented socie-
ties, love has been commodified, leading to its
exchange within commercial contexts, an idea referred
to as the ‘purchase of intimacy’ by Zelizer (2005).
Today, individuals have the option to obtain services
such as empathy or companionship, which were tradi-
tionally only available within social relationships.
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Exploring these emerging phenomena could yield
intriguing insights into the evolving dynamics of social
exchange in modern societies.

It's crucial to acknowledge that our perspective,
which emphasized the relational function of grati-
tude, is not the sole mechanism explaining the
acceptability or unacceptability of money. Given the
complexity of this phenomenon, it’s likely that multi-
ple mechanisms or processes are at play simulta-
neously. We recognize the existence of alternative
explanations and do not intend to disregard them.
For example, factors such as power dynamics and
hierarchical relationships may also influence percep-
tions of money, which we did not specifically address
in our research. Receiving money can sometimes be
perceived as insulting and may threaten one’s self-
esteem (Nadler et al., 1976), as it could signify a lack
of power and status in the receiver (Burgoyne &
Routh, 1991; Lea & Webley, 2006; Wernimont &
Fitzpatrick, 1972). Meanwhile, our study focused on
relationships characterized by equality and did not
explore authority ranking relationships. It's worth not-
ing that in many cultures, monetary gifts from par-
ents to children, or from males to females, are widely
accepted and even expected as a customary practice.
But just like other perspectives, we believe our stu-
dies provide a unique perspective to interpret the
exchange of money within social relationships. While
our findings contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding, they represent only a part of the
broader picture.

In conclusion, this research confirmed that mone-
tary gifts generally lead to lower levels of gratitude in
the receiver, rendering them relatively unacceptable.
However, our findings suggest that monetary gifts
can become acceptable when they convey relational
concerns, consequently eliciting gratitude. This
underscores the importance of considering money
beyond its economic utility, recognizing its broader
social, cultural, and psychological implications.
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