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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents an evolutionary psychological approach to the study of human 

information management behavior, including gossip, secrecy, and the emotional 

processes guiding the communication and concealment of personal information. An 

evolutionary psychological perspective proposes that human cognition was shaped by 

natural selection to solve adaptive problems encountered recurrently by our human 

ancestors. It is argued that human language posed a source of adaptive challenges for 

which our human ancestors evolved a set of psychological mechanisms, including 

mechanisms for (a) promoting fitness-enhancing gossip about the self and (b) defending 

against fitness-damaging gossip.

Several predictions follow from this theoretical perspective, which were 

empirically tested using various methods. First, it was established in two economic game 
studies that people regulate their economic behavior by increasing their altruistic output 

in response to information transmission threats. Second, it was tested and demonstrated 

that the content of people’s distressing personal secrets reduces to three evolutionarily- 

relevant domains: mating, health, and social exchange. An exploratory factor analysis, 

data reduction, and validity testing procedure were used. Next, it was tested via a pilot 

study that having a secretive personality—but not the act of secrecy per se—is linked to 

maladaptive social outcomes, such as relational victimization. Next, it was hypothesized 

and demonstrated in a series of studies that people who are sensitive to social rejection 

engage in more concealment than their non-sensitive counterparts. It was also tested how 

rejection sensitivity interacts with social context (perceived anonymity) to influence 

concealment behavior. Finally, the role of specific emotions in information management 

was examined. Specifically, one study established a relationship between shame and 

concealment, and guilt and self-disclosure, and a series of studies tested the hypothesis 

that shame uniquely motivates self-promotional behaviors aimed at overturning a 

damaged reputation. The thesis concludes with future directions derived from the 

evolutionary model.
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Forward

Forward

Evolutionary-minded scholars have long debated the historical process by which 

human language evolved and the selection pressures that led to its emergence. A great 

deal of attention has been paid to the social benefits of language. Language, for example, 

enables people to communicate their thoughts and intentions, to manipulate the thoughts 

and attention of others, and to learn about events for which they were absent. However, 

less attention has been paid to the adaptive challenges language imposed upon the first 

language users, our human ancestors. Many of these challenges would have revolved 

around managing the transmission of reputational information or information that could 

have affected how an individual was perceived and treated by others. The need to 

maintain a socially attractive reputation—to be valued, desired, admired, and, at times, 

feared by others—was essential to our ancestors’ survival and reproductive success. 

Throughout our evolutionary history, we human beings have depended upon our ability 
to form and maintain alliances through cooperation, conformity to group values, and the 

inhibition of self-interest when collective goals are at stake.

Because of our basic need to belong and the costs entailed by social rejection, 

reputation management became a serious adaptive problem, and one that was magnified 

by the presence of language. Language allows for the rapid and widespread dissemination 

of social information, and language may be used to manipulate the reputations of others. 

These adaptive challenges may have served as selection pressures for the evolution of 

information-management mechanisms, or psychological mechanisms for controlling, 

monitoring, and influencing the transmission of reputational information about the self 

and genetic kin. Arguably, our ancestors were composed of those individuals who 

successfully controlled the distribution of information about themselves within their 

social networks, whereas those who failed to effectively manage their reputational 

information were rejected for important social and reproductive roles.

In this paper, I examine the claim that human beings evolved a suite of 

information-management mechanisms as a result of the selection pressures imposed by 

language and the need to maintain a socially rewarding reputation. This suite of 

mechanisms would have included two classes of information-management mechanisms: 

(a) transmission mechanisms, or mechanisms for promoting the dissemination of positive
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information about the self or genetic kin, and (b) retention mechanisms, or mechanisms 

for preventing the dissemination of negative information about the self or genetic kin. In 

addition to exploring the nature and function of these two categories of information- 

management mechanisms, I also investigate the role of shame and other social emotions 

(e.g., guilt) in the deployment of these mechanisms.

Overview of chapters
In Chapter 1, I present the theoretical and empirical underpinnings of an 

evolutionary psychological approach to information management. First, I outline the 

fundamental components of this theoretical approach and discuss how it differs from 

other theoretical perspectives (e.g., impression management theory). Next, I present an 

evolutionary definition of gossip, discuss the putative functions of gossip, and elucidate 

the adaptive problem posed by gossip. Next, 1 review evidence for the existence of 

retention mechanisms, including secrecy, selective disclosure, and mutual concealment. 

Finally, I conclude by outlining several testable hypotheses that are addressed in the 

remaining chapters, generated by the evolutionary framework.

In Chapter 2, I investigate the hypothesis that people are sensitive to transmission 

cues (cues suggestive of personal information transmission) and modify their behavior 

prosocially in response to these cues. I report findings from two experimental studies I 

conducted that investigated how concerns about information transmission (i.e., gossip 

concerns) and being identified (i.e., reputational concerns) promote altruistic behavior— 

both in terms of generosity (Study 1) and altruistic punishment (Study 2). In these 

studies, I also explore people’s causal reasoning about their economic behavior and the 

emotions motivating their decisions.

An evolutionary perspective makes specific predictions about the general content 

domains of people’s distressing secrets. Specifically, an evolutionary perspective 

suggests that people are likely to conceal information pertaining to three universal stigma 

domains: health, mating, and social exchange. In Chapter 3, I review a series of three 

studies that tested this evolutionary hypothesis, using an exploratory factor analysis and 

validity testing methodology. I argue that the findings from these studies provide 

preliminary support for a coevolutionary model of secrecy and stigmatization.
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An evolutionary perspective suggests that secrecy is universal and adaptive, in 

that it helps individuals defend against relational aggression (e.g., gossip, social 

exclusion). However, previous evidence suggests chronically concealing a range of 

personal information is linked to maladaptive psychological health. In Chapter 4,1 review 

findings from a pilot study that suggests self-concealment (or being secretive as a 

personality trait), but not secrecy (or the process of keeping secrets) per se, is associated 

with a range of maladaptive interpersonal outcomes, including perceived relational 

victimization, low social support, and having a disconnected social network.

If secrecy is used ultimately to defend against social rejection, then individuals 

who readily expect to be rejected by others may be more prone to concealment than 

individuals who do not readily anticipate rejection. However, in many contemporary 

interpersonal settings (e.g., when disclosing on the Internet), rejection-sensitive 

individuals may be less inhibited with their personal information. These hypotheses were 
tested in a series of studies reported in Chapter 5. High and low rejection-sensitive 

participants were asked to provide sensitive, personal information in either a public (low 

anonymity) or private (high anonymity) survey. The findings highlight the moderating 

role of personality and contextual factors in the expression of concealment behavior.

In Chapter 6, I examine the role of specific “self-conscious” emotions in the 

process of concealment and self-disclosure. Previous research has linked shame with a 

tendency to withdraw and a desire to hide from others, whereas guilt has been linked with 

a desire to make amends. In this chapter, I demonstrate how the contrastive action- 

tendencies of guilt and shame differentially motivate judgments and behavior related to 

personal information management, including endorsements of secrecy, self-disclosure, 

and engagement in public artwork displays among Northern Irish artists—a population 

often faced with decisions about public engagement. In Chapter 7, I explore another, 

putative action-tendency of shame: motivations to promote the self. Through a series of 

three studies, I test the assumption that shame not only promotes submissive forms of 

social behavior (e.g., withdrawal), but in some situations promotes compensatory forms 

of self-enhancement. Finally, Chapter 8 discusses possible future directions for the study 

of information management behavior, guided by an evolutionary theoretical framework.
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1. An Evolutionary Approach to Information Management

Chapter 1: An Evolutionary Approach to Information 
Management

“What is told in the ear of a man is often heard 100 miles away.”
-Chinese Proverb

1. Introduction

In this first chapter. I provide the theoretical foundations for an evolutionary 

approach to information management. I argue that the evolution of language posed a 

source of adaptive problems and opportunities related to the regulation of reputational 

information and the spread of negative gossip. I propose a definition of gossip grounded 

in principles from evolutionary psychology, discuss the putative functions of gossip, and 

demonstrate the utility of an evolutionary approach via an exploratory study. Next, I 
introduce an evolutionary framework for studying information-management behavior. 

This perspective proposes that human beings have evolved a suite of psychological 

mechanisms for controlling the transmission of information towards genetically favorable 

ends. These information-management mechanisms may be organized into two classes: 

retention mechanisms and transmission mechanisms. I review evidence for the existence 

of these mechanisms and discuss the putative design of these mechanisms, drawing from 

an exploratory study I conducted in Northern Ireland. Finally, I conclude by reviewing 

specific hypotheses generated by an evolutionary perspective, which will be addressed in 

the remaining chapters.

1.1. Language evolution and the benefits of language

Human language is an adaptation for communicating information about the 

mental and physical world, and for manipulating the attention of others regarding the 

world (Pinker & Bloom, 1990; Tomasello, 1999). The ability to communicate 

information provided countless benefits for our hunter-gatherer ancestors in multiple 

domains of life. Language enabled the exchange of information about technology (e.g., 

the construction or use of a tool), local ecology (e.g., communicating foraging patterns), 

social life (e.g., reporting the misconduct of group members), collective actions (e.g.,

1



1. An Evolutionary Approach to Information Management

making commitments to a prescribed course of action), and mental life (e.g., making 

promises or threats). Language also served as a mechanism for assisting kin to survive 

and reproduce, by allowing parents to instruct their offspring about potential dangers and 

local customs, rather than children having to learn through costly trial-and-error (Pinker, 

1997). Finally, language enhanced our ancestors’ ability to advance their social goals 

through the verbal manipulation of other people’s attention in directions that served our 

ancestors' genetic interests.1

Although there is some controversy about the adaptive function of language (see 

Pinker & Bloom, 1990), there is even less agreement about what selection pressures 

facilitated the evolution of language (c.f., Bickerton, 1990; Burling, 2005; Deacon, 1997; 

Dunbar, 1996; Miller, 2000; Pinker, 2003; Tomasello, 1999). One possibility is that 

human language evolved out of the vocalizations of early primates as a mechanism for 
bonding together the large social groups in which our human ancestors inhabited 

(Dunbar, 1993, 1996, 2003, 2004). According to the so-called social gossip theory, put 

forth by Dunbar (1996), the main fitness benefit of language was its usefulness as a 

mechanism for bonding together individual members of a group through the exchange of 

social information (e.g., mating behavior, changes to the status hierarchy, etc)—or 

“gossip” (broadly defined).

In this evolutionary model, human language is likened to the social grooming 

behavior of nonhuman primates (i.e., monkeys and great apes). In nonhuman primate 

species, tactile grooming is the principal mechanism for bonding individuals, forming 

coalitions, and reducing conflict between group members (Dunbar, 1991; Manson, Rose, 

Perry, & Gros-Louis, 1999). Grooming has a calming effect on the recipient (through the 

release of endogenous opiates), and it is used as a tradable service that may be exchanged 

for other goods (e.g., foodstuff) between grooming partners (de Waal, 2003). Indeed, the 

amount of time primates spend grooming ingroup members is highly correlated with 

group size (Dunbar, 1993). Group size is also strongly correlated with neocortex size— 

the part of the brain associated with executive functioning (e.g., working memory,

1 Of course, language could not have performed these functions without the aid of other social cognitive 
capacities (e.g., joint attention) supporting our deep understanding of other persons as mental agents with 
communicative intentions, and whose behavior is governed by desires and beliefs (see Lohmann, 
Tomasello, & Meyer, 2005; Origgi & Sperber, 1998; Tomasello, 1999).
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inhibition, planning) and social cognition (e.g., face recognition, theory of mind)—with 

larger group sizes among species with larger neocortical structures (Dunbar, 1992; Kudo 

& Dunbar, 2001). This perhaps reflects an increased capacity for coping with the 

complexities of group living (e.g., tracking exchange histories; inhibiting sexual and 

aggressive impulses) among larger brain primates (Bjorklund & Kipp, 2002; Dunbar, 

2003; Humphrey, 1976).

According to Dunbar (1993), language evolved because it performed the same 

function as social grooming (namely, bonding), only it performed it much better. 

Whereas social grooming functions as a bonding mechanism through the reduction of 

social anxiety, language functions as a bonding mechanism through the exchange of 

gossip (or information about the behavior and traits of ingroup members), which 

enhanced our ancestors’ ability to make adaptive social decisions (e.g., avoid cheaters, 

locate reliable mating partners, etc). In other words, language served as an information- 

acquisition device, and as such it introduced major savings in terms of the amount of time 
needed to spend gathering social information. Instead of depending solely on direct 

observation, as nonhuman primates do, language made it possible for our human 

ancestors to learn about important changes in their social networks for which they were 

physically absent, and about which they would have otherwise remained ignorant. 

Consistent with this perspective, research on naturally occurring conversations has found 

that people spend much of their time (between six and twelve hours, on average) in 

conversation with others (Emler, 1994), and about two-thirds of conversation time, on 

average, is devoted to social topics or statements about the characteristics or relationships 

of the speaker or listeners (Dunbar, Duncan & Marriott, 1997).

The increase in social information that was made available as a result of language 

led to many adaptive benefits for our human ancestors. First, language enhanced our 

ancestors’ ability to monitor and punish ingroup cheaters (or members who fail to return 

favors or who are unreliable in social exchange) and ingroup free riders (or members 

who consume, but fail to contribute to, public goods) who threatened the security and 

welfare of the group (Dunbar, 2004). Indeed, findings from economic game theory 

suggest that when members of a group of mobile actors are allowed to exchange 

information about the decisions of other group members with whom they have interacted.

3
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individuals who fail to cooperate are punished (e.g., rejected as interactive partners), and, 

as a result, cooperation flourishes (Enquist & Leimar, 1993; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998).

Second, language enhanced our ancestors’ ability to learn from the mistakes and 

successes of others; that is, language enhanced social learning. This would have been 

particularly useful in the social realm. Language would have led to improvements in 

discriminate sociality or the discrimination of interaction partners based on hidden or 

perceivable characteristics of potential fitness costs/benefits (Alexander, 1987; Cottrell, 

Neuberg, & Li, 2007; Kurzban & Leary, 2001). Through the exchange of information 

about potentially dangerous (e.g., contagious, unpredictable) or beneficent (e.g., 

successful, reliable) group members, language would have assisted our ancestors towards 

the attainment of beneficial social interactions. Indeed, findings from several lines of 

research suggest people utilize communicated information to protect their genetic 

interests by avoiding or managing costly interactions with others. For example, in the 

context of a continuous economic game (e.g.. Prisoner’s Dilemma game), when players 

are allowed to choose their partners based on available reputational information of 

potential partners, players will compete for partners who in the past were generous and 

reliable, and reject those who were uncooperative and unreliable (Barclay & Wilier, 

2007; Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006). These findings suggests that communications influence 

people’s beliefs about the potential costs of an interaction (e.g., being cheated)—beliefs 

which people act upon in the service of their genetic interests.

Third, language would have enhanced our ancestors’ ability to deceive others 

through misleading communications. Language contains a greater potential for deceptive 

communication than other forms of communication (Emler, 1994). In conjunction with 

theory of mind (or the ability to reason about the epistemic content of other people’s 

minds, particularly that people can have false beliefs or beliefs that differ from one’s 

own), language provided our ancestors with a mechanism for intentionally planting false 

beliefs in the minds of others. This capacity would have been invaluable in intrasexual 

and intersexual competition, as a means of eluding punishment for social deviance 

(Byrne & Whiten, 1988; Wilson, Near, & Miller, 1996). For example, a person who 

knows their partner is ignorant about an ongoing sexual affair might lie about how they 

are spending their time while their partner is away or their reasons for returning home

4
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late. However, without the ability to represent a partner’s ignorance (a component of 

theory of mind) or to manipulate a partner’s beliefs about one’s actions, this type of 

deception would not be possible.

Fourth, language would have enhanced the broadcast efficiency of 

communicating costly signals. According to costly signaling theory (Miller, 2000; 

Roberts, 1998; Zahavi, 1977), behaviors or traits that are difficult to produce, or difficult 

to fake because of their production costs, serve as reliable (or “honest”) signals of an 

underlying quality (e.g., genetic fitness). Big-game hunting (Hawkes & Bliege Bird, 

2002), contributing extravagantly to a public feast (Smith & Bliege Bird, 2000), 

performing elaborate religious rituals (Sosis & Alcorta, 2003), and creating beautiful 

poetry or jazz music (Miller, 2000) have all been proposed as “honest” signals because 

they require great skill, incur great costs, and cannot be easily imitated by those who lack 

the requisite skills or resources. By engaging in costly acts, individuals signal to others 

their value as desirable mates or allies (Miller, 2000). However, in order for costly 

displays to work, the signaler must first attract an audience that will appreciate and 

respond to the signal. Language enhances the broadcast efficiency (i.e., the number of 

observers attracted with each signal) of costly signals because through gossip third parties 

become recipients of signals performed in their absence (Smith, 2003). Thus, with the 

evolution of language, the broadcast efficiency of costly signals (e.g., public altruism) 

was magnified, in that a greater number of individuals were eligible recipients of the 

signal.

In short, however language evolved, the social benefits of language were 

numerous. Because of the vast benefits entailed by language as a mechanism for 

communication and information gathering, theorists have mostly overlooked the 

challenges language imposed on our human ancestors. However, as is true of all 

adaptations, language introduced both costs and benefits for our ancestors (for a 

discussion of the constraints on optimal design, see Buss, Haselton, Shackelford, Bleske, 

& Wakefield, 1998). Although the benefits of language, on average, out-weighed the
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costs,2 the problems introduced by language evolution may have spawned further 

psychological adaptations, as our ancestors adjusted to the novel social landscape brought 

about by language use and theory of mind.

1.2. Language and reputation management

The adaptive problems imposed by language for our human ancestors would have 

occurred specifically in the domain of reputation management. Reputation management 

refers to both the need to maintain and the process of maintaining a socially rewarding 

reputation in a context of language users. Reputation refers to “knowledge about an 

individual's typical behavior based on knowledge of that individual’s past behavior” 

(Russell, Call, & Dunbar, 2008, p. 108). By extension, reputational information is any 

information about an individual that would aid in predicting how that individual might 

behave in the future or in future interactions. Reputational information can be accurate or 

inaccurate (i.e., true or false) to the extent that it reliably predicts the character or 

behavior patterns of an individual.

In nonhuman primates, who lack referential communication, reputational 

information is obtained exclusively through direct observation of an individual. However, 

in humans, reputational information may be obtained indirectly or vicariously through 

language (or “gossip” broadly defined) (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). Although 

reputational information gathered through language may be less reliable than direct 

observation (see section 2.7. Gossip and deception below), without language people 

would be incredibly ignorant about the activities that occur within their social networks, 

as is the case with monkeys and great apes (Dunbar, 1993).

Reputational information is a vital resource for social animals, such as primates, 

who live in complex social networks and who depend on reputational information to 

predict the future behavior of group members. This is especially true for humans, whose 

societies are some of the largest and most complex in the animal kingdom (Richerson & 

Boyd, 1998). Humans depend heavily on reputational information because our survival 

depends greatly on our capacity for cooperation, or the coordination of collective action

2 Adopting the parlance of Williams (1966), another way of saying this is that language increased the 
“average effectiveness” of the human phenotype, given the environmental conditions in which human 
beings evolved.
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for mutual benefit (Smith, 2003). Because human societies are so large and complex, it is 

virtually impossible for individual members to be present for many of the important 

exchanges that occur within their social network. Instead, we depend heavily on the 

exchange of reputational information or “gossip" to learn about the character and past 

behavior of conspecifics.

The utility of reputational information for enforcing group norms and deterring 

free riders has been studied by evolutionary and economic game theorists. In general, 

this research has shown that when reputational information is made available to 

individuals in the context of iterated social encounters, cooperative individuals are 

rewarded (e.g., are chosen as exchange partners), whereas uncooperative individuals are 

punished or ostracized (Barclay & Wilier, 2007; Fehr & Gachter, 2002; Milinski, 

Semmann, & Krambeck, 2002; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998; Semmann, Krambeck, & 

Milinski, 2004; Van Vugt, Roberts, & Hardy, 2007; Wedekind & Braithwaite, 2002; 

Wedekind & Milinski, 2000). Even in anonymous, one-shot economic encounters (e.g., 

Internet-based transactions), individuals seek out third-party information about potential 

partners (e.g., buyers or sellers on eBay) before conducting business with them (Resnick, 

Zeckhauser, Friedman, & Kuwabara, 2000; Resnick, Zeckhauser, Swanson, & 

Lockwood, 2006). Likewise, recent ethnographic findings suggest that, among small- 

scale hunter-gatherer societies, generous individuals are often rewarded (e.g., with more 

food) from group members who learn about their altruistic deeds (Gurven, Allen-Arave, 

Hill, & Hurtado, 2000; Smith & Bliege Bird, 2000). In contrast, selfish individuals or 

overly aggressive individuals are often punished by ingroup members (Boehm, 2000), 

both in economic game situations (see Chapter 2; Barclay, 2006; Fehr & Fischbacher, 

2004; Fehr & Gachter, 2002) and real-life settings (e.g., workplace; Kurland & Felled, 

2000).

The phenomenon of rewarding cooperative behavior and punishing uncooperative 

behavior based on reputational information is known as indirect reciprocity (Alexander, 

1987; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998). Although indirect reciprocity occurs frequently among 

humans, only precursors of indirect reciprocity have been found among nonhuman 

primates. For example, chimpanzees (but not bonobos, gorillas, or orangutans) have been 

shown to prefer a “nice” social actor, compared to a “nasty” social actor, based on
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observations of the actor’s interactions with others (Russell et al., 2008). Although the 

gathering of reputational information is a vital activity for all social animals, for human 

beings the ability to exchange reputational information via language posed an adaptive 

problem or obstacle to our species’ reproductive fitness (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992). The 

adaptive problem entailed managing one’s own reputational information within one’s 

group in a manner that was beneficial for one’s reproductive fitness (for a model of the 

adaptive problem caused by gossip, see Figure 1.1).

a

b

Figure 1.1. The adaptive problem of gossip, (a) In the absence of referential 
communication, actor B cannot communicate reputational information about actor A; 
however, third parties (C) may observe actor A helping or hurting B. (b) With the 
evolution of language, actor B can communicate reputational information about A, 
increasing the likelihood of third-party punishment or admiration of A.
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1.3. Information management

The need to manage one’s own reputational information and the process of 

managing one’s own reputational information may be referred to as information 

management (Bering & Shackelford, 2004; Piazza & Bering, 2009). More specifically, 

information management refers to the process by which one controls, influences, and 

constrains the transmission of reputational information about oneself, kin or allies. 

Information management represents the inverse problem of discriminate sociality. 

Discriminate sociality entails the problem of discriminating between socially-mediated 

fitness costs and benefits (e.g., detecting cheaters or individuals who pose a threat to 

one’s survival). In contrast, information management entails the detection of traits or 

characteristics in oneself that may pose fitness costs or benefits for others, and the control 
of this information once it is detected.

Previous perspectives on information management have focused mainly on the 

management of possessing a concealable stigma or devalued characteristic, such as being 

in possession of a stigmatized identity (e.g., having a non-heterosexual identity; Cain, 

1991; Clair, Beatty, & Maclean, 2005), psychological disorder (e.g., eating disorder; 

Smart & Wegner, 1999), criminal history (May, 2000), or communicable disease (e.g., 

AIDS; Derlega, Winstead, Greene, Serovich, & Elwood. 2002; Levy, Laska, Abelhauser, 

et ah, 1999). These perspectives have generally been concerned with (i) the health 

outcomes of possessing a hidden, stigmatized trait (Beals, Peplau, & Gable, 2009; Cole, 

Kemeny, & Taylor, 1997; Cole, Kemeny, Taylor, & Visscher, 1996), (ii) the strategies 

people employ for managing their marginalized identities (Clair et ah, 2005), or (iii) the 

psychological consequences of concealing a stigmatized trait or personal secret from 

others (Kelly & Kahn, 1994; Kelly, Klusas, von Weiss, & Kenny, 2001; Lane & 

Wegner, 1995; Major & Gramzow, 1999; Pachankis, 2007; Pennebaker, 1985, 1990; 

Smart & Wegner, 1999). However, no perspective to date has considered the process of 

information management from an evolutionary perspective—that is, in terms of the distal 

or evolutionary causes of information-management behavior and the adaptive problems 

for which information management evolved to solve (Buss, 2004; Tooby & Cosmides,
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1992). Thus, an evolutionary perspective may offer new insight into the causes and 

functions of human information-management strategies.

1.4. Information management theory

Recently, my colleagues and I formulated a framework for the study of 

information management behavior based on the principles of evolutionary psychology3 4 

—a perspective which we refer to as information management theory (or IMT for short; 

Bering & Bjorklund, 2007; Bering & Shackelford, 2004; Ingram, Piazza, & Bering, 2009; 

Piazza & Bering, 2009). According to this perspective, human beings evolved a suite of 

psychological mechanisms (or decision rules'^) for controlling the dissemination of 

reputational information about oneself or one’s kin in the service of one’s inclusive 

fitness (or genetic interests5); for example, psychological mechanisms for preventing the 

exposure of information that might lead to ostracism or punishment from ingroup 

members. In this formulation, there are two basic categories of information-management 

mechanisms: (i) retention mechanisms or strategies for preventing the exposure or spread 

of reputational information that is likely to damage one’s inclusive fitness (e.g., that one 

has a communicable disease or reneges on promises), and (ii) transmission mechanisms

3 Evolutionary psychology, as a discipline, combines the principles of Darwinian natural selection with 
specific evolutionary subtheories, such as inclusive fitness theory, parental investment theory, strategic 
interference theory, error management theory, prehistoric dangers theory, etc, which provide evolutionary 
psychology much of its predictive and heuristic value (Conway & Schaller, 2002; DeKay & Buss, 1992; 
Kenrick, 2001).
4 In the parlance of evolutionary psychology, “decision rules” are rules (e.g., if-then rules) for transforming 
input (or information) into behavioral output or physiological activity. Decision rules are utilized by 
psychological mechanisms or mechanisms in the human nervous system that are instantiated during 
ontogeny and that evolved, historically, through natural or sexual selection. Psychological mechanisms are 
not “pre-formed,” but interact with environmental input. They take in a delimited range of input, either 
from inside the organism (e.g., from other brain mechanisms) or from the organism’s environment, and 
convert this input, using decision rules, into behavioral output or physiological activity that either improves 
or impedes the overall adaptive success of the organism. Because the input domain of decision rules are 
constrained (some are more constrained than others), they are exquisitely context-dependent, operating in 
some contexts, but not others, to produce ecologically-bounded, adaptive behavior (for more discussion, 
see Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2002; Buss, 2004; Geary & Huffman, 2002; Schmitt & Pilcher, 2004; Tooby & 
Cosmides, 1992).
5 By “genetic interests,” or “reproductive fitness” (Darwin, 1859), I mean the likelihood that an individual 
will become a parent and a grandparent, and therefore pass on his or her traits (encoded in genes) to 
offspring. Contemporary evolutionary theorists, since Hamilton (1964), have used the term “inclusive 
fitness” to refer more broadly to both Darwin’s concept of reproductive fitness and the notion that one’s 
reproductive fitness may be served by helping copies of one’s genes (that are housed to varying degrees in 
genetic relatives) to replicate or pass into the next generation (see Dawkins, 1976).
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or strategies for promoting the exposure or spread of reputational information that is 

likely to improve one's inclusive fitness (e.g., that one is generous or highly skilled).

Table 1.1 depicts a hypothesized taxonomy of information-management 

mechanisms. Examples of putative retention mechanisms include secrecy or concealment 

(the active concealment of material from others), selective disclosure (limiting one’s self

disclosures or confessions to trusted allies or kin), and mutual concealment (the 

disclosure and concealment of deleterious personal information between close allies). 

Examples of putative transmission mechanisms include public altruism (engaging in 

altruistic behavior when others are present or are likely to talk to others), self-promotion 

(behavior or communications that convey positive material about oneself), and name- 

dropping (communicating one’s affiliation with powerful or desirable allies). Of course, 

this taxonomy is not exhaustive; for example, many of these putative mechanisms (e.g., 

secrecy) may be divided into subcategories (e.g., denials are a form of concealment; for 

other examples, see section 3.3.Concealment strategies below).

Table 1.1. Information management mechanisms: Retention mechanisms and 
transmission mechanisms

Information Management Mechanisms

Retention mechanisms Transmission mechanisms

Secrecy (Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6) Public altruism (Chapter 2)
Selective disclosure (Chapter 1, 8) Self-promotion (Chapter 7)
Mutual concealment Name-dropping

Information management theory shares many common elements with impression 

management theory (Leary, 1995; Schlenker & Weigold, 1992), which proposes that 

people present themselves to others in ways that advance their immediate social goals 

(e.g., being seen as competent by an employer). In contrast to impression management 

theory, however, IMT proposes an evolutionary framework for understanding why people 

are motivated to communicate or conceal certain kinds of information. Moreover, unlike 

impression management theory, IMT proposes that human beings have evolved domain- 

specific or context-sensitive psychological mechanisms for deciding when and with 

whom to communicate reputational information. According to IMT, these psychological
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mechanisms bias decision-making towards adaptive ends; for example, by motivating 

concealment of fitness-relevant information (see Chapter 3), promoting disclosure of 

sensitive material to genetic kin (i.e., selective disclosure), or the concealment of 

sensitive material pertaining to genetic kin (see Chapter 8).

In contrast to IMT, impression management theory focuses mainly on the ways in 

which individuals present themselves to audiences when pursuing one’s immediate social 

goals (Schlenker & Weigold, 1992). In this formulation, self-presentational strategies 

refer to the tactics (e.g., ingratiation) people use to bring about their desired interpersonal 

goals (Jones, 1990; Leary, 1995; see Table 1.2 for a list of important terminology and 

definitions). People employ different kinds of self-presentational strategies and exert 

different levels of control over their self-presentations based on various factors, including 

(a) the situational goals and motivations involved (e.g., attracting a mate versus appearing 

competent), (b) the relevance of the situation for the actor’s identity goals, and (c) the 
actor’s beliefs about achieving the desired impression (Baumeister, 1982; Schlenker & 

Weigold, 1992; Tyler & Feldman, 2004).

Information management theory focuses on the ultimate causes (or evolutionary 

goals) involved in communicating or withholding personal information. That is, IMT 

makes the novel assumption that people’s information-management goals are constrained 

by psychological mechanisms designed by natural selection to process information 

related to specific adaptive problems—namely, controlling and monitoring the spread of 

fitness-relevant, reputational information within one’s social group. Arguably, ancestral 

individuals who successfully monitored and controlled reputational information within 

their groups functioned better. They would have avoided costly punishment and secured 

the affections of group members. In addition, they would have been better equipped to 

produce viable offspring and pass on their genes (Ingram et ah, 2009). In other words, the 

developmental programs for the expression of information-management mechanisms are 

assumed to be encoded in genes that were inherited from ancestral humans. These 

psychological traits were retained in the human genome due to the beneficial effects they 

had for our ancestors’ survival and reproduction across evolutionary time.
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Table 1.2. Table of important terminology and definitions
Term Definition

Reputation Knowledge people have about a person’s typical 
behavior based on the person’s past behavior or inferred 
character and is relevant for ongoing social exchange

Reputational information Any information about a person that might aid in 
predicting how the individual might behave in future 
interactions

Information management The process of managing one’s reputational information 
through (a) the detection of fitness costs/benefits in 
oneself, and (b) the control of information about 
detected fitness costs/benefits in oneself

Retention mechanisms Mechanisms for preventing the exposure or spread of 
fitness-damaging reputational information, such as 
secrecy

Transmission mechanisms Mechanisms for promoting the exposure or spread of 
fitness-enhancing reputational information, such as 
public altruism

Transmission threats Circumstances or environmental cues that over 
evolutionary time were indicative of potential 
information transmission

Self presentational strategies Behavioral tactics used to accomplish desired 
interpersonal goals

1.5. Information management and theory of mind

Information management implies the control of personal information. In contrast, 

the undesirable exposure of personal information may be described as a breach of 

privacy, and the subsequent communication of this information by third parties represents 

a transmission threat. Transmission threats refer to environmental cues that over 

evolutionary time were indicative of information transmission or circumstance in which 

information transmission was possible. Transmission threats are a subclass of social 

threats, unique to Homo sapiens, in that they are derived from our unique capacity for
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theory of mind and referential communication—capacities not present in our closest 

living relatives, the chimpanzees {Pan trogolodytes\ see Bering & Bjorklund, 2007; 

Povinelli & Bering, 2002).6 An appreciation of transmission threats requires an 

understanding that others are active producers and consumers of reputational information, 

which may be obtained not only through direct observation, but indirectly through 

referential communication (gossip) as well (Hill & Pillow, 2006; Sodian, 1988; see 

section 2.6. Gossip, reputations, and theory of mind below).

The cognitive mechanisms supporting the detection and management of 

transmission threats are believed to be panhuman, cognitive specializations that evolved 

long after we shared a common ancestor with the great apes, approximately 5-7 million 

years ago (Bering & Shackelford, 2004). As with all psychological adaptations, these 

specialized, cognitive mechanisms would have built upon preexisting structures—such as 

the emotion/motivational systems underlying threat detection (LeDoux, 1998; Lieberman 

& Eisenberger, 2009)—already in place in the genetic lineage leading to our species. 

However, the cognitive machinery for information management would have focused 

attentional resources on transmission threats. Moreover, rather than devoting a limited 

supply of resources to monitoring an endless stream of personal information, the putative 

information-management system would have evolved to restrict its operations to fitness- 

relevant input related to the “self’7 (see Chapter 3). Emotions function to constrain 

attentional resources towards detecting fitness-relevant events, and by motivating 

adaptive responses to those events (e.g., predatory stimuli motivate a startle reflex in

Povinelli and Bering (2002) argue that the human capacity to reason about the epistemic content of other 
people’s minds was “stamped” into an older, analogous cognitive system that evolved prior to the Homo 
line for predicting the goals of conspecifics on the basis of observable behaviors. In addition to reasoning 
about the goals of conspecifics, however, human beings have—alongside the capacity to reason about 
desires and goals—the unique cognitive capacity to represent the epistemic states of conspecifics. Thus, for 
example, unlike chimpanzees, human beings within their second or third year of development come to 
appreciate that the act of “seeing” (i.e., gazing at a particular aspect of the world) leads to “knowing” (i.e., 
forming a mental representation of the world; O’Neill, Astington, & Flavell, 1992; Wimmer, Hogrefe, & 
Perner, 1988), and that someone absent for an event remains ignorant of the event unless they gain 
perceptual access to this information (O’Neill. 1996; Povinelli & Bering, 2002). Although controversial, 
chimpanzees and other great apes, under controlled laboratory settings, seem to fail to appreciate that 
perceptual access is necessary for an understanding of the world (Povinelli, Bering, & Giambrone, 2000), 
or that individuals absent for an event lack knowledge of the event (Povinelli & O’Neill, 2000).

71 use the term “self’ here to refer to the content of people’s thoughts about themselves as represented in 
the minds of others, which implies both a capacity for objective self-awareness and theory of mind (see 
Leary, 2007).
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animals; Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; LeDoux, 1998). Thus, the information-management 

system may have recruited ancient emotion systems in the service of detecting 

transmission threats; for example, detecting undesirable attributes about oneself that
o

could be publicly exposed. Psychological mechanisms of this kind would have helped 

our ancestors pursue fundamental social goals, such as avoiding stigmatization and 

rejection, and may have operated by (a) deploying perceptual resources to alert the 

individual about undesirable characteristics detected in oneself, and (b) mobilizing 

behavioral responses aimed at preventing others from acquiring this information or 

transmitting it to others.

1.6. Summary

In what follows, I explore the IMT claim that human beings have evolved a suite 

of information-management mechanisms. In this chapter, I focus on one class of 

information-management mechanisms—retention mechanisms or, more specifically, 

secrecy, selective disclosure, and mutual concealment. I review the literature on the form 

and function of each of these mechanisms, and use preliminary findings from an 
exploratory study I conducted in Northern Ireland to test various questions raised by the 

evolutionary model. In this study, 50 Northern Irish college students (30 females, 20 

males; mean age = 19.9) answered a pencil-and-paper questionnaire entitled “Managing 

Personal Information Questionnaire” for UK £5 (~US $9) compensation (see Appendix 

A, for informed consent materials used in the study). All participants identified as either 

Irish (58%) or British (38%) or both (4%), and participation occurred in a laboratory 

room alone or in small groups.

Before reviewing the literature on human concealment behavior, however, I first 

present an evolutionary approach to “gossip”—a construct central to the present 

perspective.

2. Gossip in evolutionary psychological perspective

8 Bering (2008) termed the negative affective state associated with someone else knowing about the seifs 
undesirable attributes as “epistemic social anxiety.”
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Gossip (defined broadly as “talk about absent parties”) embodies the adaptive 

problem posed by language evolution. Information management theory proposes that 

gossip posed an adaptive problem for our human ancestors (Figure 1.1), and, as a result, 

human beings evolved a suite of adaptive strategies for dealing with gossip. However, in 

order to assess the validity of this claim, it is essential to first establish what gossip is, 

what its functions are, and how exactly it poses such an adaptive problem.

2.1. An evolutionary definition of gossip

A general definition of gossip might include any communications about the 

behavior or traits of human beings or human interactions made in the subject’s absence 

(Dunbar et al., 1997; Emler, 1994). However, such a broad definition has little scientific 

value. In contrast, an evolutionary psychological perspective offers a more restrictive 

definition of gossip—one that is likely to prove empirically useful.
An evolutionary psychological perspective suggests that human beings have 

evolved preferences for certain types of social information due to recurrent differences in 

the kinds of information that helped our human ancestors solve adaptive problems and 

improve their genetic fitness (Barkow, 1992; Buss, 1989; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; 

Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Maner, Kenrick, Becker, et al., 2003). From this perspective, a 

scientific definition of gossip would restrict its use to information about a person (or 

persons) that activates strong emotions (e.g., surprise, interest, outrage, amusement, 

admiration, or contempt) in audiences. Thus, we might define “gossip” as the 

transmission of novel social information that pertains to important evolutionary domains 

(e.g., mate selection, social exchange) for which people have evolved to pay close 

attention. This is consistent with Barkow’s (1992) definition of gossip as social 

information that had significance for the inclusive fitness of ancestral human beings.9

Put more bluntly, gossip is communicated social information that people find 

interesting for reasons having to do with our evolved psychology. Consistent with this 

position, research from evolutionary psychology suggests that human beings have

9 Or, to quote Barkow, “the psychophysical cues that would have triggered [the] same mechanisms under 
Pleistocene conditions...[for example] gossip should tend to focus on sexual activities and skill, political 
activities, reputation about reliability in social exchange, health and physical condition, births and deaths, 
and factors affecting the relative standing of others (including the control of resources)” (1992, p. 630).
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evolved attentional biases that respond quickly and automatically (i.e., early in the stream 

of processing) to emotional social stimuli (e.g., attractive female faces) pertaining to 

domains that were recurrently important for men and women’s inclusive fitness (e.g., 

mate selection, social learning; Maner, DeWall, & Galliot, 2008; Maner, Gailliot, & 

DeWall, 2007; Maner et ah, 2003). Emotional social information activates regions of the 

brain implicated in early-stream processing or preconscious attention (e.g., amygdala, 

thalamus, superior temporal sulcus; Norris, Chen, Zhu, Small, & Cacioppo, 2004). The 

search for information is constrained by time and energic costs (Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & 

Linsenmeier, 2002); however, stimuli related to recurrent survival threats or reproductive 

opportunities have been selected by evolution to become automatic triggers of attention 

(Ohman, Flykt, & Esteves, 2001). By drawing attention to fitness-relevant, social stimuli, 

these preconscious mechanisms of social perception increased our ancestors’ chances of 

surviving to reproductive age and producing viable offspring (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000).

Thus, an evolutionary psychological perspective offers an empirically useful 

approach to the study of gossip. In particular, it spawns testable hypotheses about the 

kinds of social information people desire or pursue when gossiping about the conduct and 

traits of other people. For example, an evolutionary perspective suggests that men and 

women have evolved to attend to different information about opposite-sex and same-sex 

individuals in fitness-relevant domains due to systematic differences in the kinds of 

information that helped men and women pursue their genetic interests (Haselton & Buss, 

2001). Over evolutionary time, women more than men have had to solve the problem of 

securing a mate’s parental investment in their offspring (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; 

Buss, 1994). Thus, an evolutionary perspective suggests that women should desire 

information about the resource potential a mate more than men. Over evolutionary time 

men, but not women, faced the adaptive problem of being cuckolded by a mate and 

deceived into investing in genetically unrelated offspring (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 

1999; Buss, 1994). Thus, it follows that men, more than women, should pursue 

information about the sexual behavior of a potential mate. Likewise, we might expect the 

same predictions to hold when men and women pursue information about members of the 

same sex, since information in these domains would be useful when competing with 

members of the same sex. In other words, we might expect women to pursue mating
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information about other women, and men to pursue resource potential information about 

other men, for reasons having to do with intrasexual competition (see Buss & Dedden, 

1990).

To test these predictions and demonstrate the usefulness of an evolutionary 

approach to gossip, I conducted a large exploratory study of the kinds of information 

people pursue about media celebrities.10 Two-hundred and six adults (158 females, 48 

males; mean age = 25.83 years) mostly from the United States (84%) and Canada (8%) 

participated in an online study entitled “Celebrity Gossip Survey.” Participants 

nominated one female celebrity and one male celebrity, and then responded to two open- 

ended questions regarding each celebrity: (1) list 2-5 facts you know about the celebrity, 

and (2) list two things you would like to know more about the celebrity. Thus, the study 

was a 2 (participant gender) x 2 (celebrity gender) mixed-measures design, with 

participant gender as the between-subjects variable and celebrity gender as the within- 

subjects variable.

Table 1.3. Response categories, items, and examples given in the Celebrity Gossip 
Survey

Category and Items Examples
Resource potential 

Career
Performances
Skills/abilities
Success/wealth

“How did she get started acting?”; “How much money does 
she make a week?”; “He plays for the Dallas Cowboys”; 
“His first movie was Good Will Hunting”; “Won the NBA 
scoring title last year”; “Having money problems; “Won 
more Razzie Awards than any other actor”; “Play any other 
instruments?”

Mating/offspring 
Mateships (i.e., romantic 
partners)
Mating status
Offspring/pregnancy/
parenting
Physical appearance

“Dating Adam Brody”; “She got divorced twice”; Her 
husband cheated on her”; “Had an affair with Brad Pitt”; 
“She recently lost custody of her two boys”; “She is 
expecting”; “His marriage is not doing so well”; “Father of 
four”; “He claims he is not a great dad”; “Still heartbroken 
about Jessica?”; “Is he married?”; “Does he have any 
children?”; “How many guys has she had sex with?”; “What 
does she look like naked?”

10 As argued by Barkow (1992), media celebrities are generally treated as “parasocial” (or one-way) 
ingroup members (e.g., celebrity gossip). Thus, they represent legitimate targets of gossip.
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Participants’ responses were coded for two relevant domains (resource potential 

and mating/offspring) by the experimenter and an independent rater, separately for 

question (1) and question (2), and later combined (for categories and examples, see Table 

1.3). Every instance of a category was assigned a score of 1 (no instance = 0). Multiple 

instances were accumulated. The interrater agreement (Cohen’s kappa) was good for both 

sets of responses (k = .82, k = .75, respectively). The coding procedure produced two 

linear dependent measures: know scores (ranged from 0-5) and desire to know scores 

(ranged from 0-2). It was predicted that male participants would know more and want to 

know more about the resource potential of male celebrities than female celebrities, 

whereas they would know more and want to know more about mating/offspring of female 

celebrities than male celebrities. The same predictions were made about female 

participants.

Table 1.4. Mean know scores and desire to know scores by participant gender (between- 
samples) and celebrity gender (within-samples), and F and t-values of the mixed- 
measures ANOVA

Male Participants Female Participants Between- Within-
Male Female Male Female samples samples

Domain Celebrity Celebrity Celebrity Celebrity F T
Resource potential 

Know 0.79a 0.67a 0.65a 0.54b 2.69 2.38*
Desire to know 0.49a 0.28b 0.38a 0.22b 1.58 3.70***

Mating/offspring
Know 0.72a 0.79a 1.01b 1.38c 15.63*** -4.28***
Desire to know 0.16a 0.26a 0.47b 0.47b 13.00*** -0.31

Note. By row, means with different superscripts are significantly different with alpha set 
at .05. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Negative t-values represent larger means for 
female celebrities than male celebrities

Mean know scores and desire to know scores are presented in Table 1.4, along 

with relevant statistics from the mixed-measures ANOVA. As can be seen regarding the 

within-samples differences, males knew more and wanted to know more about the 

resource potential of male celebrities than female celebrities, and this was also true for 

female participants, confirming expectations. Also as predicted, males knew more and 

wanted to know more about mating/offspring of female celebrities than male celebrities, 

and this was also true for female participants. Moreover, regarding the between-samples
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differences, overall, participants were more interested in the resource potential of male 

celebrities, whereas participants were more interested in mating/offspring of female 

celebrities.

Thus, overall, the findings were largely supportive of the predictions made by the 

evolutionary model. Each between-samples and within-samples difference was in the 

predicted direction, and most of these differences were statistically significant. These 

findings demonstrate the predictive value of an evolutionary psychological perspective, 

and highlight the usefulness of a restrictive definition of gossip focused around categories 

of social infonuation that represent evolutionarily-significant domains of information for 

which human beings have evolved perceptual and emotional biases.

2.2. Functions of gossip

Social and evolutionary psychologists have identified several putative functions 

of gossip (Dunbar, 2004; Foster, 2004; Rosnow, 2001). The most widely held view is that 

gossip provides a social learning function (De Backer, Nelissen, Vyncke, Braeckman, & 

McAndrew, 2007; Wert & Salovey, 2004); that is, gossip serves as a mechanism for 

learning about other people, and, more specifically, for learning what behaviors and traits 

are valued and devalued by ingroup members.

De Backer et al. (2007) obtained evidence in support of the social learning 

function of gossip. They conducted interviews with Flemish (Belgian) adolescents, young 

adults, adults, and elderly people. The authors found that Belgian adolescents and elderly 

have a greater interest in celebrity gossip than do Belgian young adults. In the case of the 

Belgian elderly, however, this interest was limited mostly to specific, local personalities, 

rather than the international celebrities (i.e., movie stars and pop musicians), who are the 

idols of Belgian youth. The authors argue that these age differences can largely be 

explained by differing functions of celebrity gossip at different stages of development: 

that is, young people are mostly learning how to achieve social status from celebrities 

(hence their interest in glamorous international stars), whereas elderly people are mostly 

forming parasocial (or one-way) attachments with specific, often local, celebrities. This 

research highlights a second putative function of gossip, namely, its use as a mechanism
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for bonding together individuals—even individuals who are remote or distant—as 

suggested by Dunbar (1993).

Many theorists have argued that the term “gossip” should be restricted to 

communications that involve either an explicit or implicit evaluation or judgment (Eder 

& Enke, 1991; Foster, 2004; Wert & Salovey, 2004); that is, gossip entails the 

transmission of social information in a manner that conveys a judgment of the action or 

traits of the target. This judgment may be an amoral judgment (e.g., denigrating a 

person’s physical attractiveness), but more usually it is a moral judgment (e.g., the 

condemnation or praise of an action). This evaluative component is what qualifies gossip 

as a policing mechanism or a mechanism for controlling the behavior of group members 

and punishing social deviants (Boehm, 2000; Dunbar, 2004; Enquist & Leimar, 1993).

In Nowak and Sigmund’s (2005) indirect reciprocity model, gossip serves as a 

mechanism for providing third parties with information about the prosocial or antisocial 

behavior of an interactive partner, and several evolutionary models have shown that when 

a modest amount of reputational information is made available to individuals, either 

through observing the actions of others or acquiring reputational information through 

gossip, individuals who fail to reciprocate favors (i.e., cheaters) or who fail to contribute 

to group activities (i.e., free riders) are rejected and ostracized by community members, 

whereas those individuals who do reciprocate favors and contribute to group projects are 

sought out as social exchange partners (Barclay & Wilier, 2007; Milinski et ah, 2002; 

Nowak & Sigmund, 1998; Semmann et ah, 2004; Wedekind & Braithwaite, 2002). 

Moreover, the spread of gossip facilitates punishment of ingroup cheaters and free riders 

by making it easier for group members to identify individuals who recurrently fail to 

cooperate or contribute a public good (Rockenbach & Milinski, 2006).

Gossip that serves to enforce group norms or influence people’s behavior towards 

social norms may be referred to as “reputation gossip” (De Backer et ah, 2007). 

Reputation gossip entails any transmitted information about the behavior or character of 

ingroup members that influences the distribution of social rewards and punishment. 

Evidence gathered by Dunbar et al. (1997) suggests the policing function of gossip may 

be rare, at least in public settings. In their eavesdropping study of people’s naturally 

occurring conversations, they found few instances of reproach or praise of the actions or
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traits of absent third parties. However, Dunbar et al.’s findings may simply reflect the 

infrequency with which violations of social norms occur; that is, people may infrequently 

deviate from social norms exactly because the likelihood and consequences of being 

identified and gossiped about are so very high (more about this in Chapter 2).

Another possible function of gossip is that it helped our ancestors identify and 

select healthy and reliable mating partners through the exchange of mating information or 

information about a person’s sexual behavior, sexual status, or health. This function of 

gossip might be classified as a subtype of the social learning function in that it allows 

individuals to copy the mating strategies or sexual preferences of others, which saves 

individuals time and energy in the search for quality mates. Indeed, research on the use of 

“copying effects” in female mate choice suggest that females (who across the animal 

kingdom tend to be the more “choosy” sex) prefer novel male faces that have been paired 

with females exhibiting an approving expression (smile) rather than neutral or 
disapproving expression (Jones, DeBruine, Little, Burriss, & Feinberg, 2007). Thus, in a 

similar manner, gossip about mating information may aid individuals in their search for a 

desirable mate.11

2.3. Gossip as indirect aggression

Evolutionary psychologists have increasingly taken interest in gossip as a form of 

indirect or relational aggression used in intrasexual competition (Archer & Coyne, 2005; 

Campbell, 1999; Hess & Hagen, 2006a, b; McAndrew, Bell, & Garcia, 2007; McAndrew 

& Milenkovic, 2002). Gossip may be considered a form of indirect aggression in that it 

involves a covert or circuitous attack on a peer (i.e., “back-biting”) as opposed to a direct 

attack, such as, public derogation (Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz, & Kaukiainen, 1992; 

Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Lagerspetz, 1994). Gossip usually occurs in the absence of the 

target person (Fine, 1977), which minimizes the accuser’s chances of being identified and 

retaliated against. Gossip is also a form of relational aggression in that it disrupts the 

target’s relationships (Grotpeter & Crick, 1995). Moreover, gossip is a group activity in

"Another possibility is that gossip does not have any specialized, biological function at all. Rather, human 
beings may gossip simply because language evolved and we have evolved preferences for social 
information (see Bloom, 2004).
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that it entails persuading others about the veracity of one’s evaluation of the target and 

the recruiting of others to take part in a collective attack on the target (Eder & Enke, 

1991; Goodwin. 1980; Hess & Hagen, 2003).

According to Hess and Hagen (2003), gossip functions as a form of relational 

aggression because gossip often has consequences for the target’s reputation, which poses 

a dilemma for the target in the form of possible social exclusion or marginalization. To 

investigate this hypothesis more closely, I had 50 Northern Irish college students recall a 

time they received news about someone from their community or group who committed a 

“social offense” or “objectionable act” (i.e., negative gossip). Participants estimated on 

Likert scales: (a) the number of people they shared the news with, (b) the percentage of 

people from their community that found out about the event, and (c) the extent to which 

the person was treated differently as result of people finding out about the event. They 

also described in what manner the target was treated differently.
Eighty-percent of participants reported sharing the news with at least one other 

person, and half reported sharing it with at least two other people. The majority of 

participants (66%) estimated that half or more than half of their community found out 

about the news (34% estimated less than half). However, the majority of participants 

(65%) also reported that the perpetrator was still a member of the community (35% no 

longer a community member or “not sure”); that is, the majority of gossip targets did not 

experience ostracism from the group. Nevertheless, about half (n = 26; 52%) reported 

that the perpetrator was treated differently by the community to some extent (48% were 

not treated differently or “not sure”).

Table 1.5 presents the ways in which the perpetrator was treated differently as a 

result of negative gossip. As can be seen, ostracism from friends or family was the most 

common negative consequence, followed by loss of trust and loss of respect for the 

perpetrator. Thus, the findings were mostly consistent with the perspective that gossip 

poses a reputational dilemma for the target and therefore may be conceptualized as a 

form of indirect or relational aggression. Gossip spreads rapidly and widely through 

social networks, and often has reputational consequences for the victim in the form of 

loss of trust or respect, and, at times, even ostracism—all of which are liabilities for the 

person’s genetic fitness.
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Table 1.5. Treatment of gossip targets by members of the community
Category Count Percent

Ostracized by friends or family 7 26.9
Trusted less 6 23.1
Damages to reputation or respected less
Excluded from social events or less involved in

5 19.2

community 3 11.5

Continued antagonism toward person or person's 2 7.7family
Gossiped about 1 3.8
No response or unscorable 2 7.7

Total 26 100.0

2.4. Gender differences in aggression

Both men and women compete with same-sex others for access to choice mates 

and resources (Buss, 1988; Campbell, 1999; Geary, 1998). Men and women, however, 

have faced different reproductive challenges over evolutionary time, due to fundamental 
biological differences between the sexes (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; Buss, 1989). 

For example, women exclusively have had to bear the obligatory costs (time and caloric) 
of gestation, parturition, and lactation, whereas men have had to invest minimal resources 

to produce viable offspring (Trivers, 1972). Because of their large obligatory investment 

in offspring, women assume the lion’s share of parental investment (i.e., infant care and 

child-rearing) across all societies (Geary, 1998). Although men invest in child-rearing to 

varying degrees, men’s contributions are generally less than those of women (Geary, 

2005a). Differences in obligatory parental investment have also resulted in somewhat 

different reproductive strategies between the sexes (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; Buss 

& Schmitt, 1993; Gangestad & Simpson, 2000). Since males have virtually no obligatory 

parental investment (at least in a physiological sense), men may improve their 

reproductive fitness simply by increasing their number of mating partners (Buss & 

Schmitt, 1993; Trivers, 1972). Thus, a man’s genetic interests may best be served by 

competing with other men for access to mates and resources that may be used for 

attracting mates (Geary, 1998; Wilson & Daly, 1985). In contrast, a woman’s large 

obligatory investment imposes biological constraints on the number of viable offspring
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she might produce. A woman’s genetic interests are best served then by securing 

resources to invest in a limited number of viable offspring. Thus, women have less to 

gain (in the currency of genetic fitness) in adopting a short-term or indiscriminate 

reproductive strategy (Buss, & Schmitt, 1993).

One consequence of this fundamental difference in parental investment between 

the sexes is that women, who are likely to bear at least one child in their lifetime, have 

more to gain from staying alive (i.e., avoiding unnecessary risks and physical injury) and 

investing in their offspring, than men (Campbell, 1999). In contrast, men—whose 

reproductive success is much more varied than women—have more to gain from taking 

potentially hazardous risks and competing aggressively with other males for access to 

limited resources and choice mates, since the likelihood of reproductive failure for males 

is much greater (Wilson & Daly, 1985). This asymmetry between the probable mating 

outcomes of men and women may explain why men tend to engage in more acts of direct 

violence (e.g., physical assault) with members of the same sex than do women 

(Campbell, 1999, 2005). For example, the vast majority of homicidal offenders and 

victims are young men between the ages of 20 to 40 (Wilson & Daly, 1985). In contrast, 
research recurrently has found that adult men and women engage in acts of indirect or 

covert aggression (e.g., gossiping, back-biting) to an equal degree (Archer & Coyne, 

2005; Richardson & Green, 1999; cf. Hess & Hagen, 2006b).

There are generally three competing theories put forth to explain this gender 

difference in intrasexual competition. First, as outlined above, Campbell (1999) has 

argued that women are more averse to physical risk than men during competition because 

over evolutionary time the health of a mother has been more critical to the offspring's 

survival than the health of a father. Thus, women have more to lose and less to gain—in 

terms of reproductive fitness—by engaging in direct intrasexual competition compared to 

men. Importantly, women are not risk averse when it comes to protecting their offspring 

from harm. In the face of an impending threat to one’s offspring (e.g., male stranger), 

women may be just as likely as men to use direct aggression (J. Hahn-Holbrook, personal 

communication, August 26, 2009).

The second theory of gender differences in aggression is referred to as the social 

sanction model. This model suggests that women are less directly aggressive than men, in
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general, because such aggression is considered gender-role inappropriate in most 

societies. Therefore, females from a very young age are discouraged from engaging in 

direct aggression (see Eagly & Wood, 1999; Richardson & Green, 1999). One problem 

with this model, however, is that it does not explain why women use direct aggression 

equally as men in specific domains, for example, in their sibling and romantic 

relationships (Richardson, 2005).

Finally, a third position is that women are less likely to use direct aggression in 

intrasexual competition, compared to men, because men are more likely to perceive other 

men as potential threats than women are likely to perceive other women as potential 

threats (see Richardson & Green. 1999). This is known as the threat model and it asserts 

that because men are generally larger in stature and physically more powerful than 

women, men are more likely to be perceived as threatening than women. However, this 

theory fails to account for findings that suggest women use direct aggression to the same 
degree in their interactions with men and women (Richardson & Green, 1999).

In contrast to the gender asymmetry in direct aggression, current research 

suggests that both men and women engage in indirect and relational forms of aggression, 

such as negative gossip. This suggests that gossip was (and continues to be) an adaptive 

problem for both sexes.

2.5. Gossip structure and communication biases

Several laboratory and field studies have investigated the structure of gossip 

episodes, and these investigations highlight the adaptive challenge gossip poses for 

victims. Eder & Enke (1991) recorded and analyzed gossip episodes of American 

adolescents between the ages of 10 and 14 years from working-class and lower-class 

families. Their analysis revealed several patterns of adolescent gossip, including: (a) 

initial evaluations of a target usually go unchallenged by participants, (b) most 

participants support the accuser's initial evaluation, (c) high status individuals usually 

initiate (and thus set the agenda for) gossip, (d) when challenges are made, they are 

almost always made by participants that have a status level equal to or higher than the 

accuser, (e) challenges only occur early on (otherwise they do not occur at all), and (f) 

direct experience with the event in question is not necessary for participation. These
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findings suggest that gossip, at least at this developmental stage, may be an effective 

mechanism for manipulating the reputations of competitors.

Interestingly, the potential for language to be used to harm peers’ reputations is 

manifest even before children are aware of the effects on their reputations. Ingram and 

Bering (in press) found that the great majority of preschool children’s talk about peers’ 

behavior consisted of reports of negative behavior, or “tattling.” Moreover, these reports 

often led to punishment of the child whose behavior was reported, and dominant children 

tended to use tattling as a form of indirect aggression to help maintain their social status.

Other aspects of adult gossip suggest that it poses problems for the target person. 

Adults primarily gossip in private, among close friends and family, who are likely to 

support the accuser’s position (Foster, 2004). Indeed, Dunbar et al. (1997) found few 

instances of condemnation or praise in the naturally occurring conversations adults 

conducted in public (e.g., public cafes), and Brenneis’s (1984) ethnography of grog 

(‘’gossip”) in a Fiji Indian rural village revealed that gossip occurred mainly in small, 
private, informal, same-sex groups, rarely exceeding four members. Moreover, findings 

from McAndrew and his colleagues (McAndrew, Bell, & Garcia, 2007; McAndrew & 

Milenkovic, 2002) suggest that people strategically bias the transmission of social 

information so that negative information about competitors and high status people is 

freely distributed, while negative information about allies (e.g., friends and family) is 

retained. In a series of studies, McAndrew et al. presented college students with 

hypothetical gossip statements (positive and negative) and manipulated who the target 

person was from a range of potential allies (friends, relatives, romantic partners) and 

nonallies (rivals, professors, strangers). Then they had participants rank (a) whom they 

would seek more information about, (b) how likely they would be to pass along the 

information, and (c) who they would be most likely to pass the information to. They 

found that, although participants were mostly interested in information about their same- 

sex friends, they reported being most likely to pass along negative gossip about nonallies 

than about allies. The inverse was true for positive gossip; additionally, participants 

reported being more likely to share gossip to allies than to nonallies.

These findings suggest that people are motivated to transmit gossip strategically 

by withholding negative gossip about allies (those with whom one shares genetic interests
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or exchange commitments) while communicating negative gossip about nonallies. They 

also suggest people are motivated to transmit gossip strategically to allies over nonallies. 

However, McAndrew et al.’s findings are based exclusively on people’s estimations of 

their behavior. Thus, it still remains to be seen whether people actually engage in 

strategic social sharing.

To explore this hypothesis further using evidence from actual gossip episodes, I 

had participants in the exploratory study recall a time that they received and passed along 

negative gossip (i.e., news about social deviance) either about (a) a community member 

or stranger (nonally), or (b) a friend or family member (ally). Participants rated the 

number of people they passed along the information to (zero through more than five) and 

indicated from a list of choices their relationship to each recipient.

About half (54%) recalled negative gossip about an ally, and the other half (46%) 

recalled negative gossip about a nonally. An ANOVA was conducted to test whether 

participants passed along negative gossip about nonallies more than allies, with gossip 

target (ally or nonally) as the between-subjects measure and number of people receiving 

negative gossip as the dependent measure. Although there was a tendency to share 

negative gossip about nonallies (M= 1.91, SD = 1.44) more than allies (M= 1.54, SD = 

1.18), the difference was not statistically significant, F < \. Unexpectedly, participants 

shared negative gossip about allies and nonallies equally. However, of the 40 participants 

(80%) who passed along the information to at least one other person, all 40 (100%) 

shared the news with an ally, while only 2 (4%) shared it with a nonally.

The findings from this exploratory study suggest that people do strategically 

transmit gossip, but perhaps not to the extent that evolutionary psychologists have 

previously argued. In McAndrew et al.’s studies, participants were asked to rank who 

they would likely communicate positive and negative gossip about from a range of allies 

and nonallies. Using this methodology, it would seem that people are motivated to 

strategically pass along negative gossip about nonallies and withhold negative gossip 

about allies. However, the exploratory study I conducted sought to test whether people’s 

strategic motivations would play out in their actual behavior, and the results failed to 

support the strategic gossip hypothesis. Although participants communicated negative 

gossip mostly to allies, they were just as likely to communicate negative gossip about
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allies as nonallies. In other words, participants were much more promiscuous in their 

transmission of negative gossip than assumed by McAndrew et al. This suggests that 

although people may be motivated to withhold negative gossip about allies, this explicit 

motivation does not translate into actual behavior. Thus, future research should focus on 

the situational factors leading individuals to communicate negative information about 

allies.

One possibility is that the congenial (or informal) context in which gossip occurs 

facilitates the sharing of negative gossip about allies. In a context of congeniality and 

privacy, individuals may pass along negative information about mutual acquaintances in 

confidence that the information will not spread beyond the “dyadic boundary” of the 

small group (see Taylor, De Soto, & Lieb, 1979). Individuals may even feel obligated to 

share this information with their friends in order to maintain trust and intimacy within the 

relationship (Petronio & Bantz, 1991; Shackelford & Buss, 1996). For these reasons 

people may find it particularly difficult to withhold negative social information about 

allies, despite the potential ramifications for the target.

In sum, several aspects of gossip behavior suggest that it presented a challenging 

form of social enforcement across human history. Gossip occurs in the target’s absence, 

usually in private, and is rarely met with resistance. Finally, people spread negative 

gossip promiscuously, often with punitive consequences for the target.

2.6. Gossip, reputations, and theory of mind

Research from developmental psychology suggests that the ability to use gossip 

as a form of indirect aggression (i.e., as a means for manipulating the beliefs others have 

about a competitor) requires certain high-order cognitive abilities that are likely absent 

from nonhuman primates. In particular, the ability to deliberately manipulate the beliefs 

of others about a competitor requires various components of theory of mind (Bering & 

Shackelford, 2004; Hill & Pillow, 2006; Ingram et al., 2009; Povinelli & Bering, 2002). 

One of the building-blocks of theory of mind is the capacity to know when someone is 

lacking information—what Hogrefe, Wimmer, and Perner (1986) referred to as “having 

an understanding of ignorance.” Having an understanding of ignorance develops 

normally around the age of two (O’Neill, 1996). Young children acquire an
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understanding of ignorance only after they first master an understanding of informational 

access or the notion that percepts (e.g., seeing, communicating) lead to knowing (Hogrefe 

et ah, 1986; O’Neill et ah, 1992; Sodian, 1988; Wimmer et ah, 1988). For example, this 

would include knowing that a person who was absent for an event lacks knowledge that it 

occurred.

The ability to reason about other people’s mental states—particularly their 

epistemic states (e.g., whether or not someone knows about a given event or fact)—was 

critical to the evolution of gossip as a mechanism for manipulating the reputations of 

others (Bering & Shackelford, 2004). Knowing what someone may or may not know 

provides the context for communicating (or inhibiting) social information (Menig- 

Peterson, 1975; O’Neill, 2005). Gossip that is not news to the receiver is hardly “gossip” 

in that it fails to elicit strong emotions (e.g., interest), nor is it valuable information (i.e., 

it has no exchange currency). However, children learn early on (between 2 and 3 years of 

age) rules about exchanging information, such that one should not communicate 

information that is common knowledge (O’Neill, 1996). In conjunction with these 

internalized rules of referential communication, the building-blocks of theory of mind 
help guide children towards an adult-like model of strategic social sharing.

The final step towards a functional use of gossip involves developing an 

understanding of beliefs (and the origins of beliefs). This includes an understanding that 

people can possess false beliefs (or inaccurate representations of the world) based on 

perceptual or linguistic information they acquire about the world through their senses 

(Hill & Pillow, 2006). This capacity develops normally between the ages of three and 

four (Gopnik & Graf, 1988; Hogrefe et ah, 1986). Interestingly, Fine (1977) observed 

that the gossip of young children often occurred in the target’s presence, suggesting that 

they did not appreciate the epistemic or emotional impact of their communications for the 

target. However, as children develop a more sophisticated theory of other people’s 

minds, they come to appreciate the influence of their communications. As a result, they 

begin to engage in adult-like “behind-the-back” forms of gossip (see Kuttler, Parker, & 

La Greca, 2002).

2.7. Gossip and deception
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Several researchers have pointed out that gossip is one domain in which there are 

strong incentives to deceive others, due to the absence of the target (Emler, 1994; Hess & 

Hagen, 2006b). Moreover, unlike other forms of communication, language facilitates the 

exchange of easy-to-produce deceptive signals (Lachmann. Szamado, & Bergstrom, 

2001; Silk, Kaldor, & Boyd, 2000). Signals are perceivable events that indicate the 

presence of some hidden quality or qualities (Donath, 2007). For example, having 

asymmetrical facial features may be signals of hidden pathogens, toxins, or genetic 

mutations (Thornhill & Gangestad, 1999). According to costly signaling theory, signals 

that do not inflict a great cost on the signaler are unreliable signals because they are 

capable of reproduction by low-quality signalers (Zahavi, 1977). In contrast, reliable 

signals are those signals that are costly to produce and therefore are hard to fake (Miller, 

2000). Physiological examples in humans may include involuntary crying and blushing. 
Language allows for the production of an endless stream of low-cost signals; thus, its 

potential for deceptive signaling is immense.

Despite the advantages of deceptive communication, several factors militate 

against its use. First, individuals who engage in deceptive communication risk the 

possibility of being caught and punished. Individuals who develop a reputation as an 

unreliable communicator risk having recipients ignore their future signals (Dawkins & 

Krebs, 1978) or reciprocate in kind against them (Tyler, Feldman, & Reichert, 2006). 

Indeed, Tyler et al. (2006) found that people whose lies were exposed were rated as less 

likable, were trusted less, and were more often targets of retaliatory lying, than non-liars. 

Second, people typically perceive themselves to be poor liars (Vrij, Nunkoosing, 

Paterson, Oosterwegel, & Soukara, 2002). This may be because people have stereotypical 

beliefs about the cues people display when lying (e.g., face touching, eye-gaze aversion), 

which they mistakenly assume they exhibit when lying (Vrij, Edward, & Bull, 2001). 

Third, motivated lies require cognitive and behavioral effort to execute, such as inhibiting 

veridical information from consciousness and controlling one’s speech and facial displays 

(DePaulo, Lanier, & Davis, 1983; Frank & Ekman, 1997). Moreover, lies are often 

accompanied by strong emotions (e.g., guilt, fear of being caught), which people
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12erroneously perceive to be transparent to their audience (Gilovich & Savitsky, 1999). 

Finally, there is evidence that human beings evolved cognitive heuristics for assessing the 

veracity or believability of gossip. People often respond with skepticism when social 

information is presented by secondhand sources, from a single source, or from a source 

that may harbor ulterior motives for transmitting the information (Doelger, Hewes, & 

Graham, 1986; Hess & Hagen, 2006a; Kuttler et al., 2002). Even young children (three- 

and four-year-olds) have been shown to assess the consistency of new information vis-a- 

vis their preexisting beliefs (Koenig, Clement, & Harris, 2004). These countervailing 

pressures may have served to keep gossip mostly veridical over evolutionary time, 

despite strong incentives to deceive.

2.8. Assessing the veracity of gossip

An evolutionary psychological perspective suggests that people may employ 

different heuristics for evaluating the veracity of gossip about allies and nonallies, since 

allies and nonallies posed different adaptive challenges over evolutionary time. Because 

people possess more accurate reputational knowledge about allies (with whom they have 

engaged in repeated social exchange) than nonallies (with whom they have had limited 

social exchange), we might expect that people will depend more on their knowledge of 

the target when assessing the veracity of negative gossip about allies. In contrast, when 

evaluating negative gossip about nonallies, people may depend more upon reputational 

information (e.g., trustworthiness) about the source. This hypothesis was tested in the 

exploratory study. Participants recalled a time they received negative gossip about a 

community member (nonally) or friend (ally) and answered questions regarding the 

veracity of the gossip. Participants were rated whether or not the event turned out to be 

true (yes, no, or not sure), rated on a Likert scale the degree to which they believed the 

news when they first heard it (definitely, somewhat, or not at all), and justified their 

answers. Participants’ justifications for believing or not believing were coded by the 

experimenter and an independent rater blind to the purposes of the study. The interrater 

agreement was high (Cohen’s k = .92).

12 The well-documented phenomenon of overestimating the extent to which one’s internal sensations are 
apparent to others is referred to as the “illusion of transparency” (Gilovich & Savitsky, 1999).
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The majority of participants (70%) reported events that turned out to be true, x2(l) 

= 8.0,/? < .01 (30% turned out to be false or “not sure”). Justifications for how they knew 

the event was true or false included confronting the perpetrator or victim in person 

(44%), appealing to the source as a firsthand witness (12%), and appealing to public 

evidence supporting or contradicting the event (12%). Thus, many participants actively 

sought to confirm or disconfirm the truthfulness of the gossip in some manner. Thirty- 

two percent of participants said that they definitely believed the negative gossip to be true 

when they first heard it, 52% said they somewhat believed the news, and 14% said they 

did not believe (2% were “not sure”). Overall, participants were “somewhat” skeptical of 

the news when they first heard it (M= 1.80, SD = 0.67). Participants were more skeptical 

about negative gossip they heard about allies (M= 1.85, SD = 0.72) than nonallies (M = 

1.74, SD = 0.62), but this difference was not statistically significant, t(40) = 1.16,/? > .05.

Table 1.6. Reasons for believing or not believing the negative gossip by target: 
Frequencies

Target
Category Ally Nonally

Appeal to target's reputation
Fit the character or past behavior of the 15 8perpetrator; it seemed out of character for the
perpetrator

Appeal to source’s reputation
Appeal to the trustworthiness or untrustworthiness 7 C
of the source; appeal to the source as a friend or 
personal acquaintance

Other reasons

/ D

The source witnessed the event firsthand; the 
perpetrator confided in me; appeal to authority; the 
source had no reason to lie; I witnessed the event 
firsthand; the source sounded serious; there was 
proof backing it up

5 10

Total 27 23
Note. Five participants (10%) did not give a reason or were unscorable.

Table 1.6 presents the range of reasons participants gave for believing or not 

believing the negative gossip by target (ally vs. nonally). Two Chi-square analyses were 

conducted on the three belief categories (unscorable items were excluded). This was done
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first for allies as targets and then for nonallies. The first analysis revealed that, as 

expected, participants appealed to the target’s reputation greater than the expected value 

(56% vs. 33%) when evaluating the believability of negative gossip about allies, ^(2) = 

6.22, p = .045. The second analysis, however, did not confirm expectations. Participants 

did not appeal to the source’s character greater than the expected value (22% vs. 33%), 

but instead used all three strategies equally.

The results of the exploratory study suggest that, as predicted, people use different 

heuristics for evaluating the veracity of gossip depending on their relationship with the 

target. When evaluating the veracity of gossip about allies, participants tended to appeal 

to the reputation of the target as criteria for making their evaluation. In contrast, when 

evaluating the veracity of negative gossip about nonallies, participants used a variety of 

strategies. They did not simply adopt the heuristic of appealing to the reliability of the 

source, as predicted, but neither did they depend upon their reputational knowledge of the 

target. These findings are consistent with past research that has identified several 

heuristics adults and children use for assessing the reliability of gossip sources (Hess & 
Hagen, 2006a; Kuttler et ah, 2002). However, the present findings suggest that, when 

assessing the veracity of gossip about allies, appealing to the target’s reputation may take 

precedence over the source’s reliability; that is, gossip that is inconsistent with a familiar 

target’s reputation may be treated with skepticism, regardless of the source’s reliability as 

a credible source. However, given the exploratory nature of the study, future studies 

should attempt to experimentally manipulate characteristics of both source and target.

3. Retention strategies

IMT proposes that our ancestors may have evolved counter-defenses (i.e., 

psychological adaptations) to negative gossip. Specifically, information-retention 

mechanisms would have helped our ancestors prevent the spread of negative personal 

information within their social networks. Here, I examine three potential information- 

retention mechanisms that evolved for minimizing the spread of negative personal 

information: (1) secrecy (or keeping secrets), (2) selective disclosure, and (3) mutual 

concealment.

34



1. An Evolutionary Approach to Information Management

3.1. Secrecy

Secrecy, keeping secrets, or concealment, may be defined as “actively hiding 

private information from others” (Kelly, 1999, p. 105). A Darwinian approach to secrecy 

would predict that the majority of secrets people keep have to do with fitness-related 

information or information that, if made public, would have serious consequences for 

one’s inclusive fitness. Although I investigate this hypothesis more closely in Chapter 3, 

a general survey of previous studies suggests that this may be the case.

In her review of studies investigating the secrets clients keep from their therapists, 

Kelly (2002) found sexual secrets (e.g., sexual unfaithfulness) to be the most common. 

Likewise, among a nonclinical sample, Vrij et al. (2002) found that more than any other 

topic, people reported keeping secrets about (a) having been unfaithful to a partner 

(12.2%), (b) having an abortion (9.8%), (c) having an affair with a married person 

(7.3%), (d) personal sexual behavior (7.3%), and (e) personal health problems (e.g., 

having an eating disorder; 4.9%). Given the fitness costs of being identified as an 

unreliable mating partner, these findings are consistent with the evolutionary hypothesis 

that secrecy coevolved with psychological mechanisms for rejecting others on the basis 

of cues suggesting a partner may inflict more costs than benefits (see Chapter 3 for a 

formal model of the coevolution of stigma and secrecy).

Most research on the psychology of secrecy has investigated the potential health 

risks of keeping distressful secrets and the potential health benefits of revealing secrets 

(Cole et ah, 1996; Farber & Hall, 2002; Hill et ah, 1993; Kelly, 2002; Kelly et ah, 2001; 

Pennebaker, 1997; Pennebaker & Beall, 1986; Stiles, 1987). For example, Pennebaker’s 

(1985, 1990) inhibition theory postulates that revealing traumatic secrets in a 

nonjudgmental context can improve one’s health by reducing the stress caused by 

inhibiting communication of the secret (see also Kelly, 2002). Although controversies 

remain, Pennebaker and his colleagues have accumulated a large body of evidence 

suggesting that disclosure of inhibited secrets, in a context of nonjudgmental acceptance 

(e.g., through private writing or clinical therapy), has some therapeutic effects (e.g., 

lowers heart rate and boosts immune function; for a review, see Pennebaker, 1997). 

Consistent with this view, Beals et al. (2009) found perceived social support to be a 

strong mediator of the relationship between disclosure of a stigmatizing identity and well-
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being for gay men and women. Lane and Wegner (1995) have argued that keeping 

secrets causes undesirable psychological problems, such as unwanted, intrusive thoughts 

about the secret. According to their preoccupation model of secrecy, keeping secrets sets 

off an implicit cognitive process whereby conscious attempts to suppress a secret cause 

unwanted, intrusive thoughts about the secret to “rebound” into consciousness, which 

instigates renewed efforts to suppress the secret, and the vicious cycle repeats itself ad 

nauseam (see also Smart & Wegner, 1999; Wegner, 1994).

The findings of Pennebaker (1990) and Lane and Wegner (1995) seem to suggest 

that keeping secrets is maladaptive, at least, intra-psychically. However, several findings 

militate against such a conclusion. First, although keeping secrets may be stressful for 

some people, research by Kahn and Kelly (1994) suggests that the “rebound effect”— 

where thoughts about an unwanted item intrude upon consciousness as a result of 

suppression—does not apply to personal secrets or secrets that people have practice 

concealing from others.13 Indeed, Smart and Wegner (1999) failed to observe signs of 

psychological distress among a sample of women with eating disorders when they 

enacted a staged concealment scenario. Furthermore, revealing secrets often has negative 

consequences, ranging from receiving unhelpful comments about one’s secret to loss of 

respect from others or even outright rejection (Kelly, 2002; Kelly & McKillop, 1996). 

Findings from Vrij, Paterson, Nunkoosing, Soukara, and Oosterwegel (2003) suggest that 

people often overlook the negative consequences of disclosing secrets. These 

consequences include putting oneself at risk of exploitation (e.g., blackmail), 

experiencing embarrassment or shame, being rejected by significant others, upsetting 

loved ones, and receiving unhelpful or hurtful comments. Furthermore, findings from 

Christophe and Rime (1997) suggest that the majority of disclosed secrets are “betrayed” 

to unwanted or unintended third parties.

An evolutionary psychological approach suggests that human beings possess 

various decision rules (or heuristics) for weighing the potential costs of disclosing secrets 

against the potential benefits. Keeping secrets may be stressful. However, revealing 

emotional secrets often has fitness consequences for the discloser. Because of this 

tension, human beings may have evolved conditional (i.e., if-then) decision rules for

13 For further discussion of the rebound effect, see Wegner (1989, 1994).
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determining when to reveal personal secrets. One putative decision rule may be: if (a) the 

secret is distressing, and (b) there is someone available who can be trusted to support me, 

then disclose the secret.

Recently, I found support for such a heuristic in the exploratory study I conducted 

in Northern Ireland. Participants recalled a time they disclosed a distressing secret to 

someone and provided their reasons for (a) disclosing the secret, and (b) for selecting the 

specific confidant. They were also instructed to think about a personal secret they were 

currently keeping and report the perceived benefits (if any) of revealing.14 As expected, 

relief (e.g., the need to get the secret “off their chest” or relief from keeping the secret) 

was the primary reason for disclosure (n = 20; 40%), followed by seeking advice (e.g., 

seeking counsel or another perspective; n = 16; 32%). Moreover, of the twenty-five who 

reported benefits of revealing, relief was the most frequent perceived benefit (n = 17; 

68%), followed by social support (e.g., knowing that someone is there to support you; n 

= 12; 48%). However, more importantly, participants reported trust (e.g., trust in the 

person; the person was a close friend) as the main reason for selecting a particular 

confidant (n = 30; 60%). Consistent with the hypothesis, these findings suggest that 
concerns about obtaining relief and receiving social support moderate people’s decisions 

about revealing personal secrets. However, future research is needed to determine the 

precise manner in which these opposing concerns interact to predict disclosure.

3.2. Secrecy and shame

A large amount of research has documented the covert processes used by clients 

in therapy sessions with their therapists (Farber, Berano, & Capobianco, 2004; Hill, 

Thompson, Cogar, & Denman, 1993; Kahn, Achter, & Shambaugh, 2001; Kelly, 1998; 

Kelly & Achter, 1995). This research has found that clients generally refrain from 

disclosing personal material to therapists for two reasons: (a) fear of negative reactions 

from the therapist and (b) shame about the concealed material (Farber & Hall, 2002; Hill 

et ah, 1993; Kelly, 1998). Research on the covert processes of gay men and lesbian 

women (regarding their homosexual identities) and HIV-positive patients (regarding their 

HIV-positive status) has also found fear of rejection and shame to be principal motives of

14 In this study, participants were not asked to disclose the content of their secrets.
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concealment in these populations (Cain, 1991; Cole et ah, 1997; Derlega et ah, 2002; 

Levy et ah, 1999).

Emotion research has also linked shame with secrecy. Phenomenological studies 

of shame have repeatedly linked shame with feelings of public exposure and a desire to 

hide or withdraw from others (Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 

2002; Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996; Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983).15 

Shame has been described by many as a hedonically negative affective state resulting 

from self-percepts of failure or the perception that one possesses characteristics that 

others may devalue, condemn, or find unattractive, such as having committed a heinous 

crime, having failed to achieve acceptable standards of beauty, or possessing a 

stigmatized trait (Fessler, 2004; Gilbert, 1997; Keltner & Buswell, 1996; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002). From a functionalist or evolutionary perspective, the painful experience 

of shame may serve as punishment to the individual, deterring future antisocial behavior 

and highlighting aspects of the self that need improvement or concealment (Fessler & 

Haley, 2003; Izard, 1977). In terms of information management, shame may serve as an 

internal warning signal that a person is at risk of losing the esteem of others, due to the 

detection of a fitness cost within oneself. Moreover, the negative feelings of shame may 

promote behaviors designed to hide these aspects of the self from others.

As an initial test of this hypothesis, in the exploratory study I investigated the role 

of shame and other “self-conscious” emotions (e.g., embarrassment, guilt) on 

participants’ social motivations for keeping secrets. Participants were asked to think 

about a personal secret they were currently keeping and to categorize their secret as either 

an action (something they did) or condition (something about them as a person). They 

also reported how often they thought about their secret on 5-point Fikert scale (1 = never; 

5 = all the time) and what emotions they would experience if someone of significance 

found out about the secret, from a list of items: I would feel...ashamed, embarrassed, 

guilty, uncomfortable, sad, angry, or other [please specify]. They circled as many as 

applied. Participants indicated whether they would be “treated differently or unkindly” if 

they revealed their secret (yes or no). Finally, they reported whether they had ever

15 The relationship between shame and the desire to hide, and its implication for concealment behavior, will 
be addressed in more detail in Chapter 6.
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disclosed the secret to anyone (yes or no). It was hypothesized that participants who 

reported negative self-conscious emotions about their secret (i.e., shame, guilt, or 

embarrassment) would expect more negative social consequences of revealing their secret 

than those who did not report these emotions. It was also hypothesized that participants 

experiencing these emotions would report never having disclosed their secret.

Emotion responses were dummy coded (i.e., shame/guilt/embarrassment = 1; 

other = 0), and a regression analysis was conducted. Anticipated negative social 

outcomes (yes = 1; no = 0) were regressed onto shame/guilt/embarrassment. As expected, 

shame/guilt/embarrassment was a moderate predictor of anticipated negative social 

outcomes, B = .26, F(l, 48) = 3.44, p = .07; in other words, participants who were 

ashamed of their secret expected reputational damages as a result of revealing. A second 

regression analysis was conducted; this time, secret disclosure (yes = 1; no = 0) was 

regressed onto shame/guilt/embarrassment. Unexpectedly, there was a non-significant 
relationship in the opposite direction, B = .20, F(l, 48) = 1.93, p = A7; that is, self- 

conscious emotions seemed to promote secrets disclosure, although not significantly.

One possible explanation for the unexpected finding is that guilt interfered with 

the relationship between shame and concealment. Indeed, some theorists have argued 

that, in contrast with shame, guilt involves the perception that one has harmed or injured 

another person (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994; Gilbert, Pehl, & Allan, 1994; 

Keltner & Buswell, 1996). For example, Niedenthal, Tangney, and Gavanski (1994) have 

argued that in contrast with shame (which involves attempts to undo an undesirable 

aspect of the self) guilt involves counterfactuals aimed at undoing specific harmful 

actions. Because guilt is focused on injury or inequality committed in a relationship, the 

action tendency of amendment has largely been associated with guilt (Elison, 2005; 

Tangney & Bearing, 2002). In contrast, shame has largely been linked with social 

disengagement. The opposing action tendencies of shame (withdraw) and guilt 

(amendment), therefore, may explain the unexpected finding.16

Another possibility is that when people feel strong emotions about their secrets, 

they are more likely to ruminate about the secret, and rumination may lead to an

16 See Chapter 6 for more on the distinct action tendencies of shame and guilt, and their cognitive and 
behavioral consequences.
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unbidden disclosure. Indeed, Finkenaur and Rime (1998) found, in one study, that 

“shared” (expressed) emotional events were ruminated about more than “nonshared” 

(concealed) emotional events. To test this alternative account, I regressed secrets 

disclosure (yes = 1; no = 0) on rumination scores (0-5), and rumination onto 

shame/guilt/embarrassment (to test for mediation). Although rumination was a moderate 

predictor of secrets disclosure, B = .26, F(l, 48) = 3.45, p = .069, 

shame/guilt/embarrassment was unrelated to rumination, B = -.01, F < 1; that is, 

rumination and negative self-conscious affect were independent contributors to secrets 

disclosures. Thus, although rumination and (somewhat) negative self-conscious affect 

promote the disclosure of secrets, it does not seem that rumination operates through 

feelings of shame to promote disclosure.

3.3. Concealment strategies

“Secrecy” is a blanket term for retention strategies that employ concealment to 

prevent the transmission of deleterious personal information. However, secrecy may be 

subdivided into further categories, or concealment strategies, along various dimensions. 

As an initial exploration of people's concealment strategies, in the exploratory study, 1 

had participants think about a distressing secret they were currently keeping and then list 

the activities they engage in to keep the secret from others. The objective was two-fold: 

(a) to develop a catalogue of concealment strategies, and (b) to uncover a dimension for 

organizing the range of concealment strategies.

Independently, the experimenter and a second rater read participants’ responses 

and developed categories to account for the full range of responses. They compared their 

notes and reduced the number of categories to eight categories, which the two raters then 

used to code the entire data set. Interrater agreement was fairly high (Cohen’s kappa = 

.89). Finally, these eight categories were organized into two superordinate categories 

along a single dimension—namely, whether the behavior is used to prevent the secret 

from coming up in conversation {prevention strategies) or to limit the damage of

Note that, from an evolutionary perspective, the relationship between shame and disclosure appears 
paradoxical: why would anyone disclose information about themselves that they are ashamed of? See 
Chapter 8 for a possible solution.
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exposure when the secret is brought up in conversation {damage limitation strategies) 

(see Table 1.7 for the final list of categories and examples).

Table 1.7. Concealment strategies
Categories Count Percent

I. Prevention strategies
1. Avoid talking about it

Avoid talking about the subject; never bring it up in 37 74.0
conversation; minimize talk about it; talk only with certain 
people about it

2. Avoid relevant people
Avoid or minimize contact with the person or people involved; 11 22.0
don’t talk about it with that person

3. Think about something else
Try to think about something else; try not to think about it 4 8.0

4. Avoid getting drunk
Avoid getting drunk so not to talk about it 1 2.0

II. Damage limitation strategies
1. Talk generally about the subject 10.0Talk generally about the subject if it comes up so that no one

will suspect anything
2. Pretend not to care or joke about it

Pretend not to care or joke about it if it comes up so not to let on 5 10.0
like it’s a big deal

3. Change the subject
Change the subject if it comes up 3 6.0

4. Deny or lie about it 6.0Lie about it if it comes up
Note. Four participants (8%) said that they were “not sure” or were unscorable.

The most frequently used behavioral strategy was to avoid talking about the taboo 

topic or to limit one’s conversations about the topic to selective individuals. Nevertheless, 

a range of other strategies were used to various degrees. The exploratory study suggests 

that there are at least two classes of concealment strategies: prevention strategies and 

damage limitation strategies. In this classification scheme, prevention strategies refer to 

strategies that have the goal of avoiding situations where one might be forced into 

confession or deception regarding the secret. Examples include avoiding a specific person 

or specific topic of conversation. In contrast, damage limitation strategies refer to 

strategies that function to ward off suspicion if the subject is brought up in conversation.
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or that limit the extent of the exposure or damage resulting from the exposure. Strategies 

of this kind include talking in generalities, changing the focus of the conversation, 

minimizing the perceived seriousness of the secret, and outright lying or denial.

The findings of the exploratory study represent an initial step in the study of 

concealment strategies. However, future research is needed to better understand the 

usefulness of each strategy across different relationship domains. It is possible, for 

example, that different strategies are employed when interacting with romantic partners, 

family members, friends, rivals, and strangers.

3.4. Evolved gender differences in motives for keeping secrets

It is widely accepted that human beings have evolved a basic desire to seek out 

and form relationships with others that promote their mutual interests (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Gilbert, 1997; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Mellor, Stokes, 

Firth, Hayashi, & Cummins, 2008). However, sociality entails potential costs, both in 

terms of the energic costs of relational maintenance (e.g., spending time in conversation 

with others) and other inherent risks (e.g., acquiring a communicable disease, being 

physically injured or taken advantage of; Alexander, 1987; Kurzban & Leary, 2001; 

Kurzban & Neuberg, 2005; Schaller, Park, & Faulkner, 2003). Thus, individuals must 

balance the desire to belong with the need for security and safety (Murray, 2005).

Possessing a devalued trait or committing an action that others might reject 

threatens the need to belong and raises concerns about disapproval, rejection, and 

exclusion (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Leary, 1999; Leary et ah, 1995). Secrecy then might 

be viewed as a defensive strategy for coping with threats to social attractiveness and the 

desire to belong. Indeed, as discussed above, people often report fear of rejection, shame, 

or disapproval as reasons for concealing information from others (Cain, 1991; Cole et ah, 

1996; Derlega et ah, 2002; Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Levy et ah, 1999; Vangelisti, 1994; 

Vrij et ah, 2002).

Despite sharing a fundamental need to belong, men and women might differ in 

their motivations for keeping secrets, not only due to differences in socialization (i.e., the 

internalization of gender-role expectations), but due to recurrent differences in the 

environments of ancestral men and women. Historically, men have tended to stay within
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their kin groups (i.e., they are the “philopatric” sex), whereas women have more often 

than men migrated from their kin groups to live with nonkin (Seielstad, Minch, & 

Cavalli-Sforza, 1998; cited in Geary, 1998). Historically, women have also relied more 

upon same-sex peers to help with parenting and childcare (Taylor et ah, 2000), whereas 

men have cooperated with nonkin mostly in large groups (e.g., when hunting or engaged 

in warfare with other groups; Chagnon, 1988; Tooby & Cosmides, 1988). In terms of 

mate selection and reproductive success, historically, women have depended more upon 

their ability to secure a mate’s parental investment, whereas men’s reproductive fitness 

has depended more upon a male’s ability to acquire and secure vital resources desired by 

the opposite sex in competition with other males (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; Buss 

& Dedden, 1990; Schmitt, Shackelford, & Buss, 2001; Wilson & Daly, 1985).

Given the divergent selection pressures faced by ancestral men and women, an 

evolutionary psychological perspective suggests that men and women may have evolved 
different motivations for keeping secrets, with females more than males keeping secrets 

to protect important relationships (both coalitional and romantic), and males more than 

females to protect their reputations (e.g., to avoid loss of status). This evolutionary 

hypothesis was tested in the exploratory study conducted among 30 female and 20 male 

Northern Irish college students. Participants were asked to rank-order thirteen motives 

for keeping their secret from 1 (most important) to 13 (least important) (see Table 3). It 

was expected that females would report motives to protect their relationships more than 

males, whereas males would report motives to protect their reputation more than females.

Ranks, means, and standard deviations for males and females are displayed in 

Table 1.8 with significant gender differences represented by superscripts (note that lower 

means represent higher rankings). As can be seen, overall, reputation concerns were 

ranked highest, followed by concerns about damaging a relationship, fear of hurting 

someone, and feelings of shame. However, whereas men ranked reputation concerns 

highest, women ranked as highest fear of hurting someone. Independent Mests revealed 

several significant and marginally significant gender differences. Females ranked 

concerns about hurting others marginally higher than males, t(48) = 1.69, p = .097, 

lending partial and preliminary support to the hypothesis that women weigh relationship 

concerns to a greater extent than men. Males ranked reputation concerns about being seen
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as weird or strange higher than females, t(48) = 2.84, /? < .01, as well as fear of being 

ridiculed, /(48) = 2.W, p < .05, lending support to the hypothesis that males weight 

concerns about reputation more so than females.

Table 1.8. Reasons for keeping secrets: Rank, means, and standard deviations by gender
Female Male Overall

M M M
Reason Rank (SD) Rank (SD) Rank (SD)

I am afraid that others might 
change the way they think about 
me or treat me

3 5.00
(3.16) 1 4.45

(2.60) 1 4.67
(2.82)

I am afraid of damaging a 
relationship 2 4.93

(3.63) 4 5.70
(4.22) 2 5.24

(3.86)
I am afraid of hurting someone lc 4.59 7C 6.68 7.

5.42
(4.23) (4.15) J (4.28)

I am ashamed about the secret A 5.55 7 5.58 A 5.56
(3.80) Z (4.49) (4.04)

I am not sure how others will react 5.93 5.68 C 5.83
(2.51) j (2.63) J (2.53)

I am worried that others might not 6.34 8 6.80 6.53
sympathize with me or understand 0 (3.49) (3.35) 0 (3.40)
I feel that it is of no one’s business 7 6.45 6.65 7 6.53
but my own (4.01) 0 (3.80) (3.89)
I do not trust anyone to keep my 
secret 8 6.66

(2.73)
n

7.89
(3.70) 8 7.15

(3.17)
I am afraid of being rejected by 
others 9 7.72

(2.88) 9 7.47
(3.85) 9 7.63

(3.26)
I am afraid that others may think lla 9.41 6.42 10 8.23
that I’m weird or strange (3.78) 7 (3.24) (3.83)
I am not sure how to communicate 10 8.79 12 8.65 11 8.73
the secret with others (3.02) (3.28) (3.09)
I am afraid of being made fun of 12b 9.72 10b 7.63 12 8.90
or ridiculed (3.01) (3.85) (3.48)
I am afraid of being blackmailed 13 11.10 13 9.95 13 10.65
or exploited (2.13) (3.41) (2.73)
Note. Participants were asked to rank thirteen items in order of importance with 1 = most 
important reason, and 13 = least important. Therefore, lower means represent higher 
rankings.a Mean difference is significant at .01.b Mean difference is significant at .05. 
c Mean difference is marginally significant at .10.

Thus, the findings from the exploratory study were largely consistent with the 

evolutionary-based predictions. Consistent with the notion that human beings possess a
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basic need to belong and feel valued by others across the sexes, concerns about a 

damaged reputation were ranked highest as motives for keeping secrets, followed by fear 

of rejection—a category that is arguably related to reputation concerns. However, 

consistent with an evolutionary perspective of gender differences, males ranked 

reputation concerns (e.g., fear of being ridiculed and fear of being seen as weird of 

strange) higher than females, whereas females ranked relational concerns (e.g., fear of 

hurting close others) higher than males.

3.5. Secrecy and the mismatch between ancestral and modern contexts

According to evolutionary psychologists, human beings are operating with ancient 

mindsets that may be maladapted to their current social environment (Barkow, 1992; 

Buss, 2000). Human beings evolved in an ancestral past where group sizes were 

relatively small (between 30 to 150 members, according to Dunbar [1993]), compared to 

modem-day standards, and in which communication occurred exclusively face-to-face, as 
opposed to mediated through the computer or telephone (Piazza & Bering, 2009). These 

vast differences in ancestral and modern environments may have drastic consequences 
for human psychological functioning and health (Burnham & Johnson, 2005; Buss, 

2000). For example, novel environmental factors (e.g., sitting at a desk, typing) may be to 

blame for the increased prevalence of atherosclerosis (Nesse, 2005) and communicating 

on the Internet may lead to disinhibited (e.g., offensive or overly sexualized) 

communication (Chiou, 2007; Joinson, 2003).

Modern channels of communication might interfere with our evolved 

information-retention strategies (Piazza & Bering, 2009); for example, some evidence 

suggests that communicating over the Internet, which offers high-levels of perceived 

visual anonymity, weakens our evolved predisposition to keep sensitive personal 

information secret, due to the absence of evolutionarily relevant social cues (e.g., human 

voice, physical presence)—a phenomenon known as the online disinhibition effect 

(Joinson, 2003; Suler, 2004). One consequence of the online disinhibition effect might 

be that individuals communicating over the computer or Internet may engage in more 

costly or risky disclosures than when communicating face-to-face. This hypothesis will 

be addressed further in Chapter 5.
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3.6. Selective disclosure

Selective disclosure refers to the process of limiting sensitive personal 

information to individuals who are committed to one’s genetic fitness. American writer, 

Elbert Hubbard, summed up selective disclosure nicely when he wrote, “secrets are 

things we give to others to keep for us.” Selective disclosure makes use of mechanisms 

for kin selection (Hamilton, 1964), or mechanisms for funneling resources and benefits to 

genetic relatives. It is useful to ask the question of why anyone would disclose 

information that might compromise his or her genetic interests. Why would anyone 

disclose sensitive information if concealment would protect them from deleterious fitness 

outcomes? This question appears problematic for an evolutionary account of personal 

information management. There are several possible solutions to this problem, however. 

One possibility is that concealment is not always the optimal strategy. Under certain 

conditions, disclosing deleterious personal information may promote the individual’s 

genetic interests; for example, by preempting negative consequences that might befall a 
person if their secret is exposed unwittingly (see more about this in Chapter 8, section 4). 

Another possibility is that disclosure mechanisms that support affiliative behavior and 

pair bonding through self-disclosure impose constraints on the deployment of 

concealment mechanisms.

Bering and Shackelford (2005) found preliminary evidence of selective disclosure 

among a population of prisoners resident in a federal penitentiary. The majority of 

inmates initially confessed their crimes to a family member or friend, as opposed to a 

therapist, religious figure, or legal authority. The authors interpreted their findings in 

terms of kin selection theory (Hamilton, 1964) and reciprocal altruism theory (Trivers, 

1971). They argued that confessing one’s crime to a family member or friend is an 

adaptive strategy aimed at securing the aid of those genetically invested in the self—a 

strategy that would have been viable in the ancestral past, prior to institutionalized law 

enforcement. Consistent with this perspective, friends and family members are most often 

selected as confidants for protecting secrets (Christophe & Rime, 1997; Vrij et al., 2002).

Although selective disclosure may often serve to safeguard personal information 

and protect one’s reputation, findings from Christophe and Rime (1997) suggest that
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selective disclosure is not always effective. Deciding whom to share one’s secrets with 

can be problematic because people often engage in secondary disclosure or “secondary 

social sharing”—that is, the betrayal of secrets to unintended third parties. Christophe and 

Rime’s (1997) findings suggest that on average two-thirds of self-disclosures are 

disclosed to a person outside the primary confidence circle. Even more striking, the 

authors report that the rate of secondary disclosure increases as the “emotionality” of the 

disclosure increases. Both the number of persons, and the number of times social sharing 

occurs, increases when the content of the secret is highly evocative or involves 

emotionally salient information (i.e., “good gossip”). From an evolutionary perspective, 

secrets of this nature may be hard to keep because they activate motivational mechanisms 

supporting the exchange of gossip between coalitional partners.

These findings are interesting because they suggest that secondary disclosure 

occurs often and is more likely to occur for sensitive information (i.e., highly emotional 

disclosures). Given the frequency of secondary disclosure, an important empirical 

question is: What are the likely outcomes of secondary disclosure? 1 investigated this 

question in the exploratory study. Participants recalled a time they had a personal secret 

betrayed by a confidant. They reported who they disclosed the secret to and described the 

social consequences of having their secret revealed. Afterwards, responses were coded by 

the experimenter and an independent rater, based on five categories identified by the 

experimenter (Cohen’s kappa = 0.89). The results are depicted in Table 1.9.

Table 1.9. Consequences of secondary disclosures

Category Count Percent
Damage to relationship (e.g., loss of trust in confidant) 18 36.0
Eventually things returned to normal or no effect 18 36.0
Damage to reputation or treated differently by others 7 14.0
Eventually forgave confidant 4 8.0
Helped my relationships (e.g., created intimacy) 2 4.0
Unscorable 1 2.0

Total 50 100.0

As can be seen, damage to a relationship was the most frequent negative social 

consequence. However, a large percentage of participants reported no negative
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consequences. Overall, half (50%) reported negative consequences of having their secrets 

revealed. Moreover, consistent with previous findings, “friends” (86%) were the primary 

culprits of secondary disclosure. Thus, these preliminary findings suggest that oftentimes 

secondary disclosure leads to negative social consequences. However, future research is 

needed to determine under what conditions this is likely to be the case.

5.7. Secondary disclosure, trust, and forgiveness

The exploratory findings suggest that people often perceive secondary disclosure 

as a form of betrayal. Disclosing personal secrets requires trust—or the expectation that a 

person is committed to another’s welfare. Trust is a complex, multidimensional construct 

(Paine & Joinson, 2008). When applied to disclosing secrets, trust may involve 

expectations that a confidant (a) is capable of keeping secrets (e.g., is not a “gossip”), (b) 

is motivated to want to keep the secret (e.g., is benevolent towards the secret keeper or 

has no conflict of interests), and (c) is reliable to maintain their current skill and 

benevolence (e.g., is not likely to dissolve the friendship).

Disclosing secrets is a good example of a “strain test situation” (Simpson, 2007). 

A strain test situation is when one individual is highly dependent upon another for a 

positive outcome, but the actions that would promote one’s interests impose a cost on 

one’s partner. For example, when a person discloses an emotional secret to a confidant, 

the confidant possesses strategic information that could be used in social exchange. By 

not communicating the information, the confidant forgoes an opportunity to exchange a 

valued resource (i.e., “good gossip”), but protects the interests of their partner. By 

“passing” the strain test (i.e., not communicating the secret), the confidant demonstrates 

his or her trustworthiness as a long-term coalitional partner.

Secondary disclosures may be perceived as violations of trust, and, as such, they 

may elicit “hurt feelings” due to perceptions that the confidant does not value the 

relationship (see Leary, Koch, & Hechenbleikner, 2001). However, confessions of 

secondary disclosures by confidants may promote forgiveness and relational closeness. 

Indeed, some evidence suggests that people who confess or apologize for their 

wrongdoings are perceived more favorably by their victims (Ohbuchi, Kameda, & 

Agarie, 1989; Schlenker & Darby, 1981). When they are perceived as sincere,
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confessions reduce feelings of resentment and hostility towards the harm-doer (Giner- 

Sorolla, Castano, Espinosa, & Brown, 2008; Gold & Weiner, 2000), perhaps by sending 

the message that (a) the harm-doer accepts responsibility for the act, (b) the harm-doer 

has respect for the victim, (c) that the act was not done out of maliciousness, or (d) the act 

will not be repeated in the future (see Gold & Weiner, 2000; Ohbuchi et al., 1989).

In the same exploratory study, I investigated the effects of secondary-disclosure 

confession on relationship outcomes. Participants recalled a time in their life that they 

were the victim of secondary disclosure. They described how they found out that other 

people were aware of their secret and whether or not they were still close with the 

confidant who disclosed the secret (yes or no). It was hypothesized that the majority of 

participants who reported finding out about the secondary disclosure from their confidant 

would report still being friends with their confidant.

The majority of participants (62%) reported that they found out about the 

secondary disclosure from a third party who approached them about the secret. 
Sometimes this third party was someone the confidant personally told the secret to; other 

times it was someone who had found out indirectly. A minority of participants (22%) 

reported that their confidant approached them directly and admitted to the secondary 

disclosure. To explore whether this was an effective strategy for maintaining relational 

closeness, a Chi-square test was conducted on current closeness with confidant (yes or 

no) for participants who had confidants who admitted to the secondary disclosure. This 

analysis revealed that a significant number of participants from this group reported still 
being close with their confidant, ^(1) = 7.36, /? < .01 (91% still close vs. 9% no longer 

close), suggesting that admission of secondary disclosure may be an effective prosocial 

strategy. However, these findings are limited by the fact that, overall, the majority of 

participants (62%) reported still being close to their confidant. A substantial percentage 

of participants remained close to their confidant, despite finding out about the secondary 

disclosure from someone else.

3.8. Mutual concealment

Mutual concealment is another putative mechanism by which humans retain 

sensitive information from public consumption. Mutual concealment occurs in the

49



1. An Evolutionary Approach to Information Management

context of coalitional commitments, and results from the mutual exchange of sensitive, 

personal information between friends. Rather than relying upon kin selection (Hamilton, 

1964), mutual concealment relies upon the self-interest of a partner (e.g., friend, romantic 

partner) as the mechanism of concealment (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996). By mutually 

exchanging secrets, in the context of a friendship or mateship, partners commit 

themselves to mutual concealment and, more generally, to the continuation of the 

relationship. This is because in the event that the relationship dissolves, there would be 

nothing to prevent one’s former partner from disseminating the damaging information to 

others. However, if both individuals are in possession of sensitive material, each may 

appeal to the other partner’s self-interest to not disclose the information in order to avoid 

retaliatory disclosures (see Hess & Hagen, 2003; Shackelford & Buss, 1996).

In the context of a friendship, failure to reciprocate benefits (e.g., reciprocate self

disclosure) is perceived as a social exchange violation (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; 
Derlega, Wilson, & Chaikin, 1976; Kiyonari, Tanida, & Yamagishi, 2000). Although 

friends are generally more tolerant of delays in social exchange than non-friends, due to 

expectations of ongoing reciprocity (Axelrod, 1984), recurrent failure to reciprocally 

disclose personal information often leads to relationship hardship and dissolution 

(Hendrick, 1981; Sprecher & Hendrick, 2004). The assessment of exposure risk (i.e., 

disclosing more secrets to a partner than reciprocated) may contribute to relationship 

dissolution, by alerting individuals to an asymmetry in the relationship.

Currently, little is known about the process of mutual concealment. Future 

research is needed to better understand how and to what extent mutual concealment 

functions as a concealment mechanism. For example, future research could investigate 

the process by which individuals track their disclosure histories and assess the symmetry 

of ongoing disclosures. Most likely, important individual differences in tolerating 

disclosure asymmetry exist, with some individuals less tolerant than others. Thus, future 

research might benefit from the development of an instrument for reliably assessing 

individual differences in asymmetry sensitivity.

4. Some evolutionary-based predictions
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In the remaining chapters, I review the experimental studies I conducted to test 

several hypotheses generated from an evolutionary approach to information management. 

Each chapter (Chapters 2-7) is devoted to a separate research question. Within in each 

chapter I (a) outline the specific hypotheses tested, (b) detail the methodologies and 

statistical analyses used to test them, and (c) discuss the results and implications for the 

evolutionary model and future directions. Finally, in Chapter 8,1 outline several plausible 

future directions, derived largely from an evolutionary psychological perspective. The 

general hypotheses (by chapter) are as follows:

(1) People should regulate their behavior in response to transmission threats, 

increasing their altruistic output in response to transmission cues, and 

decreasing altruistic output in the absence of transmission cues. This 

hypothesis was tested in two studies reported in Chapter 2.
(2) The detection of fitness costs in oneself or one’s kin should be distressing, 

and people should actively conceal material detected in oneself or kin that 

recurrently served as cues for stigmatizing and rejecting others as potential 

mating and exchange partners. This two-part hypothesis was tested in a series 

of studies reported in Chapter 3.

(3) Keeping personal secrets is adaptive because it protects against reputational 

injury and negative social outcomes. However, chronically keeping secrets or 

keeping a range of personal information secret is not adaptive, and may be 

linked to maladaptive interpersonal outcomes, including perceptions of 

relational victimization, low social support, and sparse social connections. 

This was tested in a pilot study reported in Chapter 4.

(4) Individuals who readily perceive and anticipate social rejection will be less 

comfortable disclosing personal information, and this may be especially the 

case under low visual anonymity. However, highly anonymous contexts may 

disinhibit rejection-sensitive individuals. These hypotheses were tested in a 

series of studies reported in Chapter 5.

(5) Shame functions to motivate attention to reputational damages and to 

motivate behavior for limiting reputational damages (e.g., through
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concealment), and these action-tendencies of shame can “spill-over” into 

other behavioral domains, such as the public displays of artists. These 

hypotheses were tested in Chapters 6.

(6) In addition to concealment, shame may also motivate behaviors designed to 

overturn reputational damages (e.g., through self-promotion). This hypothesis 

was tested in Chapter 7.
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Chapter 2: Concerns about Gossip Promote Altruistic 
Behavior

“The only time people dislike gossip is when you gossip about them.”
-William “Will” Rogers

1. Introduction

Information management theory proposes that human beings have evolved 

transmission mechanisms for promoting the spread of information that may enhance their 

genetic interests and retention mechanisms for preventing against the spread of 

information that may lead to fitness costs. These psychological mechanisms are thought 

to be sensitive to cues that were recurrently indicative of transmission-based, reputational 

threats or opportunities. This chapter reviews findings from two experimental studies that 

were designed to test this general hypothesis.

In Study 1, participants performed the role of dictator in a Dictator Game, which 
entailed allocating funds between themselves and an anonymous partner. Participants’ 

concerns about being the target of gossip and being identified for their economic 

decisions were manipulated in a 2 x 2 experimental design. This study revealed that 

participants increased their altruistic giving in response to the threat of gossip, but only 

when their reputation was at risk. In Study 2, participants performed the role of third- 

party punisher in a Third-Party Punishment Game where an anonymous dictator behaved 

selfishly towards their partner. Participants were given the option of punishing the selfish 

dictator; however, punishing the dictator was costly for participants. Once again, the 

threat of gossip and concerns about being identified were manipulated. Both the threat of 

gossip and concerns about being identified increased participants’ altruistic punishment; 

however, the combination of the two variables produced the greatest level of altruistic 

punishment. Taken together, the findings suggest that people are sensitive to the 

reputational consequences of their economic decisions that are mediated by language 

(gossip).

2, Study 1

2.1. Gossip as an adaptive problem
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Language may have served as a source of adaptive problems for our ancestors 

(Bering & Shackelford, 2004). These problems concerned successfully managing the 

social transmission of certain categories of information that, if made public, would have 

had consequences for the individual’s reproductive success. Examples include 

information (whether deceptive or veridical) concerning changes to one's social status 

(e.g., reports of disputes with important allies), health (e.g., that one has a communicable 

disease), reproductive value (e.g., sexual promiscuity, pregnancy), history of cooperative 

exchange (e.g., that one regularly hordes resources from other ingroup members), and 

information about the reputation of one’s kin or allies (see also Barkow, 1992).

Gossip is the mechanism by which social information (derived from direct 

experience) gets transmitted to absent third parties—individuals who would have 

remained ignorant about a social event in the absence of language (Ingram et ah, 2009). 

From an evolutionary psychological perspective, gossip epitomizes the adaptive problems 

introduced by language in that language made it possible for social transgressions to be 

communicated to absent third parties, thereby leaving one susceptible to third-party 

punishment (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004). Thus, the threat of gossip may have encouraged 

the evolution of altruistic behavior by activating reputational concerns.

The current study sought to test the hypothesis that generous behavior can be 

motivated by concerns about one’s reputation that are specifically mediated by the threat 

of gossip.

2.2. Past research and the current study

The current study investigated whether the threat of gossip, whereby others are 

made aware of participants’ economic decisions, promotes prosocial behavior in a 

modified dictator task. The dictator task has been used extensively in economic game 

theory to investigate selfish motives in social exchange among adults (e.g., Bohnet & 

Frey, 1999; Eckel & Grossman, 1996; Forsythe et ah, 1994; Hoffman et ah, 1994; 

Hoffman et al., 1996; Kahneman et ah, 1986; Rankin, 2006) as well as children (Beneson 

et al., 2007; Harbaugh & Krause, 2000).

The dictator task gets its name from the fact that the first player, the dictator, 

unilaterally determines the distribution of a monetary or token sum. The dictator is
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therefore provided a sum of money or tokens and is instructed to distribute the 

endowment between him or herself and a second individual, the receiver. The receiver is 

simply a passive recipient and has no sanctioning power over the dictator’s actions (cf. 

the ultimatum game; e.g., Bolton & Zwick, 1995). Because the dictator is under no 

experimental orders to allocate to the receiver (and the endowment is no more the 

dictator’s than it is the receiver’s) any sharing of the endowment represents a departure 

from selfishness. By allocating to the receiver, the dictator provides the receiver a benefit 

at a cost to him or herself (i.e., the dictator’s net gain suffers).

Past research using the dictator paradigm has investigated the role of “social 

distance” in encouraging selfish behaviors (Bohnet & Frey, 1999; Hoffman et al., 1996). 

For example, Hoffman et al. (1996) found dictators to be more selfish when they were 

socially isolated from the experimenter in addition to their counterparts. The authors 

concluded that when the opportunity to build a reputation with the experimenter is 

removed, the incentive to be generous in the dictator task decreases. In the current study, 

we extended this line of research by investigating participants’ concerns about being 

personally identified via gossip in the context of a dictator task.

In the current study, participants performed an anonymous dictator task as the 

Allocator (“dictator” was replaced with this more neutral term). As in previous studies, 

participants were instructed to distribute an endowment between themselves and an 

anonymous second party (the Receiver). However, in contrast to previous studies, some 

participants were led to believe that a third party (either someone who could or could not 

personally identify them) would learn about their economic decision via the Receiver. In 

the current study, the third party did not have punitive power (cf, Fehr & Fischbacher, 

2004). The third party merely served as a confidant to the Receiver, and the Allocator 

was made aware of this relationship between the other two players prior to making his or 

her decision. Importantly, some participants were prompted to disclose personally 

identifying information (e.g., their names and place of residence) to the third party. This 

manipulation compromised the participant’s anonymity via prospective gossip between 

the Receiver and the third party.

Based on findings from previous dictator game studies (e.g., Kahneman et al., 

1986), it was predicted that many participants would distribute the endowment equitably
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(5-5) regardless of condition. Past research has shown that even in anonymous laboratory 

settings, participants often defer to a fairness norm of reciprocal exchange (Hoffman et 

ah, 1996). Second, it was hypothesized that participants who were told that the Receiver 

would be communicating their economic decision to a third party would be more 

generous in their allocation of tokens to the Receiver than participants who were not 

given this information. Finally, it was predicted that this effect would be even greater for 

participants whose reputation was threatened by their disclosure of personally identifying 

information to the third party prior to their economic decision.

3. Method
3.1. Participants

Seventy three undergraduate and postgraduate students from the Queen’s 

University, Belfast (25 male; 48 female) ranging in age from 18 years 1 month to 51 
years 10 months (M~ 23 years) participated. One participant indicated that she was not 

motivated by the study’s incentive (she had recently won two £100 lotteries) and was 
therefore eliminated from the study. This left a total of 72 participants with 18 in each of 

the four conditions. The majority of students {n = 68) were Caucasian (primarily Irish 

and English descent).

Participants were recruited by a male research assistant either through classroom 

announcements or on-site recruitment at the university’s student union. Participants were 

told that their participation would qualify them for a chance to win £100. This raffle 

incentive was incorporated into the design of the study.

3.2. Materials and basic procedures

Participants were tested individually after providing their informed consent. 

Special care was taken to ensure that participants believed there to be another participant, 

the Receiver, seated in a separate room and waiting for them to make their allocation 

decision (in actuality there was no Receiver). Participants were asked to perform an 

anonymous dictator task, which entailed freely “distributing” an endowment of ten tokens 

between themselves and an anonymous second party (the Receiver). The optimal
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strategy, from an economic perspective, was for the participant to allocate all ten tokens 

to him or herself.

The ten tokens represented ten individual opportunities to be entered into a lottery 

drawing for a chance to win £100. Participants were asked to distribute the endowment 

however they felt inclined, in single units. The allocation task involved a piece of paper, 

an empty envelope, and a writing utensil. On the piece of paper, at the top right, was the 

participant’s randomly assigned ID number. The datasheet presented participants with a 

visual array of 10 tokens. Beneath the tokens were two boxes, one labeled “Allocator 

(You),” and the other labeled “Receiver (Them)” (see Appendix B). All participants were 

instructed to write in each box a numeral (0-10) to designate how many tokens each 

player would receive. There was only one rule: the two numbers had to add up to 10. As 

a control measure, participants were asked to summarize in their own words the task 

instructions to verily their understanding. The few participants who displayed any 

confusion about the task were provided clarification or correction at that time.

After making their distribution decision, participants were instructed to insert the 

piece of paper into an opaque envelope and then seal it. This was done to minimize 

subject-experimenter effects (i.e., motives to build a reputation with the experimenter). 

Participants then waited for the instructor to return to collect the sealed envelope. All 

participants were given roughly a minute to perform the allocation task.

3.3. Experimental design and conditions

The study was a 2 (reputational concern) x 2 (threat of gossip) between-subjects 

factorial design. Each variable was crossed so that participants were randomly assigned 

to one of four conditions, either experimental or control for each of the two main 

variables. The first independent variable, reputational concern, referred to the 

participants disclosing or not disclosing personally identifying information to a third 

party (a female confederate) in the experimenter’s absence. The second independent 

variable, threat of gossip, referred to the participants being told or not being told that the 

Receiver would inform the third party of the participants’ decision.

3.4. Reputational concern manipulation
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Participants randomly assigned to the experimental condition of the reputational 

concern condition entered the laboratory to find a female confederate already seated (the 

same female confederate was always used). The confederate had an informed consent 

sheet and she appeared to be diligently reading this material. No communication 

occurred between the participant and confederate at this time. After signing the informed 

consent sheet, both individuals were instructed by the experimenter to reach under their 

chairs for their role assignments. Under each chair was a card with a letter printed on it 

(either A or B) which designated the role they would be performing. Seating 

arrangements were rigged so that participants were always assigned the role of Allocator 

(letter A) although they were told the roles had been assigned at random.

Although participants were informed that they would be performing the role of 

Allocator, they were not told what the role entailed. All they were told at that time was 

that they would be making a decision that would affect both themselves and another 

individual, the Receiver, who was seated in a second lab room. Furthermore, the 

confederate's role was never revealed to the participant. Participants were told only that 

the confederate would be performing a different role from them, the details of which 

would be revealed only to the confederate after she was moved to a separate room. 

Moreover, no title was ever ascribed to the confederate in the presence of the participant. 

Instead, the confederate was simply referred to as “Player B.”

After assigning roles, the experimenter announced his intentions to step out of the 

room for a few minutes to check on the Receiver. With the experimenter removed from 

the room, the confederate and the participant were left alone (while the experimenter 

listened covertly from behind the closed door), which provided the confederate the 

opportunity to engage the participant in a casual scripted conversation:

Hi, my name is______ . (If P does not reciprocate, request name) What is it?
(As if C did not hear the first time; repeats name aloud) Are you a student at Queen’s? 
(They always were) What year are you? (Wait for response) What are you studying?
(Wait for response) Where do students of______ meet for classes? (Wait for response)
I’m an anthropology student, so I spend much of my time along University Square. Do 
you live on campus? (If P says “no,” ask) Where do you live? (If P says “yes,” ask) 
Where’s that? (Experimenter enters after response is given)
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Despite the unpredictable nature of informal conversations, the confederate was 

instructed to keep conversations as close to the script as possible. The script was arranged 

so as to solicit personal information from the participant that would, in principle, allow 

this other person to identify and locate the participant in the future. We reasoned that 

disclosure of one’s name and clues to one’s routine location (place of study, place of 

residence) would heighten the participant’s reputation concerns and hence lead them to 

make strategic decisions for reputation management.

After the script was completed, the experimenter returned to segregate the 

participant and confederate into separate rooms. The experimenter escorted the 

confederate from the lab and then returned to instruct the participant on the allocation 

task.

Participants assigned to the control condition were never introduced to the 

confederate, but instead were immediately instructed about the allocation task.

3.5. Threat of gossip manipulation

Participants randomly assigned to the threat of gossip condition were given 

additional information about the allocation task omitted from the control condition for 

this variable. They were instructed that upon learning the outcome of the allocation task, 

the Receiver would have the opportunity to “discuss” the outcome with a third party (the 

confederate whom they were introduced to earlier). This third party was either someone 

who was a stranger to the participant (for those who were assigned to the control 

condition of the reputational concern variable) or someone who could personally identify 

the participant based on their prior conversation (for those assigned to the experimental 

condition of the reputational concern variable).

3.6. Allocation scores

Each participant received a numerical score based on their allocation decision. 

Scores reflected the amount of tokens (single units) allocated to the Receiver on a scale 

from 0 to 10. Unlike previous studies, wherein offers were limited to 0 to half, or 0 or 

half, there were no constraints set on the distribution task. Participants were permitted to 

allocate any number of tokens to the Receiver.
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3.7. Justification responses

Participants were also asked to justify their allocation decisions. According to 

most evolutionary psychologists, we should not expect participant responses to reflect an 

understanding of the functional or “ultimate” causes (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2002; 

Kenrick, 1991) of their behaviors (i.e., that it is in service of genetic replication). 

However, if a participant in our study justified a generous allocation in terms of being 

apprehensive about others thinking that he or she was selfish, this would demonstrate a 

conscious understanding, to a certain extent, of the proposed adaptive problem. Careful 

attention was therefore paid to justification responses that indicated such a conscious 

understanding of the relationship between language and reputation.

Justification responses were coded by two independent raters (the first author and 

a research assistant blind to the purposes of the study) and assigned to one of seven 

categories: Equity/fairness, Self advantage. Superstition, Reputation, Generosity, 

Confusion, and Self optimization. Definitions and examples of these categories are 

provided in Table 2.1.

3.8. Confederate ratings

Participants who interacted with the confederate at the start of the study, rated 

how likable the confederate was, how likely they were to meet the confederate again, and 

how likely they were to share personal contacts with the confederate, on 7-point Likert 

scales (1 = “no chance” or “I did not like them”; 7 = “definitely” or “I really liked 

them”).

4. Results
4.1. Allocation scores

Mean allocation scores (and standard deviations) by condition are provided in 

Table 2.2. Allocation scores represent number of tokens allocated to the Receiver.
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Table 2.\. Justification categories, definitions, and examples
Justification

Category
Definition Example

Equity/faimess .... Appeals to a principle of equity, fairness, 
or justice

“I just divided them up equally 
because that’s fair.”

Self advantage .... . Having the aim of putting themselves at 
an advantage over the Receiver

“...having power of distributor
I could make it work to my 
advantage...”

Superstition.......... Appealing to a cosmic force (such as 
karma) or selecting a lucky number as 
justification for action

“1 quite like the number 3...also 
this is the third month of the 
year and 2007 is the year...”

Reputation............ . Concerns about being identified or 
evaluated by others negatively

“When 1 was informed the 
receiver would know how many 
tokens 1 would give them and 
discuss this with player B, I 
wanted to be fair.”

Generosity............ Wanting someone else to succeed despite 
the disadvantage to self

“...I wanted to give someone 
else the best chance possible.”

Confusion.............. Statements revealing a failure to 
understand the probability or design 
structure of the task

“1 have an equal chance of 
winning if I keep just one token 
or if I keep them all.”

Self optimization . . . Wanting to optimize one’s chances of 
winning

“To give myself the best 
chance. Yes, it’s greedy, but I 
have complete control...”

Table 2.2. Mean allocation scores and standard deviations (in parentheses) by condition
Threat of Gossip No Threat of Gossip

Reputational Concern 5.44(1.15) 4.17(2.23)
No Reputational Concern 4.67(1.09) 4.22(1.73)

A three-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to assess the effects 

of sex, reputational concern, and threat of gossip on allocation scores. Although no sex 

differences were predicted, there is some evidence that sex differences in selfish behavior 

exist, with males tending to be more selfish than females (e.g., Eckel & Grossman, 1998). 

In order to assess the effects of sex in the current study, sex was therefore included in the 

model. However, no effect of sex was found, F(\,63) = .578, p = .450. In fact, 

allocations of males (M = 4.84, SD = 1.57) were, on average, slightly greater than
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allocations of females (M= 4.51, SD = 1.72), although there were almost twice as many 

female participants {n = 47) as males (n = 25).

There was no main effect of reputational concern, 7^(1,63) = 0.54, p = .466. In 

other words, disclosing personally identifying information to the confederate, by itself, 

had no effect on sharing behavior. There was a significant main effect, however, of 

threat of gossip, ,F(1,63) = 5.90, p = .018. Participants who were told that the Receiver 

would be communicating their economic decision with the third party (grey bars in 

Figure 2.1) were significantly more generous in their allocations of the tokens than 

participants who were not led to believe that their decisions would be discussed (white 

bars in Figure 2.1).

The two-way interaction of reputational concern and threat of gossip, however, 

was not significant, F(l,63) = 1.69, p = .199. Although an interaction of these two 

variables was expected, follow-up analyses revealed why no interaction was found.

Follow-up tests revealed two significant simple effects. When assessing only 

participants exposed to the threat of gossip variable, having participants disclose 

identifying information with the third party led to greater allocations, on average, F(l,35) 

= 4.36, p < .05. However, disclosing identifying information to the third party made no 

difference in the absence of the threat of gossip variable, F(l,35) = .01,/? = .934. This is 

what one might have expected, since only a person represented as having informational 

access to one’s behavior poses a threat to the seifs reputation.

When assessing only participants who disclosed identifying information with the 

third party, the threat of gossip variable had a positive effect on allocations, F(l,35) = 

4.67,/? = .038. However, the threat of gossip variable had no effect when participants did 

not meet and disclose identifying information to the third party, F(l,35) = 0.85,/? = .363. 

In other words, we did not find support for the hypothesis that the threat of gossip 

operates on its own to promote generosity. Rather, both variables are needed to 

encourage generosity, which explains why there was no interaction: If either variable is 

missing the result is equivalent to having neither present.
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Figure 2.1. Mean (and S.E.M.) number of tokens allocated to receiver as a function of 
reputational concern and threat of gossip (r? = 18 for each condition).. The difference 
between grey bars was significant (p < .05); the difference between white bars was n.s. 
The depicted p-values refer to simple-effects tests of the threat of gossip variable at 
different levels of reputational concern.

As shown in Table 2.3, an equitable (5 token) allocation was the most frequent of 

decisions for all conditions, as predicted. However, each condition produced a slightly 

different allocation pattern. In particular, one condition appeared in strong contrast to the 

other three conditions. Among participants who experienced both independent variables, 

only one participant gave less than 5 tokens, and this offer was only negligibly less than 

the equitable amount (4 tokens). Moreover, a handful of participants (n = 4) in this 

condition gave more than 5 tokens, and most of these allocations were substantial (>6 

tokens). A different pattern emerged in the other three conditions. While equitable 

allocations were, again, the most frequent behavior in these conditions, few participants
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gave more than the equitable amount. In fact, the combined total for these three 

conditions only matched the total for the primary experimental condition. Moreover, a 

number of participants gave less than the equitable amount in these conditions (« = 8, 3, 

5, respectively) and the only cases of nil offers were found in these conditions.

Table 2.3. Allocation frequencies by amount allocated by condition (n = 18)
Amount

Allocated Reputational Concern (R) x Threat of Gossip (G)

RxG R x ~G ~R x G ~R x ~G
0 0 2 0 2
1 0 1 1 0
2 0 0 0 1
3 0 2 1 0
4 1 3 1 2
5 13 8 14 12
6 1 0 1 1
7 2 1 0 0
8 0 0 0 0
9 1 1 0 0
10 0 0 0 0

Note. ~ = “without”

Not unlike previous studies, across all of conditions there were no participants 

who offered the full amount of 10 tokens. According to Fehr and Fischbacher (2004), 

offers greater than 5 are rare. Indeed, in line with past research, few participants from the 

control conditions offered more than 5 tokens. However, one empirical departure from 

previous findings was that several participants (« = 4; 22.2%) from the primary 

experimental condition (R x G) offered over and above the equitable amount.

4.2. Confederate ratings

Zero-order correlations were conducted between allocation scores and confederate 

ratings. Liking the confederate correlated positively with allocation scores, r(36) = .34, p 

< .05; that is, the more participants reported liking the confederate, the more tokens they 

gave to the Receiver. This suggests participants were using their altruistic giving as a 

broadcasting signal to the confederate. However, likelihood of meeting the confederate

64



2. Concerns about Gossip Promote Altruistic Behavior

again and likelihood of sharing personal contacts with the confederate did not correlate 

with allocation scores, r(36) = -.01, r(}6) = .04, respectively. There were no gender 

differences regarding any of these measures (all ps > .20).

4.3. Justification responses

Although a substantial number of responses included justifications from multiple 

categories, in these equivocal cases, raters coded what they determined to be the more 

dominant response. A significant inter-rater agreement of 91.5% (Cohen’s kappa; N =13 

responses) was obtained.

Table 2.4. Justification responses: Category frequencies by condition (reputational 
concern x threat of gossip)

Justification Category
Reputation Concern (R) x Threat of Gossip (G)

TotalRxG R x ~G ~R x G ~R x ~G
Equity/faimess 11 6 13 11 41
Self advantage 1 6 3 3 13
Superstition 0 1 1 0 2
Reputation 3 1 1 0 5
Generosity 3 0 0 1 4
Confusion 0 2 0 1 3
Self optimization 0 2 0 2 4

Total 18 18 18 18 72
Note. ~ = “without”

Justification frequencies were organized by condition (as presented in Table 2.4) 

and are reported here in terms of amount allocated (e.g., less than fair, fair, or more than 

fair). By and large, participants who distributed the tokens equitably invoked 

Equity/faimess as behavioral justification across all conditions. A few participants, 

mostly from the R x G condition, however, justified their action in terms of avoiding 

negative reputational consequences (e.g., appearing “greedy,” “selfish,” or “mean”). 

Many of these individuals conveyed an initial motive to distribute the tokens to their 

advantage, but then modified their behavior after considering, for example, “the idea of 

people discussing and criticizing [their] actions.” In the words of one participant from 

this primary experimental condition:
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“I thought about giving myself more than the Receiver, but I did not want Player 
B [the third party] or the receiver to think I am selfish or taking more chances for myself. 
If the Receiver had not been going to talk to Player B I would have had no qualms about 
allocating myself all the tokens! [italics added]”

A few participants justified their “more than fair” allocations in terms of motives 

to be generous (Generosity). The majority of these participants received both treatments 

(R x G). Two “more than fair” participants (both from control conditions) exhibited a 

lack of understanding about the statistical probability of the task (Confusion); that is, they 

stated that their chances of winning the lottery were the same as long as they retained at 

least one token. Because there was no way of knowing whether these participants would 

have behaved differently in the absence of this confusion, however, and because 

removing these participants from the analysis led to no significant changes in results, they 

were retained in the subject pool.

Participants who gave “less than fair” offers justified their behavior largely in 

terms of giving themselves an advantage, but not wanting to refuse the Receiver a chance 

at winning (Self advantage). All participants who distributed the full amount to 

themselves justified the act in terms of optimizing their chances of winning.

A subordinate justification, which may be referred to as “social distance” (Bohnet 

& Frey, 1999; Hoffman et ah, 1996; Rankin, 2006), was also observed among 

participants who gave “less than fair” offers. Six participants indicated that the 

anonymity of the Receiver influenced their decision to distribute the tokens more 

selfishly. For example, one participant stated, “There is no reason for me to give the 

tokens to someone I don’t know and I would expect anybody else in the same situation to 

do the same.” Thus, consistent with previous findings, recipient anonymity appeared to 

influence the allocators’ economic decisions. The current study, however, adds to 

previous findings by demonstrating that concerns about being identified via gossip 

encourage prosocial behavior.

5. Discussion

The present study sought to test whether the threat of gossip encourages prosocial 

behavior in a dictator game experiment. It was hypothesized that cues about the
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likelihood of gossip (i.e., the transmission of strategic social information to an absent 

third party) would serve to promote generous offers. This hypothesis was tested by 

manipulating whether or not participants were told that a counterpart, the Receiver, 

would discuss their economic decisions with a third party. Support for this hypothesis 

was not found. That is, the threat of gossip alone did not significantly increase 

participants’ offers.

However, it was also hypothesized that the threat of gossip would lead to more 

generous allocations on the dictator task if participants’ reputations were at risk. In order 

to manipulate concerns about reputation, half of our participants were left alone with a 

confederate who solicited personally identifying information from them (e.g., name and 

place of residence). From among these participants, half were later told that the Receiver 

would be disclosing to the confederate their economic decision. The findings strongly 

supported this second hypothesis. Participants assigned to the threat of gossip condition, 

and who disclosed personally identifying information to one of the future gossipers, were 

more generous than participants from all the other conditions. It would appear, then, that 

the threat of gossip only serves to promote generous behavior when people are given the 

opportunity to enhance their reputation.

The distribution of allocation scores also supported this conclusion. Participants 

in the primary experimental condition (R x G) almost never offered “less than fair” 

allocations, while participants in the other three conditions often did. Only one “less than 

fair” allocation was made when both treatments were administered, and this allocation (4 

tokens) was only negligibly “less than fair.”

The current findings are consistent with past research on altruistic behavior in 

humans, some of which have also shown that concerns about reputation promote 

generous behavior in economic games (Barclay & Wilier, 2007; Milinski et al., 2002; 

Nowak & Sigmund, 1998; Wedekind & Milinski, 2000). The present data extend this 

line of research by demonstrating how reputational concerns promoting generous 

behavior are mediated by language or information transmission.

Several participants in the current study expressed apprehension about the second 

and third party discussing their economic decisions. Although justifications of this kind 

were relatively infrequent, we cannot conclude from this that reputational concerns were
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absent from participants’ conscious decision-making. Reputational concerns in the 

primary experimental condition may have been eclipsed by the more salient motive to 

behave fairly. Nevertheless, regardless of how participants’ justified their actions, the fact 

that participants were more generous when their reputation was jeopardized by the threat 

of gossip suggests motivations for strategic social information management. Whether 

these motivations operate consciously, unconsciously or at both levels, it is too soon to 

say.

In addition to the central hypotheses, it was also predicted that many participants 

would abide by a general fairness norm (whereby participants distribute the endowment 

equitably) regardless of condition, as suggested by previous findings (e.g., Kahneman et 

al., 1986; Hoffman et ah, 1996). Indeed, the data supported this hypothesis. Equitable (5 

token) offers were by far the most common and, with the exception of one control 

condition, accounted for more than half of the total allocations made. Although equitable 

behavior within the dictator game paradigm is robust, Hoffman et al. (1996) have 

demonstrated that by increasing the social isolation of the dictator, adherence to the 

fairness norm can, to a certain extent, be loosened. Several methodological factors may 

have contributed to the robust adherence to a fairness norm in the study across all 

conditions.

First, there is no doubt that the type of payment incentive influenced selfish 

motivations. A lottery drawing may not have the same incentive as real money, since 

payment is deferred and uncertain. Forsythe et al. (1994), for example, found that 

participants were significantly less likely to share the endowment when told that they 

would be allowed to keep the allocation.

Sampling bias may also have contributed to high rates of sharing in the present 

study. Most participants were recruited from the university’s student union. Most people 

solicited were unwilling to comply with the male recruiter’s request to participate in the 

study. Those who did comply may represent an atypical sample. That is, the kind of 

people willing to stop and listen to - and then comply with - a stranger’s request may also 

be more likely than the average person to share an endowment with an anonymous 

second party. Also, it may be that the current experimental design did not fully control 

for experimenter effects (Hoffman et al., 1996). In the current study, opaque envelopes
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were used to prevent the experimenter from seeing the allocation and therefore to 

minimize subject-experimenter reputation-building. It may have been that participants 

did not trust the experimenter not to look, however.

Most likely, a combination of these methodological factors contributed to high 

rates of equitable allocations across conditions. However, it should also be noted that, 

methodology aside, the most likely contributor to equity in the anonymous dictator game 

is the pre-experimental internalization of a fairness norm, which promotes positive fitness 

outcomes in non-anonymous, extra-laboratory contexts (Hoffman et ah, 1996).

In conclusion, Study 1 provides clear experimental evidence showing that 

concerns about being identified and gossiped about play an important role in promoting 

prosocial behavior. Future work in this area should continue to clarify the relationship 

between the evolution of language, reputation, and altruistic behavior. For example, 

future research should investigate the conditions under which concerns about gossip 

might bring about antisocial, rather than prosocial, outcomes. One possibility is that 

anticipating being the target of gossip serves to promote prosocial behavior, whereas 

being the actual victim of negative gossip promotes antisocial behavior (e.g., aggressive, 

hostile, or retaliatory responses), much like when people are made the target of social 

ostracism (see Warburton, Williams, & Cairns, 2006).

6. Study 2

6.1. Introduction

Past research has shown that anonymity encourages selfish and anti-normative 

behavior because anonymity decreases the “social distance” between actor and recipient 

(Bohnet & Frey, 1999; Burnham, 2003; Hoffman, McCabe, & Smith, 1996). However, 

much of this research has focused on adherence to norms of fairness, for example, norms 

about distributing endowed sums of money, as in Study 1 (Eckel & Grossman, 1996a; 

Hoffman et al., 1996). In comparison, less work has examined the effects of anonymity 

on punishment behavior. In other words, to what extent are people’s decisions to punish 

others influenced by their concerns about others being able to identify them?

One study that did address this question of anonymity and punishment was 

conducted by Kurzban, DeScioli, and O’Brien (2007). In this study, researchers informed
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participants, prior to making their decisions about whether to punish another player who 

has defected in a Prisoner’s Dilemma Game, that either: (a) they would have to announce 

their decisions in public at the end of the game, (b) the experimenter would know their 

decisions, or (c) their decisions would be kept completely anonymous and confidential. 

Kurzban et al. observed increased levels of altruistic punishment (in the form of 

participants sacrificing more of their own monetary endowment to penalize non- 

cooperative players) when participants expected their decisions to be made public and 

their identities revealed.

Kurzban et al.’s (2007) results suggest that earlier findings about the role of 

anonymity in adherence to a fairness norm apply also to norms about punishing violators 

of those norms. However, their critical experimental treatment (of informing participants 

that their economic decisions would be made public, along with their identity) 

confounded two separate independent variables: (1) personal identification (or a breach 

of anonymity), and (2) information transmission (or a breach of privacy). While a breach 

of anonymity entails a breach of privacy, a breach of privacy does not necessarily entail a 

breach of anonymity. In the present study, I examined separately the effects of a breach 

of anonymity and a breach of privacy on altruistic punishment behavior in the context of 

a modified third-party punishment game.

The main prediction in the present study was that participants would respond to a 

breach of privacy (e.g., being told that their names would be kept confidential but that 

their decision to punish would be revealed to another player) as though it were also 

breach of anonymity (e.g., that they would be personally identified as making this 

decision). This prediction is based on the more general evolutionary hypothesis that, in 

the ancestral past, once information about a social act was revealed and began to circulate 

through gossip, the actor’s identity would have likely also been compromised in small- 

scale hunter-gatherer societies.

6.2. Privacy, anonymity and social behavior

Privacy is not the same as anonymity. Although privacy generally entails 

anonymity, anonymity does not necessarily entail privacy (although it is an open question 

whether people treat it as such). If someone finds an anonymous diary (i.e., private
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notebook) and shares its contents with others, this is a breach of privacy for the author of 

the diary, but it is not a breach of anonymity because the author is not identified. 

However, if the author of the diary can be identified due to the handwriting, this breach in 

privacy would now become also a breach of anonymity.

Several lines of research have shown that anonymity (in the sense of not being 

identifiable) promotes antisocial and anti-normative behavior. For example, Chiou (2007) 

had Taiwanese youth respond to three sexual messages (interspersed with six non-sexual 

messages) over the computer, in a web camera (low anonymity), personal photo (medium 

anonymity), or nickname (high anonymity) condition. Chiou found that participants’ 

responses to sexual messages were most explicit in the high anonymity condition, lowest 

in the low anonymity condition, and moderate in the medium anonymity condition. 

Likewise, Silke (2003) observed that public acts of violence by paramilitary foot-soldiers 

in Northern Ireland were exacerbated in terms of seriousness and aggressiveness when 

perpetrators took measures to conceal their personal identities (wearing masks).

On the other hand, recent findings from evolutionary game theory have 

demonstrated the importance of social accountability (i.e., indirect reciprocity or 

reputation management) for the stabilizing of norm conformity and prosociality (Milinski 

et ah, 2002; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998, 2005; Panchanathan & Boyd, 2004; Semmann et 

ah, 2004; Wedekind & Braithwaite, 2002; Wedekind & Milinski, 2000). For example, 

Milinski et al. (2002) found that when information about participants’ past decisions in an 

indirect reciprocity game were made known to other players, contributions to a public 

good were significantly higher than when participants’ past decisions were unavailable. 

Moreover, when the opportunity to build a reputation is available and there are a limited 

number of potential interactive partners, people compete for the best reputation through 

costly (i.e., altruistic) giving (Barclay & Wilier, 2007).

One possible explanation for why anonymity often loosens adherence to social 

norms is that cues that motivate reputation-enhancing behavior (i.e., cues indicative of 

being visible to others) are often absent in “anonymous” settings. Evidence for this 

hypothesis comes from several lines of research that have demonstrated increased 

prosocial behavior as a result of introducing implicit, social-presence cues (e.g., human-
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like eyes, human voice) into an ostensibly “anonymous” setting (Bateson, Nettle, & 

Roberts, 2006; Burnham & Hare, 2007; Haley & Fessler, 2005; Kurzban, 2001).

Burnham (2003), for example, devised a Dictator Game experiment with three 

conditions—a “no photo” treatment, a “dictator photo” treatment, and a “recipient photo” 

treatment. The Dictator Game assigns one player the role of “dictator” and another player 

the role of “recipient.” The dictator is given a sum of money and must decide how much 

of it he/she will share with the recipient. The recipient is simply a passive recipient in the 

game and has no sanctioning power over the dictator (cf. the Ultimatum Game). In 

Burnham’s “no photo” treatment, participants simply performed an anonymous Dictator 

Game. In the “dictator photo” treatment, an instant photograph of the dictator was 

enclosed along with their decision to the recipient; that is, in this condition participants 

performing the role of dictator believed that they could be identified by recipients (which 

raised the possibility of interactions outside the laboratory). In the “recipient photo” 

treatment, dictators viewed an instant photograph of the recipient prior to their decision; 

that is, in this condition, participants performing the role of dictator could identify the 

recipient of their action (which introduced social presence cues into the “anonymous” 

environment). The outcome was that dictators were most selfish (i.e., they gave the least 

amount to the recipient) in the “no photo” (i.e., true anonymity) condition. However, in 

the two experimental conditions, there were significantly more equitable and generous 

offers, suggesting that both the presence of social cues (“recipient photo”) and concerns 

about being identified (“dictator photo”) promote generous behavior.

Thus, while researchers have investigated the effects of perceived anonymity on 

social behavior, it remains unclear the extent to which perceptions of privacy motivate 

similar behaviors. In particular, I am not aware of any study that has distinguished 

methodologically between a breach of privacy (i.e., knowing that others will learn about 

one’s actions but that one’s identity will be protected) and a breach of anonymity (i.e., 

knowing that others will learn about one’s actions and also that one will be identified as 

the actor).

6.3. Evolutionary accounts of altruistic punishment and the present study
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Norms of cooperation and fairness may evolve only when enough people are 

committed to punishing norm violations (Henrich & Boyd, 2001). However, punishment 

itself represents a second-order public good (Boyd, Gintis, Bowles, & Richerson, 2003; 

Yamagishi, 1986)—i.e., the benefits of punishment can be enjoyed by all members of a 

group regardless of individual contributions. Because the act of punishing norm violators 

is costly (i.e., one must expend time and energy to punish and risks retaliation and 

possible injury), it is in an individual’s best interest not to punish, so as to avoid the costs 

of punishing. Nevertheless, people often do punish norm violators (at least in laboratory 

experiments), despite the costs and even when the actions of norm violators do not 

directly affect them (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004; Fehr & Gachter, 2002; Henrich et ah, 

2006).

Gintis (2000) and Henrich and Boyd (2001) have argued that punitive dispositions 

evolved through group selection. Henrich and Boyd (2001), for example, presented a 
multi-stage model whereby once norms for cooperation and punishment stabilize within a 

“pay-off biased” and “weak conformist transmission” population, they may invade other 

populations and come to dominate by avoiding costly punishment (see also Boyd et ah, 

2003; Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2003). Another possibility is that individuals 

engaging in altruistic punishment were rewarded by third parties (i.e., group members) in 

the form of trust (Barclay, 2006), social status (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006), or 

reproductive benefits (Miller, 2000; Smith, Bliege Bird, & Bird, 2003), which made it 

beneficial (in the long run) for individuals to punish norm violations.

Reputation-based explanations for altruistic punishment appear to fall short in that 

they fail to account for observations of altruistic punishment in anonymous settings, 

where there are no ostensible opportunities to build a reputation (e.g., Fehr & Gachter, 

2002; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004). This kind of altruistic behavior (that occurs between 

non-kin in the absence of cues for direct or indirect reciprocity) has been labeled “strong 

reciprocity” (Gintis, 2000; Fehr, Fischbacher, & Gachter, 2002) and there are principally 

two evolutionary accounts for this behavior. According to Gintis et al. (2003), strong 

reciprocity is an adaptive dispositional trait, which evolved through group selection. 

According to Burnham and Johnson (2005), strong reciprocity is, by definition, 

maladaptive, and they suggest that strong reciprocity (as it has been operationalized in
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laboratory experiments) may be caused by inadvertent “triggering” of individual-level 

indirect-reciprocity mechanisms under presumably anonymous conditions (referred to as 

the “evolutionary legacy hypothesis”; see Haley & Fessler, 2005, for a similar argument).

In the present study, all participants were assigned the role of the “third party” in 

a third-party punishment game (a one-shot economic game; see Fehr & Fischbacher, 

2004) and had to decide how much to spend of their own endowment to punish an 

anonymous dictator who “selfishly” distributed £0 to an anonymous recipient. 

Participants’ perceptions about having their punishment decisions revealed to the 

anonymous recipient (privacy breach) vs. having their decisions revealed and their 

identities revealed to the recipient (anonymity breach) were manipulated. Participants 

were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions. In the control condition, 

participants were given the impression that their economic decisions would be kept 

private and their identities kept strictly anonymous. In the privacy breach condition, 

participants were told that the anonymous recipient would hear about their economic 

decision, but would not know their names (thus had no way of identifying them). Finally, 

in the anonymity breach condition, participants were informed that the recipient would be 
made aware of both their economic decision and their names (and thus could potentially 

identify them).

No significant difference in punishment behavior was expected between the 

privacy breach and anonymity breach conditions. However, altruistic punishment in these 

conditions was expected to be greater than in the control condition (i.e., Ha: anonymity 

breach = confidentiality breach > control). This prediction follows from the hypothesis 

that concerns about reputation are inadvertently activated by the privacy breach cue, 

despite ostensible anonymity, because such a distinction (between privacy and 

anonymity) was immaterial in the ancestral past. The alternative hypothesis is that 

participants do make a strategic distinction between private and anonymous contexts, and 

adjust their behavior accordingly. If this is the case, there should be no difference in 

punishment behavior between the privacy breach and control conditions, with greater 

levels of punishment in the anonymity breach condition (i.e., HB: anonymity breach > 

privacy breach = control), since only in the anonymity breach condition is their reputation 

placed at risk.
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Participants also justified their economic decisions in writing and report, by 

selecting from a list of emotion terms, those emotions they experienced while making 

their decision. In regards to participants’ justifications, participants who punished the 

dictator were expected to justify their actions in terms of concerns about fairness and 

justice, as suggested by previous findings (e.g., Study 1; Hoffman et ah, 1996). No 

predictions were made about justifications of non-punishers. Finally, in regards to 

participants’ reports of their emotional experience, punishers were expected to report 

having had experienced the negative social emotions of anger/outrage, and the positive 

social emotions of pride/righteousness. From an appraisal perspective, anger/outrage 

arises from perceiving a negative event or social transgression as certain, under human 

control, and brought about by others (Lemer & Keltner, 2000; Smith & Ellsworth. 1985). 

Pride/righteousness is thought to arise from perceptions of the self as responsible for a 

positive event, success, or adhering to a social norm (Fessler & Haley, 2003; Tracy & 
Robins, 2004a). On the other hand, non-punishers were expected to report feeling the 

negative social emotions of guilt and shame. In general, guilt and shame are thought to 

arise from perceptions of the self as responsible for a negative (usually interpersonal) 

event or moral failure (e.g., hurting someone or neglecting one’s duty; Baumeister et ah, 

1994; Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2006); however, this may be 

more true of guilt than shame, which, in addition to moral failures, has been linked to 

status-based failures (e.g., feeling inferior; Fessler, 2004; Gilbert et ah, 1994; Keltner & 

Buswell, 1996).

7, Methods

7.1. Participants, materials, and procedures

Forty-two students from Queen’s University, Belfast, Northern Ireland (21 

females, 21 males; 69% Caucasian Irish, 28.6% Caucasian English, 2.4% Irish/English; 

mean age = 20.81; min. = 18.42, max. = 36.25) were assigned randomly to one of three 

experimental conditions. In all three conditions, participants were instructed that they 

were the “third party” in a “three-player economic game.” The economic game was said 

to entail one player (the dictator) who was to distribute a sum of ten £1 coins between 

him- or herself and a second player (the recipient). In other words, this was a Dictator
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Game in which the dictator had absolute control over how many coins (if any) the 

recipient would receive. Participants were provided a visual aid to help them visualize the 

game parameters (see Appendix C). The participants were instructed that these two other 

players were seated in separate rooms and that the dictator would be making his or her 

decision in private. In actuality, aside from the participant there were no other players. 

Note that, in the study, the dictator was referred to as “distributor-” to avoid connotations 

associated with “dictator’' (e.g., “cruel,” “tyrant”). Throughout this chapter, however, the 

conventional moniker of “dictator” is used.

As third party, participants were given a total sum of five £1 coins and informed 

that every £1 coin they “left behind” (i.e., that they did not take with them) would serve 

to “deduct two coins from the dictator’s total earnings.” (The term “punish” was never 

used.) It was emphasized to participants that their decision only influenced the dictator’s 

outcome and in no way affected the recipient’s outcome.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions (14 

participants in each condition). In the control condition, participants were instructed that 

the recipient would not find out about participants’ economic decision. In fact, control 

participants were told that the recipient was completely unaware that there was a third 

party in the game. In the privacy breach condition, participants were instructed that the 

experimenter would be disclosing their economic decision to the recipient, but that the 

participant’s name would not be disclosed; that is, they could not be identified by the 

recipient or the dictator. In the anonymity breach condition, participants were instructed 

that the experimenter would be disclosing both their economic decision and their names 

to the recipient, but their name would not be disclosed to the dictator; that is, the recipient 

would be able to identify them, but the dictator could not. It is important to notice that for 

all three conditions, participants were guaranteed anonymity from the dictator and thus 

did not have to fear extra-laboratory retaliation.

Before participants made their decision, they received a sealed, opaque envelope 

with the dictator’s decision inside. All participants learned that the dictator kept the entire 

sum of money (all ten £1 coins). Past research has shown that people often construe 

distributions less than half the total amount as violation of a “fairness norm” warranting 

punishment (e.g., Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004; Pillutla & Mumighan, 1996).

76



2. Concerns about Gossip Promote Altruistic Behavior

Participants then made their own decisions about how much money they would 

like to “leave behind” and thus “deduct” from the dictator. To do this, they were 

instructed to place the amount in an envelope marked “third party” and drop the envelope 

in a slot box near the door before leaving. Participants were informed that they would not 

be interacting with the experimenter or anyone else after making their decisions, but 

instead could leave the building as soon as they were done. This was done to mitigate 

participants’ concerns about interacting with the experimenter and other players after 

making their decision. After submitting their envelope, participants completed a brief 

questionnaire, which asked them to justify their decision and select from a list of emotion 

terms “any emotions experienced when making their economic decision” (see Appendix 

C). These included the following emotion terms: anger, anxiety, guilt, shame, excitement, 

righteousness, fear or worry, admiration, contempt, pride, outrage, envy, ox none.

After completing this form, participants exited the laboratory with whatever 

amount of coins they decided to keep. This provided participants with a clean get away. 

Participants did not have to interact with anyone after making their decisions. Participants 

were later fully debriefed about the study over email.

8. Results

The main dependent measure was the number of coins sacrificed by the 

participant to punish the selfish dictator. UK£ 5 was the maximum number of coins that 

could be sacrificed. Figure 2.2 presents the distribution of UK£ used to punish by 

participants within each condition. Overall, punishment was observed most often in the 

anonymity breach condition (n = 12; 85.7% gave at least £1), although the majority of 

participants punished the dictator to some extent within the other conditions as well (n = 

10; 71.4%). Instances of £0 were most frequent in the control (28.6%) and privacy breach 

conditions (28.6%), while instances of £5 (i.e., full punishment) were observed most 

often in the privacy (35.7%) and anonymity breach conditions (28.6%).

The mean amount used to punish the dictator in the control condition was 1.57 

(SD = 1.65); in the privacy breach condition, the mean was 2.36 (SD = 2.17); finally, in 

the anonymity breach condition, the mean was 2.43 (SD = 1.87). This pattern of means 

was in the predicted direction. However, to test our main hypothesis (HA: anonymity
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breach = privacy breach > control), we conducted three planned contrast tests: anonymity 

vs. privacy, privacy vs. control, and anonymity vs. control. Although comparisons of the 

experimental conditions against the control condition failed to reach conventional levels 

of significance (t(39) = 1.09,/? = .283; /(39) = 1.19,/? = .242, respectively), differences 

were in the direction predicted by our hypothesis (Ha) and not the alternative (Hb: 

anonymity > privacy = control). As predicted, there was no difference between the 

anonymity and privacy condition. /(39) = .10,/? = .922.

Amour* utod to Punish

Figure 2.2. Distributions of UK£ used to punish dictator by experimental condition (N = 
14x3).

Because I predicted that there would be no difference between the experimental 

conditions, I pooled the data from those conditions and ran a t-test, comparing the 

combined experimental conditions against the control condition. The results, again, failed 

to reach conventional levels of significance, t(40) = 1.33,/? = .191. The calculated effect 

size (ES) of the observed difference was .45 (with a = 1.82), a “medium” effect size 

according to Cohen’s (1992) ES index, which suggests a possible Type II error.
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When punishment behavior was considered as a dichotomous variable (i.e., those 

who punished [£l-£5] vs. those who did not [£0]), a Chi-square analysis revealed that 

only in the anonymity breach condition were participants committed to punishing above 

chance levels, y?{\, N = 14) = 7.14,/> = .008 (ps > .10 for the privacy breach and control 

conditions). In other words, participants in the anonymity breach condition consistently 

punished the dictator, while participants in the other conditions were not consistent.

In terms of gender effects, no specific hypothesis was made. A 3 (condition) x 2 

(gender) ANOVA revealed no significant main effect of gender, F(\, 36) = .472, p = 

.496, although a condition x gender interaction approached conventional levels of 

significance, F(2, 36) = 2.75, p = .077. One-way follow-up tests revealed that this nearly 

significant interaction effect may be explained by a significant difference between male 

and female participants in the control condition, F(l, 12) = 4.91,p = .047, with females 

(A/= 2.43, SD = 1.81) punishing to a greater extent than males (M= .71, SD = .95).

Table 2.5. Justification categories and frequencies for punishment behavior (N = 42)

Justification
Number of coins used to punish dictator
Two or more One None

Faimess/justice concerns 22 7 0
Feel bad for recipient 3 0 0

Total 25 7 0
Desire for personal gain (or influenced by 
dictator’s desire for personal gain) 4 4 4

Need money 1 1 2
Nothing to gain 0 0 4
Can't help recipient 0 1 4
Unscorable 1 1 1

Total 6 7 15

Participants’ written justifications for their economic decisions were coded by 

both the author and a second rater naive to the study’s hypotheses (Cohen’s k = .76; see 

Table 2.5 for justification categories and frequencies). Justifications reflected 

participants’ rationales for deducting or not deducting money from the dictator. Some 

participants provided rationales that related to multiple justification categories. In these
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cases, multiple codes were assigned. Table 2.5 is organized by number of coins used to 

punish the dictator—two or more, one, or none. Punishment behavior was divided into 

sub-categories of “two or more” and “one” because many participants who gave only £1 

to punish felt inclined to justify why they did not give more money. Participants who 

gave “two or more,” however, tended to focus on what they did give, rather than what 

they did not give.

Reasons for punishing included concerns about fairness and justice (90.6%; n = 

29) and feeling bad for the recipient (9.4%; n = 3). (One person invoked a 

fairness/justice rationale to justify their not punishing, but they were treated as an outlier 

and therefore omitted.) “Feeling bad for the recipient” justifications only occurred in the 

anonymity (n = 2) and privacy breach (n = 1) conditions. Reasons for not punishing (or 

not punishing more) involved the desire for personal gain (42.9%; n = 12), need for 

money (14.3%; n = 4), having nothing to gain from punishing the dictator (14.3%; n = 4), 

or not being able to help the recipient (17.9%; n = 5). Finally, justifications from three 

participants were unscorable or merely restated what the dictator had done without 

elaboration.

Table 2.6. Emotions reported by participants punishing with tw>o or more, one, or none
Two or more 

(n= 23)
One 

(n = 9)
None 

(n = 10)
Total 

(N = 42)
Anger 5 2 2 9
Contempt 5 2 2 9
Outrage 3 2 1 6
Anxiety 2 1 2 5
Fear/worry 2 1 0 3
Guilt 3 3 4 10
Shame 2 1 0 3
Excitement 5 2 2 9
Righteousness 5 4 2 11
Pride 3 0 0 3
Admiration 0 1 0 1
Envy 1 1 1 3
None 4 0 2 6
Total 40 20 18 78

Table 2.6 presents participants’ reported emotions experienced when making their 

economic decision. Participants who punished the dictator (i.e., who gave “two or more”
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or “one”) reported experiencing righteousness (28.1%; n = 9), anger (21.9%; n = 7), 

contempt (21.9%; n = 7), and excitement (21.9%; n = 7) more than other emotions. 

Participants who did not punish (i.e., gave “none”) reported experiencing guilt (40.0%; n 

= 4) more than other emotions. However, participants who gave “two or more” or “one” 

also reported experiencing guilt to a certain extent (18.8%; n = 6).

9. Discussion
The results from this brief study were generally supportive of the hypothesis that 

a breach of privacy would promote altruistic punishment in a manner similar to a breach 

of anonymity due to the reputational consequences it would have been likely to entail in 

the ancestral past. Participants in the privacy and anonymity breach conditions sacrificed 

more money to punish an anonymous dictator, who allocated £0 to an anonymous 

recipient, than participants in the control condition, who were guaranteed privacy and 

anonymity. Participants in the privacy and anonymity breach conditions sacrificed, on 

average, half of their endowment to punish, while control participants sacrificed about 

one-third.

Although contrast tests of these differences failed to reach conventional levels of 

significance, due most likely to sample size, the pattern of results conformed to the 

prediction (Ha: anonymity breach = privacy breach > control), which was inspired by the 

general evolutionary argument (i.e., the evolutionary legacy hypothesis) that it was 

difficult—if not impossible—to ensure anonymity in the ancestral past. Although 

provisional, these findings call into question the conclusions of other investigators who 

promised their participants anonymity but nevertheless informed these participants that 

their economic decisions would be made known to other players (e.g., Fehr & Gachter, 

2002).

In terms of the consistency at which participants punished, participants in the 

anonymity breach condition consistently punished the dictator, while participants in the 

privacy breach and control condition were not consistent. Interestingly, participants in the 

privacy breach condition appeared to oscillate between sacrificing none (or a trivial 

amount) and sacrificing all of their money to punish. This suggests that some 

participants were responding to the privacy breach cue as though it were a threat to
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anonymity (or an opportunity to build a reputation), while others were not. One might 

speculate that some participants were able to consciously override concerns about 

reputation elicited by the privacy breach cue (by attending to the experimenter’s 

guarantee of anonymity), while others viewed this condition as offering possible 

opportunities for reputational gain. Future research might investigate this possibility 

using a cognitive load manipulation.

Despite lower levels of altruistic punishment in the control condition, the majority 

of control participants did punish to some extent. There are two competing evolutionary 

explanations for this behavior. First, this behavior may reflect behavioral dispositions for 

“strong reciprocity” (i.e., dispositions to punish even when there exist no present or 

future rewards for punishing) that evolved through group selection (see Fehr, 

Fischbacher, & Gachter, 2002; Gintis, 2000; Gintis et ah, 2003). Another possibility is 

that mechanisms that evolved to maximize individual fitness (e.g., through reputation 

management) are inadvertently triggered by cues embedded within the experimental 

context—cues that may be reduced, but never fully eliminated by design parameters (see 

Burnham & Johnson, 2005). For example, in the context of the third-party punishment 

game, all participants received information about the existence of two other players (an 

anonymous dictator and recipient). Despite being guaranteed privacy and anonymity in 

the control condition, information about the existence of these other players may have 

been sufficient to trigger concerns about being identified. Future research should 

certainly investigate this possibility further.

Unexpectedly, male participants in the control condition were significantly less 

altruistic than female participants. This is consistent with the position that women are 

more committed to norm enforcement than men (see Eckel & Grossman, 1996b). Another 

possibility is that men, more than women, require incentives such as social recognition to 

punish, while women are unilaterally concerned about norm conformity (see Iredale, Van 

Vugt, & Dunbar, 2008, for evidence pertaining to giving behavior). Since there was no 

difference between men and women in the other conditions, our findings suggest the 

latter explanation to be more plausible.
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Participants who punished the dictator primarily justified their actions in terms of 

violations of “fairness” and concerns about “justice.” For example, a typical justification 

for punishing was as follows:

“The unfairness of the [dictator’s] decision affected my choice. Had they 
distributed the money evenly I would not have taken any of their money away and 
kept all of my money. However because they wanted to keep all the money and 
not give the recipient any, I did not mind sacrificing some of my money to detract 
money from their sum. Were it not for my own self interest I would have left all 
my money to leave the [dictator] with no money” (control condition)

The above quotation also highlights the dominant justification for not punishing 

(or not punishing more than one could have), namely, the desire for personal gain (“Were 

it not for my own self interest...”). Also, a number of participants reported not punishing 

because such action would not benefit the recipient in any manner. It is impossible to 

determine whether any justifications in the present study, however, were truly 

motivational or merely represent post hoc justifications for punishment decisions, since 

they were not experimentally manipulated.
Interestingly, although very rare, it was only in the anonymity and privacy breach 

conditions where participants reported “feeling bad for the recipient” as justification for 

punishing the dictator. One possibility is that by broadcasting one’s sympathy for the 

“victim” of this social norm violation these participants were capitalizing on the 

opportunity to communicate their prosocial posture to the recipient. However, because 

this type of justification was uncommonly reported, we can only speculate. Future 

studies could examine this possibility further by informing participants that their 

justifications will be transmitted to the recipient, in addition to their economic decisions.

Participants were also asked to nominate from a list of emotion terms those 

emotions they had experienced when making their economic decision. Limitations of this 

emotion-word task include the fact that reported emotional states may be post-hoc 

reconstructions or causally epiphenomenal, and also that the list was predetermined and 

may therefore have failed to capture other emotions experienced (e.g., “disgust,” 

“annoyance”).

Despite these important caveats, the negative social emotions of anger/outrage 

and positive social emotions of pride/righteousness were, as predicted, reported by
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participants who punished. These data on affect are important because emotions are 

generally considered by evolutionary scholars to be the proximate drivers behind 

adaptive behaviors (see Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; Fessler & Haley, 2003; Frank, 1988). 

The findings are in line with appraisal theorists who argue that anger/outrage arises from 

perceptions of a negative event or transgression as certain, under human control, and 

brought about by someone external to self (Lemer & Keltner, 2000; Smith & Ellsworth, 

1985). and that pride/righteousness arises from perceptions of being morally responsible 

and having chosen the socially appropriate course of action (Fessler & Haley, 2003; 

Tracy & Robins, 2004a). In the present study, the dictator’s transgressive behavior was 

presented as certain (i.e., there was no doubt that the dictator was the cause of the event) 

and deliberate (i.e., the dictator could have chosen another course of action), which 

satisfies the appraisal criteria for anger/outrage. Participants who punished were 
responsible for their decision, which was perceived by many to be the “right” course of 

action—thus, satisfying the appraisal criteria for pride/righteousness.

Emotion categories of excitement and contempt were also reported by participants 

who punished. This was not predicted, but may be explained by the fact that in Western 

society “contempt” shares a taxonomic structure with “anger” (i.e., negative/ 

interpersonal) and “excitement” shares a taxonomic structure with “pride” (i.e., positive/ 

active/ reward) (see Smith & Ellsworth, 1985; Storm & Storm, 1987).

Participants who did not punish (or who punished very little) reported 

experiencing guilt more than any other emotion, as predicted; however, against 

expectations, shame was not reported by non-punishers. One possibility is that the 

conditions for shame were not present in our study. According to Tracy and Robins’ 

(2004a, 2007a) appraisal model, guilt and shame both arise from an internal attribution of 

responsibility for a negative event or a failure to live up to social standards (e.g., 

committing a transgression or lacking desirable qualities). Guilt and shame, however, 

differ in that guilt arises from perceptions of the event as unstable, controllable, and 

incongruent with global aspects of the self, while shame arises from perceptions of the 

event as stable, uncontrollable, and congruent with global aspects of the self (see also 

Tangney, 1995). If this is correct, we might speculate that non-punishers failed to report 

shame because they perceived their decisions to be strategic (i.e., controllable) and not
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emerging from a stable, enduring characteristic of the self (e.g., the self as “selfish” or 

“undesirable”). Future studies could test this possibility more systematically by 

comparing the justifications of guilt-prone and shame-prone individuals’ for punishing or 

not punishing. More likely, however, the low reporting of shame reflects the fact that the 

proper domain of shame is not moral failure, but status failure (e.g., failing at a 

competitive task or perceiving oneself as unattractive; more about this in Chapter 7).

It is important to point out, of course, that unlike in the ancestral past, 

contemporary industrial society provides mediated-communication technologies (such as 

telephones, radios and computers) that make possible a specific type of anonymity— 

’’visual anonymity”—that was not present in the ancestral past. Visual anonymity entails 

being invisible to one’s interactive partner (or having one’s interactive partner invisible) 

during social exchange (see Joinson, 2003). Visual anonymity entails invisibility, but it 

does not necessarily entail anonymity (in the sense of “not being identifiable”). When 

people communicate over the telephone or computer (for example, by Instant Relay 

Chat), they do so under visual anonymity. They cannot be seen, but they may be 

identified (e.g., by their voice, or deliberately disclose their name). Future research 

should investigate the extent to which evolved human psychological systems are co-opted 

by (or respond to) these social artifacts of contemporary technologies (see Chapter 5), as 

well as determine the fitness value of such responses in these evolutionarily novel 

contexts.
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Chapter 3: What do People Keep Secrets about? The 
Coevolution of Stigma and Secrecy

“When a secret is revealed, it is the fault of the man who confided it.”
-French Proverb

1. Introduction

Evidence from evolutionary psychology suggests that human beings have evolved 

psychological mechanisms for identifying and avoiding potential fitness costs perceived 

in others. In the present chapter, I explore the possibility that retention mechanisms 

deployed for keeping secrets underwent a process of coevolution. It is argued that designs 

for stigmatizing others served as selection pressure for the evolution of retention 

strategies. In this process, domain-general mechanisms for controlling sexual impulses 

and deceiving others may have been co-opted to protect against stigmatization from 

others. In three studies, it is shown that the content of people’s distressing secrets relates 

to three evolutionary domains pertaining to stigmatization: mating behavior, health, and 

social exchange. In Study 1 a list of distressing secrets is generated. In Study 2 the factor 

structure of this list is investigated and the list is reduced to its principal factors. In Study 

3 the validity of these factors are tested and shown to explain the vast majority of 

distressing secrets. These findings give support to the hypothesized coevolutionary model 

of stigmatization and secrecy.

1.1. The coevolution of stigma and secrecy

Evolutionary psychologists have argued that humans possess psychological 

mechanisms for stigmatizing and rejecting people that exhibit cues related to three 

domains of social interaction: dyadic cooperation, parasite avoidance, and coalitional 

exploitation (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Kurzban & Neuberg, 2005; Schaller et ah, 2003). 

Dyadic cooperation refers to characteristics that suggest one might make a poor 

interactive partner in social exchange (e.g., someone known to be violent, in debt, 

unintelligent, or dishonest) or as a mating partner (e.g., is sexually unfaithful, 

unpredictable, or inexperienced; Cottrell et al., 2007; Miller, 2000; Tooby & Cosmides, 

1996). Parasite avoidance refers to characteristics that suggest one might possess a
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communicable pathogen (e.g., HIV diagnosis, open wounds) or is vulnerable to 

pathogens (e.g., fluctuating asymmetry) (Park, Faulkner, & Schaller, 2003; Thornhill & 

Gangestad, 1999). Finally, coalitional exploitation refers to characteristics that suggest 

someone is an exploitable outgroup member (e.g., immigrant groups) (Kurzban & Leary, 

2001; Kurzban & Neuberg, 2005).18

To claim that stigmatization or social discrimination is biologically adaptive is not 

to endorse the behavior in any moralistic sense (i.e., Social Darwinism). Rather, it is 

merely to elucidate the utility of the behavior in the service of genetic replication (see 

Piazza & Bering, 2007). From an evolutionary perspective, individuals who were 

discriminate about who they affiliated with, cooperated with, and selected as sexual 

partners would have fared better, relative to socially indiscriminate individuals, in 

producing viable offspring because they would have avoided unnecessary losses incurred 

by engaging with exploitative, unpredictable, or uncooperative group members.

Selection Pressure

Stigmatization
• Dyadic cooperation
• Parasite avoidance
• Outgroup exploitation
• Mate selection

Concealment
• Social exchange violations
• Health problems
• Group affiliation
• Mating transgressions

Selection Pressure

Figure 3.1. The Coevolution of Adaptations for Stigmatization and Anti- 
Stigmatization Defenses (Concealment) and their Corresponding Domains. Evolved 
psychological mechanisms for stigmatization select for stigmatization defenses (e.g., 
secrecy), which, in turn, select for more refined stigmatization strategies, and so on, in a 
co-evolutionary arms race.

18 Note that evolved stigma domains oftentimes overlap or interact. For example, some evolutionary 
theorists (e.g., Schaller et al., 2003) have argued that human beings have evolved to stigmatize outgroup 
members due to their ancestral likelihood of possessing exotic pathogens. Likewise, people who are 
unreliable in social exchange may be desired less as potential mates, since mating entails the exchange of 
goods (Miller, 2007). The division of stigmatizing traits into independent domains, thus, serves primarily a 
heuristic function.
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If humans have evolved psychological mechanisms for stigmatizing others, then 

we might also expect natural selection to have fashioned counter-adaptations for 

defending against costly stigmatization. I propose that a process of coevolution operated 

between (a) mechanisms for detecting devalued traits in others and (b) mechanisms for 

eluding detection when in possession of a devalued trait. The process is arguably akin to 

the coevolution of adaptations for homicide and homicide defenses proposed by Duntley 

and Buss (2004). According to this model, once homicide adaptations evolved, defense 

mechanisms capable of recognizing and avoiding threatening circumstances (e.g., a 

jealous spouse, group of male strangers, etc) were favored by natural selection. Like the 

coevolution of homicide and anti-homicide mechanisms, the evolution of psychological 

mechanisms for stigmatizing individuals that pose social costs may have promoted the 
coevolution of stigma defenses (see Figure 1). These mechanisms would have evolved 

from more ancient structures (e.g., affective and inhibitory control systems) already 

operating among early hominids. More precisely, I propose that concealment or secrecy 

(i.e., the process of keeping secrets) largely functions as a defense against being socially 

excluded as a result of possessing a stigmatized trait perceived in oneself or genetic kin.19

1.2. Secrecy as a defense against stigmatization

What evidence is there that keeping secrets functions as a defense against 

stigmatization? First, numerous studies have found that people keep secrets about 

information that causes them negative self-conscious emotion (e.g., shame) (Flill et ah, 

1993; Kelly & McKillop, 1996), and fear of disapproval or rejection is often an explicit 

motive of secret keepers (Derlega et ah, 2002; Vrij et ah, 2002). Second, findings from 

Kelly (1998) suggest that keeping secrets is ubiquitous and can be psychologically 

beneficial. Among a clinical sample, Kelly found that patients who kept secrets (which 

they perceived to be irrelevant to the therapy process) from their therapist had better 

health outcomes than those who revealed, after controlling for other health factors. Kelly

191 include secrets about kin in our definition of secrecy because family secrets often have social 
implications for genetic relatives via the assumptions audiences make about genetic inheritance and 
familial responsibility; for example, a mother may fear that others will hold her responsible for the criminal 
actions of her son either via accusations poor parenting or the sanguineous diffusion of “bad genes.”
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(1998, 2002) argues that keeping secrets is beneficial because it helps people make good 

impressions and protects individuals from building negative self-views. Furthermore, 

some evidence suggests that it is not secrecy per se that is associated with physical and 

psychological health problems, but self-concealment or the trait-like disposition to 

conceal a broad range of personal information (Kelly & Yip, 2006; see also Kahn, 

Achter, & Shambaugh, 2001).

Since human reproductive fitness is mediated to a certain extent by one’s 

reputation (i.e., how one is perceived and treated by important others), the need for 

defenses against stigmatization and social rejection would have fostered the evolution of 

finely tuned, domain-specific retention mechanisms for retaining the dissemination of 

fitness-damaging information. These mechanisms would have co-opted domain-general 

mechanisms that initially evolved for inhibiting behavior or withholding responses 

related to sexual attraction, aggression, care giving, and deception (Bjorklund & 

Harnishfeger, 1995; Bjorklund & Kipp, 1996, 2002). According to Bjorklund and Kipp 

(2002), the reproductive benefits of inhibiting sexual and aggressive urges increased 

substantially over the course of human evolution due to interplay between several 

evolutionary factors. For example, it has been argued that the prolonged childhood of 

hominid juveniles led to an overall increase in parental investment from both ancestral 

males and females (Geary, 1998, 2005a). Successful parents were those individuals that 

could put the needs of their infants before their own. This required increased control of 

both sexual and aggressive impulses to (a) resist defecting on a partner and (b) respond 

affectionately, rather than aggressively, towards offspring. This increased control of 

sexual impulses would have reduced the level of intrasexual and intersexual conflict, 

allowing for greater within-group cooperation to emerge. Finally, the ability to withhold 

behavioral responses, including the communication of strategic social information, 

enabled our ancestors to enjoy the benefits of social deception (e.g., concealing 

information about one’s affair with extra-pair mate in the presence of a long-term 

partner).

Together, these evolutionary factors help explain the advanced inhibitory control 

exhibited by human beings, compared to nonhuman primates, and suggest that the basic 

cognitive machinery underlying secrecy was mostly in place prior to the evolution of
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language. The evolution of language would have led to further refinement of inhibitory 

skills to prevent negative gossip, social rejection, and third-party punishment (Bering & 

Bjorklund, 2009). Over evolutionary time, the threat of stigmatization may have served to 

focus retention mechanisms around universal stigma domains. In other words, the same 

mechanisms that evolved to detect fitness costs in others may have been co-opted to 

detect stigmatizing information within oneself (for further discussion of the psychological 

processes involved in concealment behavior, see Chapter 8).

1.3. Stigma detection and negative affect

Detecting stigmatizing information within oneself and within others represent 

distinct adaptive problems requiring divergent affective processes to solve. Detecting 

stigmatizing information in oneself represents a threat to the basic need to belong 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995) or relational security (Murray, 2005), social needs that are 

indirectly related to survival goals. This is because possessing stigmatizing 

characteristics has implications for one’s affiliations and social connections. In contrast, 

detecting stigmatizing information in others represents a threat to basic survival goals 

(e.g., avoiding physical danger or exploitation; Kurzban & Leary, 2001). According to 

functional theories of emotion, “basic” emotions (e.g., anger, fear, disgust) may be 

distinguished from “social” emotions (e.g., shame, guilt, pride) in that basic emotions 

evolved to solve recurrent adaptive problems related to survival (e.g., escaping predators, 

avoiding contamination or injury), whereas social emotions evolved to solve problems 

related to social living (e.g., negotiating hierarchies, appeasing group members, striving 

for status) (Keltner & Haidt, 2001; Tracy & Robins, 2004). If the detection of 

stigmatizing information within oneself represents a greater threat to relational security 

than survival (and the opposite is true for other-stigma detection), then we might expect 

social emotions to be more relevant to the process of self-stigma detection (compared to 

other-stigma detection). Nonetheless, cognitive models of secrecy, such as Lane and 

Wegner’s 91995) preoccupation model of secrecy, suggest that keeping secrets is 

cognitively stressful, and this stress may be the cause of significant emotional distress. 

Given (a) the social motives underlying secrecy and (b) the affective corollaries of 

keeping secrets, I propose that both negative social emotions (e.g., shame) and general.
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negative affective states (e.g., distress) should accompany self-stigma detection and 

secrecy behavior. However, I am theoretically agnostic as to whether negative affect
JO(social or general) serves a causal role in the actual suppression of information.

1.4. Overview of studies and hypotheses

The coevolutionary model of secrecy and stigmatization makes the prediction that 

humans should be psychologically biased to keep secret certain classes of information 

that were recurrently maladaptive to human inclusive fitness—including stigmatizing 

information related to health, mating behavior, and social-exchange behavior. However, 

there are two constraints on this hypothesis (one of which was hinted at above). First, not 

all types of information are amenable to concealment (e.g., visible stigmas; Frable, Platt, 

& Hoey, 1998); for example, an overweight person cannot conceal his or her obesity 
from others. Thus, only information that can be concealed from others should constitute 

the proper domain of secrets. Second, the coevolutionary model extends only to 

information that generates significant negative affect (e.g., shame, distress) when 

perceived in one’s self or genetic kin. Although people certainly keep positive emotional 

secrets (e.g., strategic betting information), the domains implicated in the coevolutionary 

model are limited to shameful or distressing secrets, since, I argue, these are the affective 

experiences that accompany self-stigma detection. Thus, more restrictively, we 

hypothesize that people actively conceal distressful information having mainly to do with 

health, mating behavior, or social-exchange behavior—three domains evolutionary 

psychologists have shown to be important for inclusive fitness.

In three studies, this general hypothesis was tested. In Study 1, participants 

reported a personal secret they had kept in the past that was betrayed by a close 

confidant. I reasoned that betrayed secrets that generated significant anger or distress 

would constitute the type of secrets implicated by the coevolutionary model. This first 

study generated a list of secrets which then was examined for goodness of fit with the

20 Findings regarding the relationship between negative affect and secrecy are inconsistent. Some 
researchers have found a positive relationship between negative affect and suppression (Major &
Gramzow, 1999), whereas others have found a positive relationship between negative affect and disclosure 
(Christophe & Rime, 1997; Finkenauer & Rime, 1998). Additionally, no studies that I am aware of have 
tested whether negative affect constitutes a causal mechanism of secrecy/disclosure. Obviously, more work 
is needed before drawing strong conclusions about the causal role of emotion in concealment behavior.
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three hypothesized domains: health, mating behavior, and social-exchange behavior. In 

Study 2, the list generated in Study 1 was reduced to its underlying factors. Participants 

in this study indicated which secrets they had kept, as well as their most distressing 

secret, and an exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the results. In Study 3, the 

validity of the data reduction was tested on a third sample.

Past categorizations of people’s secrets have tended to utilize atheoretical criteria. 

For example, Vangelisti’s (1994) coding system, which divides family secrets into taboo 

topics, rule violations, and conventional secrets, lacks an organizing meta-theory. In 

contrast, I sought to provide a more meaningful typology of people’s distressing secrets 

based on criteria derived from evolutionary psychology. Following the assumption that 

people keep secrets to protect against being stigmatized in three evolutionary domains 

(health, mating behavior, social exchange behavior), it was predicted that the vast 

majority of distressing secrets would relate to domains of information that people have 

evolved to use as cues for discriminating between desirable and undesirable mating and 

exchange partners. Confirmation of this hypothesis would add provisional support for the 

coevolutionary model of secrecy as a stigmatization defense.

2. Study 1

2.1. Methods

Fifty young adults (20 male, 30 female; mean age = 19.9), 58% Irish, 38% 

British, and 4% other participated in the study. Participants were recruited from the 

student union of Queen’s University Belfast by a male recruiter. Participants answered a 

three-part pencil-and-paper questionnaire as part of a larger study on the structure of 

gossip, self-disclosure, and secrecy (Managing Personal Information Questionnaire; see 

Chapter 1). Participation took place in groups of 2-4 individuals in a well-lit laboratory 

room. Before beginning, participants were briefed about the study and gave their 

informed consent (see Appendix A). They were informed that the purpose of the study 

was to investigate the role of self-disclosure and secrecy in social networks. It was made 

clear to all participates that no names should be used and that their responses would be 

held in the strictest confidence. They were also warned to refrain from disclosing any 

names or material of a criminal nature that had not already been prosecuted in a court of
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law. Upon completion, participants were debriefed, given £5 (~US $9) compensation, 

and thanked for their help with the study.

The critical item, for the present purposes, had participants recall a time they had 

confided a personal secret in someone who later violated their trust and transmitted the 

secret to non-confidants. This manipulation was used, rather than having participants 

report secrets they were currently keeping, for three reasons. First, I did not expect 

everyone to be currently keeping a distressing secret. However, it was likely that 

everyone could report at least one distressing secret from their past. Second, I was only 

interested in secrets that were particularly distressing. Secrets betrayed by a close 

confidant were expected to fit this criterion. Finally, I expected that secrets betrayed in 

the past were no longer current secrets, thus participants would be spared the stress of 

revealing a secret they wished to keep private.

Participants were asked to report the contents of their secrets to the extent they 

were comfortable. They also reported who they confided their secret in and whether they 

had explicitly asked their confidant not to pass along the information. Twenty-six general 

categories were provided to participants who were not comfortable writing about the 

contents of their past secret. These participants simply categorized their secret into a 

general category (e.g., sexual infidelity, having committed a crime, mental health). 

Nevertheless, most participants provided their own description of their secret. 

Participants also reported what emotions they felt about having their secret revealed. This 

was an open-ended question. For the present purposes, it served as a manipulation check 

that participants were reporting secrets that caused them significant negative emotion.

2.2. Results

Only two participants did not report feeling negative emotion over having their 

secret betrayed, and this number was significantly trivial, ^(l) = 42.3, p < .0001. The 

most frequent negative emotions were anger (56%), feelings of betrayal (40%), feeling 

hurt, sad or upset (22%), feeling anxious, paranoid or afraid (20%), embarrassment, 

humiliation, guilt or shame (18%), and annoyance (16%). These findings confirm that 

participants were reporting secrets that caused them significant negative emotion.
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Table 3.1. Emotional secrets from Study 1

Category and Items Count Percent
Mating

Abortion 1 2%
Being a virgin 1 2%
Disinterest in a current romantic partner 1 2%
Divorce/separation 1 2%
Fear of sexual commitment 1 2%
Having an affair with a married person 1 2%
Having a sexually transmitted infection 1 2%
Having been sexually abused 1 2%
Having sexual or romantic feelings for someone 3 6%
Pregnancy 1 2%
Problems in relationship with romantic partner 4 8%
Sexual behavior (unspecified) 6 12%
Sexual coercion 1 2%
Sexual infidelity 6 12%
Sexual orientation 3 6%

Subtotal 32 64%

Health
Depression 1 2%
Family member has a drinking problem 1 2%
Having a psychological disorder or mental health 2 4%
Having an abusive family member or romantic partner 1 2%
Health problems of a family member or loved one 1 2%
Smoking 1 2%
Suicide attempt 1 2%

Subtotal 8 16%

Social exchange
Being in debt 1 2%
Drunken behavior 2 4%
Having committed a crime 1 2%
Illegal drug use 2 4%
School grades* 1 2%

Subtotal 7 14%

Unclassifiable secrets
Embarrassing childhood experience 1 2%
Religious conversion 1 2%
Strategic betting information 1 2%

Subtotal 3 6%
Grand total 50 100%
*Note. School grades were categorized as social exchange because content related to a 
person’s intelligence arguably has implications for their reliability in social exchange.
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The vast majority of participants (n = 43; 86%) reported confiding their secret in a 

friend; four confided in a relative or family member, one confided in a romantic partner 

or spouse, and two confided in an acquaintance. Most participants reported having told 

their confidant explicitly not to share the secret, and this difference was highly 

significant, x2(l) = 11.5,/? < .001 (74% vs. 26% who did not or were not sure).

Table 3.1 presents the list of emotional secrets that were betrayed by confidants. 

Items were organized into three categories based on our main hypothesis that distressing 

secrets would relate to health, mating behavior, and social-exchange behavior. A fourth 

category (unclassifiable secrets) contained items that were not related to the other three 

categories. As can be seen in Table 3.1, all but three (6%) reported secrets related to 

mating, health, or social exchange, and this number was significantly trivial, /(1) = 38.7, 

p < .0001. Mating reliability was the most frequently reported category, accounting for a 
significant majority of the secrets,/2(3) = 46.3,/? < .0001.

2.3. Discussion

Study 1 confirmed expectations that negative, emotional secrets relate to one of 

three evolutionary domains: health, mating behavior, and social-exchange behavior. 

Arguably, this categorization is theoretically more meaningful than previous 

categorizations (e.g., Vangelisti, 1994) because it utilizes evolutionary theory as an 

organizing meta-theory and highlights the evolved function of secrecy as a defense 

against being stigmatized. Additionally, most participants in Study 1 reported that they 

made explicit their request for secrecy, and those who did so experienced more anger 

about having their secret betrayed than those who did not. Also, as in previous research 

with college students (see Kelly, 2002), I found mating (or sexual) secrets to be the most 

common category of secrets.

Although the vast majority of items generated in Study 1 conformed to the 

hypothesized classification scheme, in Study 2 I sought to reduce the number of items to 

their underlying factors, using an exploratory (principal components) factor analysis, and, 

in Study 3, I retested the reduced-item scheme on a larger and more diverse sample. 

Information about the distressfulness and scope of participants’ secrets and participants’
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motives for keeping secrets were also gathered in Studies 2 and 3. In keeping with the 

general hypothesis that secrecy functions as a defense against stigmatization and 

rejection, it was investigated whether participants had mainly defensive motives for 

keeping distressful secrets or non-defensive motives. This was done by comparing three 

hypothetical defense motives (avoid rejection, protect reputation, protect relationship) (in 

Study 2) and by soliciting participants’ self-generated motives (in Study 3). I expected 

that participants would offer mainly defensive reasons for keeping distressful secrets. 

However, no prediction was made about which type of defense motive would be most 

frequent.

3, Study 2

3.1. Methods

One-hundred eighty-seven adults (48 male, 139 female; mean age = 27.7), 93% 

American and 7% other, participated in the study. Each participant indicated which items 

from a list of 29 items derived from Study 1 that they had kept secrets about either in the 

past or in the present. They also selected their “most troubling/stressful secret” and who 

they were keeping/kept this distressing secret from. Participants selected from among six 

choices: family member, romantic partner or spouse, friend, acquaintance, everyone 1 

know, and everyone in the world. Lastly, they provided their #1 reason for keeping the 

secret from a list of 11 items, which represented three different “defense” motives for 

keeping secrets: (1) to protect oneself from rejection or punishment (4 items: I was afraid 

of being rejected by others; I was afraid being harassed, victimized or mistreated by 

others; I was afraid of getting in trouble; I was afraid of being treated differently by those 

who might find out), (2) to protect one’s reputation or status (4 items: I was afraid of 

looking foolish or weak; I was afraid of damaging my reputation; I was afraid of being 

looked down upon; I was afraid that others might change the way they think about me), 

and (3) to protect a relationship or important other (3 items: I was protecting someone I 

care about; I was afraid of damaging a relationship; I was afraid of hurting someone). 

They were limited to one answer.

The study was conducted on the Internet due to previous research which suggests 

that web-based surveys elicit more candid responses for sensitive items due to greater
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perceived anonymity and reduced vulnerability (see Joinson, 2003). Participants gave 

their informed consent before participating and were debriefed about the study following 

completion of the study.

3.2. Results

An exploratory factor analysis was conducted, following Kline (1994), to uncover 

the principal components underlying the 29 items. The factor analysis (Varimax rotation) 

yielded 11 components with eigenvalues over 1, explaining 61.2% of the total variance. 

The 11 components are presented in Table 3.2, along with unique factor loadings for each 

component. Most items had two to three loadings. Items that failed to load at the 

conventional standard of .50 but were theoretically meaningful, or items that loaded 

above .50 but were incidentally related to the underlying factor, were retained in the 

table, but were underlined to highlight their problematic status.

There was great variation in the occurrence of individual items (e.g., 68.3% of the 

sample reported keeping secret “having lied to someone,” while only 11.5% reported 

keeping secret “having had an abortion”). Thus, to obtain a better measure of distress, I 

divided the number of nominations each item received as “most distressing” by the total 

number of occurrences for that item (i.e., number of distressing nominations/number of 

total occurrences), and this was used as the measure of distress.

Table 3.3 presents the distressfulness of each item by domain. As can be seen, 

secrets related to the domain of mating were, on average, most distressing. In fact, the 

four most distressing secrets were from this category. They were, in order of frequency, 

having had an abortion, having been sexually abused, being unfaithful to one’s partner, 

and sexual orientation. Having a mental or physical health problem, having an affair with 

a married person, having a violent or abusive family member, being in debt or in need of 

money, and having lied to someone were also frequently reported as distressing.
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Table 3.2. Results of the exploratory factor analysis: Factors and loadings
Factors Loading

Mating behavior
Factor 1: Sexual infidelity

Being unfaithful to one’s partner .77
Having had an affair with a married person .67
Considering being unfaithful to one’s partner .62

Factor 2: Sexually abused
Having been sexually abused .74

Factor 3: Being a virgin
Being a virgin .77

Health
Factor 4: Health problems

Having a physical condition one is ashamed of .63
Having a physical or mental health problem .63
Death of a loved one .56
Depression Al

Factor 5: Physically abused
Having an abusive family member or partner .76
Having been beaten up .74

Factor 6: Self-harm
Attempted suicide or having suicidal thoughts .80
Having sexual thoughts about someone JlZ
Eating disorder A9

Factor 7: Nervous breakdown
Having had a nervous breakdown .75
One’s religious beliefs 51

Social exchange
Factor 8: Criminal behavior

Drunken behavior .60
Having a criminal history or committed a crime .57
Drug use .51

Factor 9: Delinquency
Delinquent behavior (e.g., vandalism, cheating on a test) .79
Having lied to someone .69

Factor 10: Threat to others
Having been violent towards someone .72
Neglect of a person or animal .65

Factor 11: Family criminal behavior
Family members has a criminal history .83

Note. Theoretically problematic loadings and loadings that failed to reach conventional 
standards of .50 are underlined.
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Table 3.3. Distressfulness of secrets: Percent reporting the item as their most distressing 
secret relative to the number of participants reporting having kept the item secret

Secret category and items Most troubling secret (%)
Mating (Mean = 22.7%)

Having had an abortion 42.9
Having been sexually abused 36.0
Being unfaithful to one’s partner 32.7
Sexual orientation 26.1
Having an affair with a married person 23.5
One’s sexual behavior 19.2
Being a virgin 15.2
Problems in one’s relationship with partner 5.8
Considering being unfaithful to one’s partner 3.5

Health (Mean = 10.2%)
Having mental or physical health problems 20.4
Eating habits 16.3
Having been beaten up 14.3
Having attempted suicide or suicidal thoughts 10.2
Having a nervous breakdown 8.3
Depression 6.2
Having a physical condition one is ashamed of 6.1
Death of a loved one 0

Social exchange (Mean = 12.0%)
Having a violent or abusive family member 25.0
Being in debt or in need of money 20.9
Having lied to someone 20.0
Having a criminal history or committed a crime 13.6
Having been violent towards someone 11.8
Drunken behavior 11.7
Family member has a criminal history 9.5
Illegal drug use 9.1
Neglect of an animal or person in need 8.3
Delinquent behavior (e.g., vandalism, cheating on exam) 2.1
One’s religious beliefs 0

A one-way ANOVA of secret category (health, mating, social exchange) was 

conducted with scope of secrecy (1 = a specific person, 2 = everyone I know, 3 = 

everyone in the world) as the dependent measure. This analysis revealed a significant 

difference between categories, F{2, 105) = 4.30, p < .05, and post hoc comparisons 

(Tukey HSD) revealed that secrets related to health had a significantly broader scope of 

secrecy (M = 1.77, SD = 0.69) than secrets about social-exchange behavior (M = 1.31,
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SD = 0.47), MD = 0.47, SE = .18, p = .029, and secrets related to mating were 

significantly broader in scope (M= 1.66, SD = 0.77) than exchange secrets, MD = 0.35, 

SE = 0.15,/? = .044. However, secrets about health and secrets about mating were equally 

broad in scope, MD = 0.11, SE = 0.17,/? = .79. In other words, secrets related to health 

and mating were more likely to be kept from a greater number of people (i.e., everyone 

they know) than secrets related to social exchange. Finally, there were no differences in 

terms of the defensive motives participants reported for keeping secrets across the 

different types of secrets (i.e., health, mating, social exchange), ^(4) = 1.05, p = .90 

(protect against rejection or punishment = 35.2%; protect reputation or status = 30.1%; 

protect relationship or someone = 34.7%).

4. Study 3

4.1. Methods

To test the validity of the principal factors found in Study 2, a third sample of 107 

adults (29 males, 78 females; mean age = 24.8), 93% American, 7% other, participated in 

an online study. Participants were presented with the 12 reduced factors from Study 2 and 
an “other” category, in randomized order. The 12 categories, in alphabetical order, were: 

(1) being a virgin, (2) being in debt or in need of money, (3) criminal or illegal behavior, 

(4) delinquent acts (such as lying to someone, cheating on a test, or committing 

vandalism), (5) having been abused or injured by someone, (6) having been violent 

toward someone or neglected someone in need, (7) having had an abortion, (8) personal 

eating habits, (9) personal health problems, (10) stressful or suicidal thoughts, (11) sexual 

infidelity or unfaithfulness, and (12) sexual orientation.

In terms of the three stigma domains, items 1, 5, 7, 11, and 12 related to mating, 

items 8, 9, and 10 were related to health, and items 2, 3, 4, and 6 were related to social 

exchange. Even though (2), (7), (8), and (13) did not load onto any underlying factor in 

Study 2, they were retained as items in Study 3 because of their high distress rating. The 

“other” category was included to determine whether or not the 12 items from Study 2 

fully captured the range of distressing secrets people keep. If the 12 items fully captured 

the range of stressful secrets, very few participants should utilize this option.
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Participants were instructed to think about a secret that they were currently 

keeping that causes them anxiety when they think about others (or a specific person) 

finding out about it. Once they came up with a secret fitting this description, they 

categorized the secret based on the thirteen categories. They were instructed that if their 

secret did not fit into one of the categories they should select “other” and provide a 

category label for their secret in the textbox provided. Participants also reported who 

they were keeping their secret from (same choices as in Study 2) and their reasons for 

keeping the secret. This last item was open-ended, and was included as a comparison of 

the forced-choice categories (i.e., the three defense motives) used in Study 2. I expected 

participants’ self-generated reasons for keeping secrets to overlap with the three defense 

motives used in Study 2.

4.2. Results

Overall, 14 participants (13%) selected the “other” option. Of the 14 selecting 

“other,” 12 provided descriptions of their secrets. Analysis of these 12 participants’ 

responses revealed that 8 were related to mating reputation (e.g., “incest,” “being 

pregnant,” “being sexually active,” “having had sex with a person that I am embarrassed 

about,” “engaging in sex online under an assumed gender,” “dating an older man”), 1 

related to social exchange reputation (“school grades”), and 3 were unclassifiable 

(“getting a tattoo,” “my voting choices for the U.S. election,” “religious beliefs”). The 9 

classifiable items were recoded into their corresponding category, and the 3 unscorable 

items were left as “other.” Finally, participants who reported “stressful or suicidal 

thoughts” as secrets (n = 11) were removed from further analysis because, in hindsight, I 

realized that this category left open the possibility that participants had in mind non

health-related, stressful thoughts (I suggest rephrasing or discarding this item in future 

studies). This left a total of 5 participants out of 96 (5%) that had distressing secrets that 

did not fall into one of the three evolutionary domains (health, mating, and social 

exchange), and this number was significantly trivial,^(l) = 78.0,/? < .0001.

Overall, 45 participants (46%) reported mating reputation secrets, 20 (21%) 

reported health secrets, 26 (27%) reported social exchange secrets, and 5 (6%) reported 

“other” secrets. There were no significant differences in scope of secrecy due to type of
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secret, F(2, 88) = .87, p = .42, although health secrets had the widest scope. Finally, it 

was expected that participants’ self-generated reasons for keeping secrets would overlap 

with the three defensive motives assessed in Study 2 (i.e., protect from rejection or 

punishment; protect one’s reputation or status; protect a relationship or important other). 

These three motives pertain to the proposed function of keeping secrets—defending 

against stigmatization and rejection.

Coding of participants’ responses by the author and an independent rater blind to 

the aims of the study identified seven motivations for keeping secrets that explained the 

complete set of responses. Interrater agreement was high (Cohen’s k = .95). The seven 

motivations were: (1) to protect a relationship or important other (31%), (2) to protect 

one’s reputation or status (22%), (3) to protect self from rejection or punishment (14%), 

(4) embarrassed or ashamed of secret (14%), (5) to maintain privacy (7%), (6) difficult to 

talk about secret (3%), and (7) to gain a strategic advantage over someone (1%). Ten 

responses (9%) were unscorable and one person (1%) reported they were “not sure.” 

Responses were recoded dichotomously: defense motives (i.e., 1-4) were coded as 1 and 

all other motives (i.e., 5-7) were coded as 0. A Chi-square analysis revealed that the vast 

majority of participants provided a defense motive (e.g., “I’m ashamed of having done 
it,” “it would harm our relationship,” “people will judge me and look down on me”) for 

keeping their secret, rather than other motives (e.g., “I’m uncomfortable to talk about it,” 

“it’s a private matter”), ^ 1) = 36.1, p < .0001 (81% vs. 19%, respectively).

5. General Discussion

In three studies, participants’ distressing secrets repeatedly overlapped with three 

domains that were evolutionarily important for discriminating between interactive 

partners—health, mating, and social-exchange behavior. These findings provide strong 

support for the argument that secrecy (i.e., the process of keeping secrets) functions 

primarily as a defense against being stigmatized and rejected by others. In Study 1, 

participants reported secrets they had felt negative emotion about in the past. The vast 

majority of these secrets fell into one of the three hypothesized, evolutionary domains. 

Very few secrets were unclassifiable based on these three categories. In Study 2, a larger 

sample of participants reported their most distressing secrets in relation to those
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generated in Study 1. Participants reported as “most distressing” secrets that could 

jeopardize their inclusive fitness if made public knowledge—for example, information 

about mental and physical health problems, sexual infidelity, sexual abuse, having had an 

abortion, being in debt, and having a violent family member. An exploratory factor 

analysis reduced the data set to 12 underlying factors, each related to one of the 

evolutionary domains, and Study 3 demonstrated the validity of this reduction (i.e., very 

few participants reported currently keeping a distressing secret unclassifiable by the 

twelve factors). Furthermore, comments about protecting one’s reputation, protecting a 

relationship, or protecting against rejection where frequently reported as reasons for 

keeping secrets. In other words, participants’ reasons for keeping distressful secrets were 

largely defensive, rather than non-defensive.

These findings represent evidence in support of a coevolutionary model of 

secrecy. According to this model, the evolution of psychological mechanisms for 

stigmatizing individuals who represented potential fitness costs created a selection 
pressure for the coevolution of stigma defenses. These psychological defenses would 

have recruited preexisting structures (e.g., emotion and inhibitory control systems) for 

protecting against stigmatization. Once evolved, these defenses would have selected for 

further refinements in the stigma-detection system, which, in turn, would have selected 

for improved concealment strategies, and so on, in a perpetual coevolutionary arms race 

of detection and concealment, analogous to the coevolution of homicide adaptations and 

defenses (see Duntley & Buss, 2004). These refinements would have entailed affective 

and attentional biases focused around fitness-relevant information detected within oneself 

or genetic kin, which recurrently posed fitness costs for others in the social domain.

It is important to note that among the preexisting structures co-opted in the 

evolution of secrecy, consciousness may be one essential structure (see Bering & 

Shackelford, 2004). Secrecy, as I have defined it, is an active process that involves 

having conscious awareness of the object of concealment (see also Kelly, 2002). 

Moreover, secrecy is a cognitively effortful activity (Pennebaker, 1985; Lane & Wegner, 

1995). Defined this way, secrecy falls outside of the deceptive processes implicated in 

Trivers’ (2000) notion of self-deception, which he defines as a process of “being 

unconscious of ongoing deception” (p. 115). Although I agree with Trivers that “natural
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selection may have favored super-ordinate mechanisms for spotting negative traits in the 

phenotype...and then attempting to suppress them” (p. 115), I disagree that secrecy is a 

kind of self-deceptive phenomenon. Rather, secrecy is the active suppression (from 

public consumption) of information detected in oneself or kin that is consciously 

registered as reputationally damaging and, from an evolutionary perspective, as fitness 

damaging. From my perspective, it is not the process of secrecy that is unconscious, but 

the evolved motives driving people to conceal certain categories of personal material.

The present typology of secrets is an improvement from past typologies, which 

lack firm theoretical grounding. For example, probably the most widely used typology, 

Vangelisti's (1994) family secrets coding system, classifies people’s family secrets into 

one of three categories: (1) taboo topics, (2) rule violations, and (3) conventional secrets 

(see Vangelisti, 1994, for definitions). Although Vangelisti’s classification system 

ambitiously attempts to cover the full range of secrets people keep from or about family 

members, her classification system is not grounded in any theoretical framework. In 

contrast, the current classification system was restricted to secrets that produce significant 

negative emotion for the secret keeper, and was motivated by a clear theoretical 

perspective (i.e., the coevolutionary model). Thus, although this typology may not apply 

to all kinds of secrets (e.g., secrets that do not cause significant distress), it represents a 

theoretically and empirically useful departure from past typologies.

5.1. Limitations and future directions

One limitation of the present study has to do with the methodology used in Study 

1 for soliciting negative, emotional secrets. In Study 1, participants were asked to 

describe or categorize a secret that they had entrusted to a confidant in the past. One 

could argue that the information participants conveyed to the confidant were not secrets 

per se, but personal confidences. However, I do not see this as a problem for the current 

perspective, for several reasons. First, the present literature on secrecy suggests that the 

vast majority of secrets are confided to at least one other person; that is, total secrecy is 

rare (see Christophe & Rime, 1997; Vrij et ah, 2002). For example, Vrij et al. (2002) 

reported a confidence rate of 90%, and Levy, Laska, Abelhauser, et al. (1999) found that 

nearly 92% of the HIV-seropositive men and women in their Parisian sample confided
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their secret (i.e., their seropositive status) to at least one person. Second, the fact that 

people often recruit others (usually kin or allies) to maintain the secrecy of personal 

information does not negate the information as a legitimate secret, since it is often the 

confider’s intention that the information remain secret from third parties (or particular 

individuals). This is confirmed by the fact that so many participants in Study 1 reported 

feelings of betrayal following secondary disclosure. Another potential limitation of the 

methodology of Study 1 is that participants who were uncomfortable describing the 

content of their secret in writing were given the option of categorizing their secret using 

preexisting, experimenter-provided categories. Although the majority of participants were 

able to describe on their own the content of their secret, a few participants were not 

comfortable doing so. For these few individuals, it may be argued that the categories led 

them towards a particular response. However, the categories given to these participants 

represented a broad range of content domains, many of which were unrelated to the 
domains of interest. Thus, it is unlikely that participants were necessarily primed in the 

hypothesized direction by this material. Nevertheless, future studies should attempt to 

overcome these limitations.

Another dimension in which concealed information may vary, not addressed in 

the present studies, is the specificity of the secret, or the extent to which a secret pertains 

to a specific event or action (e.g., sexually abusing someone) or a trait-like attribute (e.g., 

having a non-heterosexual identity; see Kahn et ah, 2001). Disclosing information about 

a characteristic that one perceives to be trait-like (i.e., stable and uncontrollable) may be 

more distressful than disclosing information about an action that one perceives to be 

unstable and controllable because social rejection based on the former is more likely to 

elicit painful feelings of shame and perceptions of powerlessness. As a result, secrets 

about specific actions may be disclosed to a greater extent than secrets about trait-like 

conditions. Future research could test these hypotheses by assessing the dimension of 

specificity, in addition to the content domain and distressfulness of the secret.

One outstanding question from the present studies is whether the three 

evolutionary domains are exhaustive or mutually exclusive (i.e., non-overlapping); for 

example, perhaps the category social exchange is too general and should be subdivided 

into more basic categories, such competence-based social-exchange secrets (e.g., school
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performance) and character-based social-exchange secrets (e.g., delinquency, harmful 

acts). Such a division would carve the category of social exchange in terms of judgments 

of capability and benevolence, akin to Fiske’s (2002) bipolar (warmth-competence) 

stereotype content model for differentiating social prejudice. Undoubtedly, the three 

basic, evolutionary domains of secrecy uncovered here may be subdivided in various 

ways, and there may be good theoretical reasons for doing so. However, the aim of the 

present research was not to provide an exhaustive taxonomy of secrets, but to locate the 

basic domains that account for the majority of secrets people keep, particularly when 

motivated by defensive concerns. Towards this end, the results of the present studies 

largely support the hypothesized tripartite categorization.

It should also be clear that the present perspective on the function of secrecy is a 

claim about the evolutionary origins of the behavior (i.e., the evolved pressures that 

shaped concealment behavior). This is not to say that secrecy has a single function or that 

secrecy functions uniformly across relationship domains. Indeed, people’s motivations 

for keeping secrets will vary to a certain extent across relationship domains because 

different relationships entail different adaptive problems (see Reis & Collins, 2004); for 

example, an individual may keep secrets from a romantic partner in order to avoid 

dissolution or harmful retaliation, but keep secrets from a family member to keep them 

from experiencing vicarious shame. While I acknowledge that the function of secrecy is 

context dependent, my focus in the present research has been on the distal selection 

pressures that shaped the cognitive mechanisms supporting secrecy over evolutionary 

time. My argument is simply that the content of people’s distressing secrets seems to 

provide good evidence that a process of coevolution occurred between cognitive 

mechanisms for stigmatizing others and for avoiding social rejection (a goal relevant to 

all relational contexts). Of course, future research is needed to examine this argument 

further; for instance, by examining the process by which mechanisms for detecting 

potential fitness risks in others (i.e., stigmatization mechanisms) may be turned on 

oneself (are the same cognitive mechanisms involved?), and the developmental process 

by which people learn to conceal information related to fitness-relevant domains. Future 

research is also needed to investigate the effectiveness of keeping secrets as a stigma 

defense. Some evidence suggests that keeping secrets may be an effective reputation-
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management strategy because emotional secrets are often disclosed to third parties 

(Christophe & Rime, 1997), and this is true even of secrets preceded by the disclaimer 

“don’t tell anybody this” (Petronio & Bantz, 1991). Additionally, some evidence suggests 

people are particularly skilled at suppressing (and therefore concealing) sensitive 

personal information (Kelly & Kahn, 1994).

Further investigations into the boundary conditions supporting beneficial self

disclosure are also needed. There is some evidence suggesting that disclosing personal 

secrets to helpful, non-judgmental, and discrete confidants can lead people to acquire new 

insights about their secrets, which has been shown to reduce negative affect in the long

term (Kelly et al., 2001). However, disclosing secrets merely as a form of catharsis (i.e., 

to acquire temporary release from the stress of keeping it secret) has been shown to 

amplify negative affect in the long-term (Kelly et al., 2001), and disclosing secrets to 

indiscrete or unhelpful confidants can lead to betrayal, hurt feelings, reputational 
damages, relationship dissolution, and social rejection (Kelly, 2002). Finally, cross- 

cultural replications using the present classification scheme are needed to determine 

whether the three secrecy domains identified here extend to all societies or are restricted 

to Western samples. Insofar as health, mating, and social exchange are universally 

relevant to human inclusive fitness, I would expect information related to these domains 

to be concealed in all societies, although differing in the particulars depending on 

prevailing local conditions.
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Chapter 4: Relational Aggression and Self-Concealment

“It isn’t what they say about you, it’s what they whisper.”
~Errol Flynn

1. Introduction

In this chapter I explore the relationship between being a victim of relational 

aggression and self-concealment, or the tendency to conceal personal information. 

Following Kelly (2002), I argue that it is important to distinguish between secrecy, as a 

psychological process, and self-concealment, as a personality trait, when evaluating the 

evolutionary claim that secrecy is as an adaptation to the problem of information 

management. I review findings from a pilot study in which I found that having a secretive 

personality, but not secrecy per se, is related to recurrent relational victimization. 

Secrecy, instead, is a ubiquitous process that functions to help individuals maintain a 

socially rewarding reputation and avoid relational aggression (e.g., negative gossip, social 

exclusion).

7.1. Secrecy versus having a secretive personality

Keeping secrets is hard work and can lead to intrusive thoughts and cognitive 

stress (Fane & Wegner, 1995; Major & Gramzow, 1999; cf. Kelly & Kahn, 1994). 

Moreover, findings by Pennebaker and his colleagues (see Pennebaker, 1990, for review) 

suggest that the act of suppressing distressing emotions about traumatic events can lead 

to psychosomatic problems. Recently, however, Kelly (2002) has argued that it is not 

secrecy per se that is physically and psychologically problematic, but self-concealment or 

the predisposition to conceal personal information (see also Kahn et ah, 2001). Kelly has 

argued her position on the basis of evidence both with clinical (Kelly, 1998) and non- 

clinical samples (Kelly & Yip, 2006). This research reveals that it is the trait attribute of 

self-concealment, and not the act of keeping particular secrets, that is linked to increased 

psychosomatic symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, bodily symptoms) (see also Farson 

& Chastain, 1990). In fact, in one study, Kelly (1998) found improvements in health 

outcomes (reduced health center visits) among patients keeping secrets from their 

therapists. Kelly (1998) argues that keeping secrets can be salubrious because it shields
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individuals from negative feedback and perceived rejection, which can be deleterious to 

one's self-view. In support of this view. Cole, Kemeny, and Taylor (1997) found among 

HIV-seropositive gay men that concealment of homosexual identity shielded rejection- 

sensitive gay men from accelerated HIV progression compared to rejection-sensitive gay 

men who were “out of the closest.”

Given these findings, it may be useful to view secrecy (i.e., the process of keeping 

secrets) as a ubiquitous and adaptive mechanism that protects individuals from relational 

aggression or behaviors that harm people through damage to relationships, reputation, or 

group inclusion. Self-concealment, in contrast, may represent a maladaptive orientation 

to sharing personal information that results from recurrent exposure to relational 

aggression.

1.2. Relational aggression and secrecy

Relational aggression entails harm delivered through social structures and existing 

relationships, where the goal ultimately is to loosen a competitor’s standing within the 

group (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Bjdrkqvist et ah, 1992; Bjorkqvist et ah, 1994; Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995). This includes behaviors, usually linguistic (e.g., verbal derogation), 

aimed at reputation manipulation (e.g., spreading negative gossip or nasty rumors) and 

social exclusion (e.g., convincing others to not talk to someone). Although relational 

aggression can be observed in other primates, only in humans does it take the form of 

language-based attacks on an individual’s reputation (Hess & Hagen, 2006b). 

Manipulation of a person’s reputation can be particularly damaging, since it is only by 

courting positive feelings about oneself in others that we come to succeed in important 

social arenas (e.g., mating, social exchange; Gilbert, 1997). It is because of our deep 

dependence on others for survival and reproduction (e.g., learning cultural inventions, 

raising and caring for offspring) that humans may have evolved counter-defenses to the 

threat of relational aggression. Secrecy may be one such defensive mechanism.

If secrecy is an adaptive activity that everyone engages in to maintain a positive 

reputation and avoid negative social consequences, and self-concealment (a personality 

trait) represents a maladaptive orientation towards self-disclosure, possessed by some 

more than others, what accounts for differences in self-concealment orientation? One
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possibility is that people who perceive themselves to be targets of relational aggression 

may become predisposed to self-concealment due to chronic social inhibition. As a 

result, high self-concealers may find themselves particularly maladjusted to group living, 

since relationships are maintained through feelings of trust and intimacy that develop out 

of mutual self-disclosure and cooperation (Cottrell et ah, 2007; Derlega, Metts, Petronio, 

& Margulis, 1993; Laurenceau, Barrett, & Pietromonaco, 1998).

1.3. The present study and hypotheses

The present study was conducted as an initial test of the hypothesis that 

perceptions of frequent relational victimization (i.e., reputation manipulations and 

exclusion) are associated with self-concealment (as a personality trait) and not secrecy 

per se. Several hypotheses derive from this perspective. First,

Hypothesis T. Relational victimization will correlate positively with self
concealment, but secrecy will have no effect on perceived relational victimization.

Second, participants high in self-concealment were expected to be less adjusted to 

group living and therefore report having less interconnected (i.e., dense) networks than 

those low in self-concealment. They were also expected to perceive less support from 

friends (and possibly family members), as found in previous research (Larson & 

Chastain, 1990).

Hypothesis 2: Self-concealment will correlate negatively with network density, 

coalitional support, and familial support.

If secrecy is an adaptive mechanism for protecting against manipulations of 

reputation and maintaining a beneficial reputation, then participants should largely report 

concerns about reputation as reason for not disclosing personal secrets. Thus,

Hypothesis 3: Participants will largely report reputation concerns as reason for 

keeping secrets.
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Since group living entails intense competition over scarce resources and social 

positions (Dunbar, 2003), a positive relationship between network size and relational 

aggression was expected. However, having a supportive coalitional group may buffer 

some individuals from social manipulation (Hess & Hagen, 2006). Thus, the relationship 

between network size and relational aggression was only expected to emerge after 

controlling for coalitional support.

Hypothesis 4: Relational victimization will correlate positively with network size,

controlling for coalitional support.

It was expected that communication would be more important for the 

maintenance of peer coalitions, but not kin coalitions, since kinship operates through a 

different set of bonding mechanisms (see Bumstein, 2005). Thus, time spent talking with 

network members was expected to correlate with coalitional support, but not familial 

support.

Hypothesis 5: Time spent talking with network members will correlate positively

with coalitional support, but not familial support.

Additionally, as an exploration of Dunbar’s (2003) social gossip theory of 

language evolution, it was investigated whether time spent talking with group members 

would increase in proportion to group size—a finding that would be consistent with 

Dunbar’s hypothesis that conversational behavior serves as a bonding mechanism for 

large groups.
Finally, males and females were not expected to differ in terms of reported 

relational aggression. Research involving young adults has usually found no significant 
sex differences in the use or reception of relational aggression (for reviews, see Archer & 
Coyne, 2005; Richardson, 2005). However, when sex differences are found, they tend to 
favor females as the perpetrators of relational aggression more than males (e.g., 
Bjorkqvist et ah, 1994; Hess & Hagen, 2006b).
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2. Method

2.1. Participants

Sixty young adults (28 male, 32 female) ranging from 18.3 to 33.5 years of age 

(mean age = 22.0) participated in the study for £3 (US $5) compensation. The majority of 

participants (73%) were undergraduate students enrolled at Queen’s University Belfast in 

Northern Ireland at the time of the study, 12 were postgraduate students, and 4 were not 

students. Most participants (70%) were single and had never married; 30 identified their 

nationality as Irish (50%), 9 British (15%), 9 Northern Irish (15%), and 12 “other” (20%; 

e.g., Indian). Given the relatively small sample size, this study should be viewed as a 

pilot study.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Self-concealment

Self-concealment (i.e., having a secretive personality) was assessed using seven 

scaled-items, ranging from 1 (not at all or never) to 11 (very much or very often). The 

first six items were: “How private do you consider yourself to be?” “Do you trust people 
to keep your secrets?” “How often do you worry about what people say about you when 

you are not around?” “How often do you share information about yourself with others?” 

“How comfortable are you sharing personal information with others?” “In your opinion, 

how good are other people at keeping secrets?” The final item had participants rate, “Do 

you find that there are more advantages or disadvantages to sharing secrets?” ranging 

from 1 (mostly disadvantages) to 11 (mostly advantages). Several items were reverse- 

scored with greater scores representing greater self-concealment. The self-concealment 

scale had good internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = .76) and is comparable in many 

ways to Larson and Chastain’s (1990) Self-Concealment Scale.21

2.2.2. Secrecy

Similar to Kelly and Yip (2006), secrecy was assessed using the forced-choice 

question, “Do you have any secrets that you are currently keeping?” (yes or no). Secret

21 Future research is needed to validate the present scale in relation to the health measures found to 
correlate with Larson and Chastain’s scale.
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was defined as “something that you do not want at least one person to find out about.” 

Those answering “Yes” were asked to rate the “seriousness” of their secret on a scale 

ranging from 1 (not at all serious) 11 (very serious). Additionally, those keeping secrets 

were asked to give their reasons for keeping their secrets.

2.2.3. Confidants

Participants were asked who they chose as confidants for their personal secrets 

with choices ranging from friend, family member, spouse or romantic partner, 

acquaintance, health professional, religious leader, to other (please specify). They could 

select all that applied.

2.2.4. Relational aggression

Relational aggression was measured using twenty items comprising two 

subscales: reputation manipulation and social exclusion. Reputation manipulation (RM) 

consisted of nine items involving behaviors designed to attack or discredit a person’s 

reputation. Two items were adapted from Bjdrkqvist et al.’s (1992) Direct and Indirect 

Aggression Scale (DIAS; “Someone made up stories to get me in trouble”; “Someone 

gossiped about me behind my back”). Three items were adapted from the malicious 

humor subscale of Forrest, Eatough, and Shevlin’s (2005) Indirect Aggression Scale 

(IAS; “Someone made negative comments about my appearance or personal skill to 

someone else”; “Someone spread rumors about me”; “I was called names behind my 

back”). Finally, four additional RM items related to malicious uses of language were 

included in this scale: “Someone disclosed personal secrets I shared with them to others”; 

“Someone blackmailed me with personal information I disclosed to them”; “Someone 

lied about me to others”; “Someone spread negative information about me to my friends 

or family.” In this study, this subscale had a high internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 

.86).

The social exclusion (SE) subscale consisted of ten items representing the use of 

social structures to exclude or ostracize someone. Two items were adapted from the 

DIAS (“Someone told others not to associate with me”; “Someone gathered others to 

their side against me”), eight items were adapted from the social exclusionary subscale of
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the IAS (“Someone intentionally embarrassed me around others”; “Someone turned other 

people against me because of something I said”; “Someone made me feel that I don’t fit 

in”; “Someone made other people not talk to me”; “I was withheld information the rest of 

the group was let in on”; “I was omitted from conversations on purpose”; “Someone 

stopped talking to me”; “I was purposefully let out of social activities”), and one item 

was adapted from Bjorkqvist et al.’s (1994) rational-appearing aggression subscale (“I 

was interrupted by someone on purpose”). This subscale also had a high internal 

reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = .87).

In order to test the validity of these constructed subscales, a principal components 

factor analysis was conducted. The results mostly confirmed the two factor structure (for 

details, see Appendix D), verifying the construct validity of each scale.

The twenty items comprising the two relational aggression subscales were 

presented in the same randomized order for all participants. Participants were instructed 

to rate on a 5-point Likert scale how often in the past year they had been the target of the 
described behavior by someone from their social network (1 = Never, 2 = Seldom, 3 = 

Sometimes, 4 = Quite often, 5 = Very often).

2.2.5. Secondary disclosure

Secondary disclosure refers to betrayal of secrets to non-confidants. Experience 

with secondary disclosure was used as a third measure of relational aggression. 

Secondary disclosure was assessed using one item that asked, “Have you ever disclosed 

something of a personal nature to someone, only to find out that they revealed it to 

others?” (Yes, No, or I don’t know). Those responding “Yes” rated how often this occurs 

on an 11-point scale (1 = once, 11 = all the time). Thus, scores ranged from 0 to 11.

2.2.6. Social support

Coalitional support was assessed using four items: “Would you say that your 

friends are there for you when you need them?” “How satisfied are you with the number 

of friends you have?” “How satisfied are you with the quality of your friendships?” “Do 

you feel like you can share anything with your friends?” These questions were answered 

on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 11 (definitely or very much). The internal reliability of
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this scale was fairly high (Cronbach’s alpha = .80). Familial support was assessed using 

three items: “Would you say that your family members are there for you when you need 

them?” “How supportive of you is your family?” “Do you feel like you can share 

anything with your parents?” These items were answered on the same 11-point scale. The 

internal reliability of this scale was high (Cronbach's alpha = .88).

2.2.7. Network measures

Network size and density was assessed using a procedure adapted from Green, 

Richardson, and Tago (1996) and Walker, Richardson, and Green (2000). Participants 

listed the initials of 10 people (family or friends) with whom they talked to on a regular 

basis. They were encouraged to list only those whom they talked to for at least several 

hours a week either face-to-face, on the phone, or on the Internet, and to list as many 

people up to ten that fit the criteria. Participants indicated how many hours a week they 

talked with each person. They then completed a matrix on which they indicated whether 

each person they listed personally knew the others (i.e., were likely to talk to the others) 

by 1) listing the 10 people (or as many people as they listed) across the top of a grid, 2) 

listing those people again in the same order down the left side of the grid, and 3) placing 

an X at the intersections of the people in the network who talked with one another (see 

Appendix D).

Network size was defined as the total number of individuals listed as members of 

the core interaction group (i.e., those with whom participants talked to more than one 

hour a week). Since most participants had no difficulty listing ten contacts, a minimal 

criterion of 2 hours a week spent talking was set for inclusion into the scale to minimize 

skewness (skewness dropped from -1.82 to -0.95 after imposing this criterion). Time 

spent talking with network members was calculated by taking the mean duration of time 

spent talking to core group members. NetM’ork density was calculated by dividing the 

total number of actual network connections (regardless of time spent talking) by the 

number of possible network connections and multiplying the product by the constant 100 

(see Walker et ah, 2000).

2.3. Procedure
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Participants were recruited from the student union between classes by a male 

recruiter. Those who volunteered were told they would be participating in a study about 

relationships, aggression, and communication. Participation was monitored and took 

place in a quiet laboratory room in small groups (maximum of four people at a time). 

Before answering the questionnaire, participants were fully briefed about its contents and 

gave their written informed consent. Participants were instructed not to write their name 

anywhere on the questionnaire and to skip any questions they were uncomfortable 

answering. Special care was also taken to explain the procedures for answering the social 

network matrix. Participants were reminded to refrain from disclosing any names, but 

instead to use people’s initials. After completing the questionnaire, participants 

deposited their forms in a bin, were debriefed, told the nature of the hypotheses, and 

received their payment.

3. Results
3.1. Secrets and confidants

Forty-one participants (68.3%) reported currently keeping a secret. On average, 

participants rated their secrets as “somewhat serious” (M = 6.85, SD = 2.77). Secrets 

about sex or sex-related topics were most frequent, accounting for more than half 

(51.2%) of the reported secret topics. Other secret topics included status or achievement 

secrets (e.g., money problems, failing school; 14.6%), health problems (e.g., eating 

disorder; 9.8%), and family secrets (9.8%). Religious beliefs and personal feelings were 

also reported as secrets (14.6%). Thirteen participants (31.7%) did not disclose the topic 

of their secret.

More than any other category, friends were entrusted with secrets (83%), 

followed by family members (57%) and romantic partners (35%). Eight percent revealed 

their secrets to a religious leader, 5% to a health professional, and 2% to an acquaintance. 

Very few participants reported they revealed their secrets to no one (5%).

3.2. Secrecy, self-concealment, and relational aggression

Table 4.1 presents bivariate correlations between self-concealment, network, 

relational aggression, and social support variables. As predicted {Hypothesis 1), self-
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concealment correlated with relational aggression. However, this was only true for the 

social exclusion subscale. Being a victim of reputation manipulation had no relationship 

with self-concealment.

Table 4.1. Bivariate correlations for self-concealment, network, relational aggression, 
and social support variables

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Self-concealment .01 -.08 -.05 -.20 .05 .32* -.62*** -.32*
2. Secrecy+ - .13 -.02 .10 .14 .07 -.11 -.22
3. Network size - .31* .19 .18 .14 .28* .42**
4. Time spent talking - .17 -.17 -.28* .27* .18
5. Density - .17 .04 .30* .33*
6. RM - .78*** .00 .20
7. SE - -.27* -.03
8. Coalitional support - .65***
9. Familial support -
Note.+ Point-biserial correlations were used for Secrecy. RM = Reputation Manipulation
subscale; SE = Social Exclusion subscale. Ns range from 41-60. * /* < .05. ** P < .01. 
*** /,< .001.

Self-concealment and secrecy had no relationship. To test whether or not keeping 

a secret had an effect on measures of relational aggression, a one-way MANOVA was 

conduced on self-concealment, relational aggression, and social support variables, with 

secrecy (possessing a secret or not) as the independent measure. The results are 

displayed in Table 4.2. As can be seen in the table, and as predicted, participants 

currently keeping a secret did not differ from participants without a secret on any of the 

measures.

Table 4.2. Results of the one-way MANOVA with secrecy as the independent variable
Keeping Secret 

(n ~ 41)
Not Keeping Secret 

(n= 19)
FMean SD Mean SD

Self-Concealment 5.12 1.61 5.02 1.57 .06
Reputation Manipulation 1.97 0.63 2.05 0.58 .22
Social Exclusion 1.93 0.67 1.90 0.64 .04
Coalitional Support 8.52 1.78 8.83 2.22 .32
Family Support 8.69 2.24 9.10 2.82 .37
Note. All F-values were < 1.

3.3. Self-concealment, netM’ork variables, and social support
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Network density had a negative relationship with self-concealment, as predicted 

{Hypothesis 2), but this relationship was not quite statistically significant. Self

concealment had a strong negative relationship with coalitional support, as predicted, and 

a moderate negative relationship with familial support.

Multiple hierarchical regressions were conducted to explore the relationships 

between self-concealment, social exclusion, and coalitional support in more detail. This 

procedure first compared the independent effects of self-concealment and coalitional 

support on social exclusion (Table 4.3), and, second, the effects of social exclusion and 

coalitional support on self-concealment (Table 4.4).

Table 4.3. Hierarchical regression analysis on social exclusion: Independent effects of 
self-concealment and coalitional support

R R2 (Adj. R2) R2change Fchange
Stage 1: Self-concealment 
entered first

.32 .11 .09 .11 6.80*

Step Enter coalitional support .34 .11 .08 .007 0.45

Stage 2: Coalitional support 
entered first

21 .07 .05 .07 4.38*

Step Enter self-concealment .36 .11 .08 .04 2.68t
tp < .10. * p < .05.

Table 4.4. Hierarchical regression analysis on self-concealment: Independent effects of
social exclusion and coalitional support

R R2 (Adj. R2 change Fchange
Stage 1: Social exclusion 
entered first

.32 .11 .09 .11 6.80*

Step Enter coalitional support .64 .41 .39 .30 28.91***

Stage 2: Coalitional support 
entered first

.62 .38 .37 .38 35.29***

Step Enter social exclusion .64 .41 .39 .03 2.68t
f/?<.10. * p< .05. **/?<.01. *** p < .001.

In stage 1 of Table 4.3, self-concealment was entered first and coalitional support 

second. Only self-concealment contributed significantly to the variance. In stage 2, 

coalitional support was entered first, followed by self-concealment. Both variables

22 This exploratory procedure was modeled after the one used by Gilbert (2000).
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contributed significantly to the variance, although self-concealment contributed 

marginally. Thus, self-concealment had a stronger relationship with social exclusion than 

coalitional support had with social exclusion.

In stage 1 of Table 4.4, social exclusion was entered first and coalitional support 

second. Both variables contributed significantly to the variance. In stage 2, coalitional 

support was entered first, followed by social exclusion. Coalitional support contributed 

significantly to the variance; however, social exclusion contributed only a marginal 

degree. Thus, coalitional support was more strongly related to self-concealment than was 

social exclusion, although social exclusion contributed some additional variance 

unexplained by coalitional support.

3.4. Reasons for keeping secrets

The experimenter and an independent, blind rater coded participants’ reasons for 
keeping secrets. Eleven categories were identified and individual responses were coded 

using these initial eleven categories. Interrater agreement was high (Cohen’s kappa = 

.91). However, many categories had fewer than three instances. These categories were 

collapsed into a single “other” category. As can be seen in Table 4.5, concerns about 

reputation were the most frequent reasons for not disclosing, as predicted {Hypothesis 3).

3.5. Network, social support, and relational aggression

Both relational aggression subscales had a positive relationship with network size, 

although the relationships were non-significant. Part correlations of the relational 

aggression subscales and network size were conducted to statistically control for 

coalitional support. As predicted {Hypothesis 4), the residual correlation between social 

exclusion and network size was significant (r = .23, p < .05), but not quite for reputation 

manipulation and network size (r = .19,/? > .10), partially confirming expectations.

Both network size and density had positive correlations with coalitional and 

familial support. However, as predicted {Hypothesis 5), only coalitional support 

correlated positively with time spent talking (r = .21, p < .05), suggesting that talking 

may not be as important for bonding family members as it is for non-kin relationships.
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Table 4.5. Reasons for keeping secrets (N - 41)

Category and examples Frequency Percent
To protect reputation or concerns about reputation manipidation

E.g., “makes me look bad”; “I don’t want people’s opinion of me 
to change in a negative way”; “show weaknesses”; “no chance of 17 41.5

rumors starting”; “they may secretly scorn, mock me”
Appeal to privacy

E.g., “I enjoy my privacy”; “not their business”; “it’s personal” 9 22.0

Ashamed, embarrassed, or guilt
E.g., “fear of being embarrassed”; “I feel insecure and shameful” 7 17.1

No one will care, listen, understand, or help me if I reveal
E.g., “they don’t want to hear it”; “people won’t understand” 5 12.2

Would feel uncomfortable, awkward, or exposed if I revealed
E.g., “too uncomfortable and exposing” 3 7.3

Don 7 want to burden others with it
E.g., “don’t want to trouble others” 3 7.3

Other
E.g., feel no reason to; don’t trust anyone to keep it; too proud; 7 17.1
protect against punishment; fear of injuring a relationship

Did not give a reason 4 9.8

3.6. Gender differences

There were no predictions made about the effects of gender on relational 

victimization or self-concealment. Independent /-tests revealed no gender differences 

regarding relational victimization for reputation manipulation or social exclusion, all ps > 

.10, although female means were higher for both. However, a significant gender 

difference for secondary disclosure was found, t (58) = 2.47, p < .05, with females 

reporting significantly more episodes of secondary disclosure (M= 1.97, SD = 2.26) than 

males (M= 0.75, SD = 1.38). The analysis also revealed a marginally significant gender 

difference for self-concealment, / (58) = 1.65, p = .104, with males scoring marginally 

higher on self-concealment (M= 5.44, SD = 1.7) than females (M= 4.78, SD = 1.42). A 

Chi-square analysis of secrecy revealed no significant gender difference in keeping 

secrets (68% of males and 69% of females were keeping a secret).

3.7. Talking as social grooming

Consistent with Dunbar's (2003) social gossip theory of language, time spent 

talking with group members had a significant positive relationship with network size.
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suggesting that, as network size increases, more time is needed to spend “grooming” 

group members." Figure 4.1 depicts the positive linear relationship between time spent 

talking and network size.

N*rw«*t Si:* (NuMfecr of Contact)

Figure 4.1. Scatterplot of average time spent talking with network members and network 
size.

4. Discussion

This pilot study tested the hypothesis that perceptions of relational victimization 

are associated with self-concealment (i.e., the predisposition to conceal personal 

information), but not with keeping secrets per se. This was predicted on theoretical 

grounds that secrecy is an adaptive activity that many people engage in to maintain a 

positive reputation and avoid social rejection, while self-concealment (a personality trait) 

represents a maladaptive orientation towards disclosing personal information that stems, 

in part, from perceptions of relational victimization. Overall, the findings were mostly 

supportive of this perspective.

23 Of course, since these findings are correlational, an alternative explanation is that talkative individuals 
have more friends than less talkative individuals. However, this alternative is still consistent with Dunbar’s 
argument that gossip serves a social bonding function.
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First, being a victim of exclusionary forms of relational aggression (e.g., 

“someone told others not to associate with me”) correlate positively with self

concealment, and this relationship was somewhat independent from coalitional support. 

Unexpectedly, however, reputation manipulation (e.g., “someone spread rumors about 

me”) did not correlate with self-concealment. The most straight-forward interpretation of 

this finding would be that reputation manipulation has no effect on whether or not 

someone is predisposed to conceal personal information. In other words, it is not 

relational victimization in general that encourages self-concealment, but a specific kind 

of relational victimization—social exclusion. However, given the moderate internal 

reliability of the reputation manipulation subscale, the null findings may represent a 

measurement error. Future research is needed to test these alternative accounts.

Second, the majority of participants in the study were currently keeping a 

personal secret, and those keeping a secret were no different on measures of self

concealment, relational aggression, or social support than those without a secret. 

Moreover, most secrets were related to personal topics that presumably would be 

detrimental to a person’s reputation if made public (e.g., sexual indiscretions, health 

problems, drug use, financial problems, etc), and the most frequent reason reported for 
keeping secrets was to protect one’s reputation. Together, these findings all suggest that 

secrecy is a ubiquitous and adaptive activity that functions as a defense against the spread 

of potentially deleterious personal information.

There was a positive relationship between network size and relational aggression, 

particularly social exclusion, after controlling for coalitional support. This was expected 

on the grounds that living in large groups entails intense competition for resources and 

social positions (Dunbar, 2003). However, having supportive and responsive allies 

appears to buffer people somewhat from agonistic social encounters. Also as expected, 

time spent talking was associated with coalitional support, but not familial support. This 

is in line with evolutionary perspectives on kinship, which suggest that kin relations are 

bonded through different mechanisms (e.g., phenotypic matching) than those bonding 

non-kin (e.g., verbal grooming; see Bumstein, 2005; Dunbar, 1993).

The present study extends past research by Kelly and her colleagues, which 

suggests that self-concealment is associated with a range of physical and psychological
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symptoms, but the process of keeping secrets is not (Kelly, 1998; Kelly and Achter, 

1995; Kelly and Yip, 2006; see also Larson and Chastain, 1990). Kelly’s (1998) 

perspective is that keeping secrets can help individuals maintain positive self-views by 

allowing them to present themselves in a favorable light to important others. The present 

perspective extends this work by positing a potential mechanism for the development of 

self-concealment—perceived relational victimization.

That there were no significant gender differences in relational victimization was 

consistent with past findings (e.g., Richardson & Green, 1999). However, there was a 

significant gender difference in participants’ experiences with secondary disclosure— 

more females reported having a personal secret betrayed by a confidant than males. 

Males in the present study scored marginally higher on self-concealment than females. 

This deviates somewhat from past research (e.g., Kelly & Achter, 1995; Kelly & Yip, 

2006), which has found no gender differences in self-concealment. One possible 

explanation for this divergence is cultural differences between the current sample 

(Northern Irish) and past samples (North American). However, I am unaware of any 

cultural difference (e.g., male gender norms) between Northern Ireland and North 
America that may account for the present result. Future research should examine gender 

differences in self-concealment using more culturally diverse samples.

Given the relatively small sample size of this study, the present findings should be 

considered preliminary—awaiting corroboration using an even larger sample. Moreover, 

because the study was correlational, the causal direction between relational victimization 

and self-concealment remains unspecified. The favored interpretation is that relational 

victimization leads to self-concealment; however, it is equally plausible that high self

concealers evoke relational victimization by virtue of their secretive personality or some 

correlate of having a secretive personality (e.g., depression). Alternatively, it may be that 

people who find themselves frequently excluded simply have fewer opportunities to share 

personal information and over time develop a concealed personality. However, the fact 

that self-concealment had no relationship with network size in this experiment is 

evidence against this latter possibility.

An additional limitation of the current study is that a binary measure of secrecy 

was obtained (i.e., currently keeping a personal secret or not), whereas self-concealment
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and the dependent measures were all continuous variables. Given the reduction in power 

when utilizing binary measures, a more equivalent comparison would be to obtain a 

continuous measure of secrecy, such as the number of personal secrets one is currently 

keeping or the intensity of one’s secret. However, it should be noted that the seriousness 

of participants’ secrets—a continuous variable—likewise did not correlate significantly 

with any of the social adjustment variables in the present study.24

Future research should use other measures of relational aggression, for example, 

one might collect peer nominations of victimization in addition to self-reports (e.g., 

Werner & Crick, 1999), to minimize perceptual errors associated with self-reporting 

victimization. Furthermore, future studies should compare Larson and Chastain’s self

concealment scale with the one used here to establish further the validity of the scale and 

its relationship to important outcomes (e.g., health, victimization). More generally, future 

research on the relationship between relational victimization and self-concealment should 

investigate the developmental precursors of adult self-concealment. Because self

concealment in adults is linked to various physical and psychological health problems, 

identifying precursors of adult self-concealment in childhood could aid interventions for 

at-risk children.

24 Please contact the author for statistics.
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Chapter 5: Personality and Contextual Influences on 
Self-Concealment

“The easiest way to keep a secret is without help.”
-Author Unknown

1. Introduction

In this chapter I review three studies that sought to establish the relationship 

between being a secretive person (i.e., self-concealment) and rejection sensitivity or 

having a personality that is sensitive to rejection. An evolutionary perspective of secrecy 

suggests that secrecy protects an individual from the deleterious social consequences of 

having fitness-compromising information revealed to important others. If secrecy 

functions to protect against social rejection, then having a secretive personality and being 

sensitive to social rejection may be positively related. This was tested in Study 1 and 

Study 2. Moreover, Study 2 sought to test whether rejection-sensitive individuals actually 

engage in more concealment behavior than their non-rejection-sensitive counterparts. 

Finally, Study 3 sought to test the interaction of rejection sensitivity with contextual 

factors. Specifically, Study 3 tested the disinhibiting effects of perceived anonymity 

(answering a survey online or in public) on concealment behavior, and the interaction of 

perceived anonymity and rejection sensitivity.

As predicted. Study 1 and Study 2 established a positive relationship between 

self-concealment and rejection sensitivity. Moreover, in Study 2, rejection-sensitive 

individuals disclosed to a lesser degree than non-rejection-sensitive individuals. Also as 

predicted, in Study 3, a highly anonymous setting (online survey) led to fewer 

nondisclosures than a less anonymous setting (public survey); however, visual anonymity 

failed to interact with rejection sensitivity. Rejection-sensitive individuals did however 

perceive more benefits of Internet communication than non-rejection-sensitive 

individuals. These studies highlight the importance of social context (e.g., perceived 

visual anonymity) and personality variables (e.g., rejection sensitivity) for the expression 

of concealment mechanisms.

1.1. Concealment and social rejection
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Revealing personal secrets often entails significant social risks, including 

receiving unhelpful feedback, damaging an important relationship, and exposing oneself 

to stigmatization and rejection (Kelly & McKillop, 1996; Vrij et ah, 2003). However, 

keeping secrets can promote psychological distress, excessive rumination, and health 

problems (e.g., depression, physical symptoms) (Cole et ah, 1996; Lane & Wegner, 1995; 

Larson & Chastain, 1990). On the other hand, there is evidence that revealing troubling 

secrets to helpful confidants can be salubrious, so long as the revealer feels accepted and 

receives useful insight into their secret (cf. Farber et al., 2004; Kelly et al., 2001; 

Pennebaker, 1990; Pennebaker& O'Heeron, 1984).

As discussed in Chapter 4, recent findings suggest that it is not the process of 

keeping secrets per se that is associated with health problems, but self-concealment, or 

the predisposition to conceal personal information (Kelly, 1998; Kelly & Yip, 2006). 

While keeping particular secrets can be beneficial because it allows the secret-keeper to 

construct and maintain a healthy self-image and avoid rejection, people who habitually 

conceal personal information may find it difficult to build and maintain intimacy in their 

relationships, and therefore may receive little social support from important others 

(Kelly, 2002; Larson & Chastain, 1990). Given the health problems associated with self

concealment, investigations into the causes and correlates of self-concealment are 

important avenues for research.

One possibility is that people who experience chronic or acute rejection from 

others may be particularly vulnerable to self-concealment as a means of coping with 

possible future rejection. Indeed, past research suggests that prolonged or acute exposure 

to rejection can lead to a heightened sensitivity to rejection cues, as well as a readiness to 

perceive rejection in others (Downey & Feldman, 1996; Downey, Mougios, Ayduk, 

London, & Shoda, 2004). For example, individuals high in rejection sensitivity (RS)—as 

measured by Downey and Feldman’s (1996) Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire 

(RSQ)—exhibit a more intense startle response after exposure to minimal rejection cues 

(e.g., paintings depicting rejection themes; Downey et al., 2004). Likewise, high-RS 

individuals are more likely than low-RS individuals to report heightened feelings of 

rejection following an ambiguous interpersonal situation (e.g., an interactive partner 

withdrawing suddenly from the experiment; Downey & Feldman, 1996).
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As I argued in the previous chapter, secrecy appears to be a universal, adaptive 

behavior people engage in to protect their reputation from indirect aggression (e.g., 

gossip). However, high-RS individuals may be prone to self-concealment (having a 

secretive personality) due to recurrent use of secrecy as a strategy for defense against 

potential rejection and social exclusion. Preliminary evidence for this position comes 

from Downey and Ayduk (2002; as cited in Pietrzak, Downey, & Ayduk, 2005), who 

found that RS was associated with nondisclosure behavior in a sample of college women.

1.2. Computer-mediated communication and the present studies

In a series of studies, 1 tested the hypothesis that RS correlates with self

concealment and is predictive of nondisclosure behavior. To establish that RS is linked 

to self-concealment, in Study 1, adult participants ranging on RS were presented with a 

list of possible advantages and disadvantages of revealing personal secrets derived from 

Vrij et al. (2003). Vrij et al. (2003) found that secretive individuals were more likely to 

endorse the advantages for keeping secrets than the disadvantages. Rejection sensitivity 

was measured using the Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (ARSQ; an adult 

version of the RSQ; Downey, 2008). In Study 1, it was predicted that RS would correlate 
positively with being secretive (i.e., self-concealment). In addition, it was predicted that 

RS would correlate positively with endorsing the disadvantages of revealing secrets. RS 

was also expected to correlate negatively with endorsing the advantages of revealing 

secrets.

In Study 2,1 sought to determine whether RS would actually affect nondisclosure 

behavior. A second sample of participants was presented with several highly sensitive, 

multiple-choice questions (e.g., how many different sexual partners have you had?). 

Participants had the option of answering each question or selecting “I prefer not to say.” 

The number of “I prefer not to say” selections was used as the main dependent measure. 

Rejection sensitivity was measured using the same instrument (ARSQ) and the same 

scale of advantages and disadvantages of disclosing secrets was administered. It was 

predicted that high-RS participants would engage in more “I prefer not to say” selections 

(i.e., nondisclosures) compared to low-HS participants.
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Finally, in Study 3, I investigated the interaction of RS and survey format on 

nondisclosure behavior. This study also explored attitudes about communicating online 

and trusting friends to keep secrets. Participation occurred either using the Internet or 

using a pencil-and-paper survey. All participants were presented with multiple-choice 

and open-ended questions that were highly sensitive. Additionally, all participants 

answered the ARSQ and questions about communicating online (e.g., “I prefer 

communicating online to face-to-face communication”).

Previous research suggests that web-based surveys can encourage disclosure 

behavior and candid responses due to greater visual anonymity and reduced vulnerability 

(Joinson, 1999, 2001a). For example, Joinson (2001a) found that participants disclosed 

significantly more personal information over the computer to an anonymous partner 

compared to communicating face-to-face about a moral dilemma. Likewise, Chiou (2007) 

found that adolescents disclosed more intimate (i.e., sexual) disclosures under conditions 
of high visual anonymity compared to low visual anonymity when communicating over 

the computer. Furthermore, research on the interaction of subject variables (e.g., self

esteem, loneliness) and media format (e.g., face-to-face vs. Internet) suggests that 

socially inhibited individuals may find themselves opening up to a greater extent online 

due to various aspects of Internet communication (e.g., increased anonymity, reduced 

social risk, increased feelings of control) (Joinson, 2004; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; 

Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2003; Walther, 2007). For example, Joinson (2004) 

found that individuals with low self-esteem were more likely than individuals with high 

self-esteem to prefer email communication instead of face-to-face communication, when 

transmitting a socially risky message (e.g., asking for a pay raise).

Given the benefits of Internet communication for socially inhibited individuals, it 

was predicted that high-RS participants would engage in less nondisclosures in a web- 

based survey compared to a pencil-and-paper survey due to heightened anonymity in the 

web-based survey. In contrast, low-RS participants were not expected to differ in their 

disclosures between conditions as they are less averse to revealing personal information, 

making the level of anonymity less relevant to them. Finally, high-RS participants were 

expected to perceive the benefits of Internet communication and distrust their friends to 

keep their secrets to a greater extent than low-RS participants.
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2. Study 1
2.1. Participants and procedures

68 adults (54 female, 14 male; mean age = 25.74), 83.8% from the U.S., 16.2% 

from other countries, participated in a web-based study without compensation. The study 

was advertised by Social Psychology Network (http://www.socialpsvchologv.oru/ 

expts.htm) and Hanover College Psychology Department (http://psvch.hanover.edu/ 

research/exponnet.html). Participants did not provide their name but gave their informed 

consent before participating (see Appendix E). The order of the survey was as follows: a 

brief demographic survey, the Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (ARSQ; 

Downey, 2008), one item about being secretive (To what extent do you consider yourself 

a secretive person?), one item about number of secrets (How many personal secrets do 

you have?), and 15 items about the advantages and disadvantages of disclosing personal 
secrets. A debriefing statement was provided on the final page.

The ARSQ consists of 9 items (see Appendix F) that depict hypothetical 

interpersonal interactions in which rejection by various individuals is possible (e.g., “You 

ask your supervisor for help with a problem you have been having at work”). For each 

situation, the respondent indicates his or her degree of anxiety about the outcome 

{rejection concern), as well as the perceived likelihood that the other person would 

respond with rejection {acceptance expectancy). An overall RS score was obtained by 

following the instructions of Downey (2008).

Following Vrij et al. (2003), secretive was defined as “purposefully denying 

others who are important to you, important (i.e., non-trivial) personal information.” The 

15 advantages or disadvantages were presented in randomized order (for items, see Table 

1). Participants rated their agreement with each statement on an 11-point Likert scale (1 

= really disagree, 11 = really agree). In this study, the internal reliability of the 7 

advantages was satisfactory (Cronbach’s alpha = .61); for the 8 disadvantages it was good 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .77).

3. Results
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Pearson correlations between rejection sensitivity (RS) and the other measures 

revealed a significant positive correlation between RS and secretive personality, r(68) = 

.24, p = .05, RS and number of secrets, r(68) = .27, p < .05, and RS and endorsement of 

disadvantages, r(68) = .32, p < .01. Although RS had a slight negative correlation with 

endorsement of advantages, this was not significant, r(68) = -.04, p > .05. Additionally, 

secrecy (i.e., being secretive and number of secrets combined) correlated positively with 

endorsement of disadvantages, r(68) = .55, p < .001, but had no relationship with 

endorsement of the advantages of revealing secrets, r(68) = -.07,/? > .05.

Table 5.1 presents Pearson correlations between RS, secrecy, and items about the 

perceived advantages and disadvantages of revealing secrets. As predicted, rejection 

sensitivity correlated positively with endorsement of the disadvantages of revealing 

personal secrets (all but one item). Unexpectedly, rejection sensitivity did not correlate 

negatively with endorsement of the advantages. Only one item correlated negatively with 

RS. All other items had no relationship with RS.

Table 5.1. Pearson correlations between rejection sensitivity (RS), secrecy, and 
perceived advantages and disadvantages of disclosing secrets

Item RS Secrecy
Advantages

I would feel uncomfortable if I could not reveal -.17 -.25*
I would gain insight into my own secret if I reveal .07 -.04
Others will give me advice on what to do next if I reveal -.01 .06
Others would react awkwardly if I don’t reveal .11 .08
I would become preoccupied with my secret if I don’t reveal .10 .05
Others focus primarily on my feelings when I reveal -.28* -.11
Sharing secrets would reduce negative emotions -.02 -.03

Disadvantages
Others would get upset if I reveal .32** 47**
I would receive unhelpful comments if I reveal .22 .36**
Others would pass on my secret if I reveal .31* .33**
Being secretive makes me more attractive .25* .33**
Others will focus on the facts of my secret -.18 .06
I would be too ashamed or embarrassed .37** .46**
Others would avoid me if I reveal .26* .29*
Others would exploit the powerful position they have over me .24* .38**

* P<.05. ** P<M.
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Overall, the findings from Study 1 show a positive relationship between rejection 

sensitivity and self-concealment. Moreover, participants were more likely to endorse the 

disadvantages of revealing secrets as they increased in rejection sensitivity. However, RS 

had no relationship with endorsements of the advantages of disclosing secrets.

4. Study 2
4.1. Participants and procedures

Forty-six adults (32 females, 14 males; mean age = 26.28), 73.9% from the U.S., 

26.1% from other countries, participated in a web-based study, advertised on the same 

websites as in Study 1. Participation was completely anonymous and without 

compensation. The procedures were exactly as in Study 1 with the addition of four 

sensitive items in the demographic survey, presented on a separate page: (1) Since age 18 

how many different serious relationships have you had? (2) How long is/was your longest 

relationship to date? (3) How many different sexual partners have you had? (4) Have 

your partners been all same gender, all opposite gender or a mixture? These items were 

derived from Joinson, Paine. Buchanan, and Reips (2008), who observed nondisclosures 

ranging from 10.25% to 27.30% pertaining to these items in an online survey. At the top 

of the page, participants instructed to select “I prefer not to say” if they preferred not to 

answer or thought the question was too personal to answer. For each sensitive item, 

participants were presented multiple choices, including an “I prefer not to say” option. 

The number of “I prefer not to say” selections entailed the main dependent measure in 

this study. The overall internal reliability of advantages and disadvantages, in this study, 

was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .74).

5. Results
The greatest number of nondisclosures occurred in response to the question, 

“How many different sexual partners have you had?” (13.0%), followed by “How many 

different serious relationships?” (4.3%), and “How long is/was your longest 

relationship?” (2.2%). Overall, these percentages of nondisclosures were low compared 

to past findings (e.g., Joinson et ah, 2008).
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As in Study 1, RS had a positive relationship with endorsement of the 

disadvantages of disclosing secrets, r(46) = .52, p < .001, and no relationship with 

endorsement of the advantages of disclosing secrets, r(46) = -.01 ,P < .05. Also, as in 

Study 1, secrecy correlated with endorsement of the disadvantages, r(46) = .51,/? < .001; 

however, unlike Study 1, but as expected, secrecy also had a negative relationship with 

endorsement of the advantages of disclosing secrets, r(46) = -.37, p < .05, as found in 

previous research (Vrij et ah, 2003).

A median-split of RS scores was used to categorize participants into high- and 

low-RS groups. Figure 5.1 presents the average number of nondisclosures (he., “I prefer 

not to say” selections) by RS and gender. A 2 (RS) x 2 (gender) ANOVA was conducted 

on number of nondisclosures. Although no gender differences were predicted, gender was 

included in the analysis to explore the interaction of gender and RS. This analysis 

revealed a marginally significant main effect of RS, F(l, 42) = 3.63, p = .063, and a 

marginally significant interaction effect of RS and gender, F(l, 42) = 3.29, p = .077. 

There was no main effect of gender, F(l, 42) = 1.24, p = .272. Regarding the main effect 

of RS, as predicted, high-RS participants selected the “I prefer not to say” option to a 

greater extent than low-RS participants (M = .30, SD = .70; M = .09, SD = .29, 

respectively). The interaction effect was due mostly to a marginal difference between 

male and female high-RS participants, F(l, 21) = 2.16, p = .109 (M= .63, SD = 1.26; M 

= .13, SD = .35, respectively), and a non-significant difference between high- and low- 

RS male participants, F(l, 12) = 2.04, p = .179 (M= .63, SD = 1.06; M= .00, SD = .00, 

respectively).

Thus, as predicted, high-RS participants not only endorsed the advantages of 

secrecy (a correlate of self-concealment), but engaged in more concealment behavior than 

low-RS participants, although the difference was only marginally significant. Moreover, 

rejection sensitivity interacted with gender. In particular, high-RS males disclosed less 

than any other group.
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Figure 5.1. Average number of nondisclosures by rejection sensitivity and gender.

5.1. Limitations

One potential limitation of Studies 1 and 2 pertains to the manner in which self

concealment was measured. As shown by Vrij et al. (2003), endorsing the advantages of 

secrecy is a characteristic of self-concealed individuals. However, outside of Vrij et al. 

(2003), studies of self-concealment have conventionally utilized Larson and Chastain's 

(1990) 10-item Self-Concealment Scale (SCS) as their measure of a secretive personality. 

Thus, the relationship between rejection sensitivity and self-concealment established in 

Studies 1 and 2 could be questioned on methodological grounds. To address this 

limitation, a small pilot study was conducted among 14 college students from Queen’s 

University Belfast, UK (12 female, 2 male; mean age = 23.1). The ARSQ and SCS were 

administered in an online study. This study produced a large positive correlation between 

self-concealment (as conventionally measured) and rejection sensitivity, r(14) = .42, 

providing additional supportive evidence for the relationship between self-concealment 

and RS established in Studies 1 and 2 via an alternative methodology.
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6. Study 3
(5.7. Participants

One-hundred and forty-one adults (91 females, 50 males) participated in the study 

without compensation. Seventy-five English-speaking adults (49 females, 26 males; 

mean age = 25.46, min = 16.6, max = 60.4), 77.0% from the U.S., 23.0% from other 

Western countries (e.g., UK, Canada), participated in the web-based version of the study. 

Sixty-six English-speaking adults (42 females, 24 males; mean age = 21.16; min = 18.6, 

max = 41.0), 92.4% from Northern Ireland, 7.6% from other European countries (e.g., 

France), participated in the pencil-and-paper version of the study. Participants were not 

randomly assigned to the pencil-and-paper or web-based version of the study. Instead, 

participants were either self-selected (online treatment) or recruited by the experimenter 

(pencil-and-paper treatment). In other words, the design was q'M^/'-experimental.

6.2. Procedures for the web-based survey

The web-based survey was advertised on the same websites as in Study 1 and 

Study 2, and the procedures were similar to those used in Study 2; however, there were 

several important differences. First, given the low percentages of nondisclosures obtained 

in Study 2, two of the multiple-choice items were replaced from Study 2 with two new 

multiple-choice items I thought to be even more sensitive. The four multiple-choice items 

were: (1) How many different sexual partners have you had? (2) How long is/was your 

longest relationship to date? (3) Have you ever had a secret affair or cheated on a partner 

(i.e., a spouse, girlfriend, or boyfriend)? (4) How often do you fantasize about being 

intimate with a person other than your current partner? (If you are not currently in a 

relationship, think about a time that you were in a relationship before answering this 

question.) As in Study 2, participants were given an “I prefer not to say” option for each 

sensitive item.

Second, two additional sensitive items were added, both open-ended. These items 

were derived from Joinson (2001b), and were as follows: (1) What do you most like 

about your appearance? (2) What do you most dislike about your appearance? 

Participants responded by typing their answer into a large textbox. Participants were
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instructed to write, “I prefer not to say,” in the textbox if they preferred not to answer or 

thought the question was too personal to answer.

Third, two items were added regarding participants’ perceptions of their friends’ 

trustworthiness as confidants: (1)1 can always trust my friends with my personal secrets. 

(2) My friends are bad at keeping secrets (reverse scored). These items were answered on 

a 9-point Likert scale (1 = very much disagree, 9 = very much agree), and constituted a 

single scale (Cronbach’s alpha = .70). Fourth, I included a measure of the perceived 

benefits of communicating online. This measure was comprised of 7 items having to do 

with social aspects of Internet use, adapted from Morahan-Martin and Schumacher’s 

(2003) Scale of Internet Behaviors. This scale had a high internal reliability (Cronbach’s 

alpha = .87). The 7 items were: (1) My online friends understand me better than other 

people. (2) 1 am more myself online than in real life. (3) I open up more to people online 
than in other communication modes. (4) I prefer communicating online to face-to-face 

communication. (5) I have shared intimate secrets online. (6) Going online has made it 

easier for me to make friends. (7) I feel less connected interpersonally when I 

communicate online (reverse scored).

Finally, in order to keep the online survey to a manageable length (and since the 

link between RS and self-concealment had already been established in the previous 

studies), the secrecy items were dropped from Study 3. The ARSQ was again used as our 

measure of rejection sensitivity, and as in the other studies, participation was completely 

anonymous.

6.3. Procedures for the pencil-and-paper survey

The pencil-and-paper survey was conducted in the student union of Queen’s 

University Belfast. Participants were approached by an experimenter and invited to 

participate. If they agreed, they were handed an informed consent sheet. The informed 

consent sheet required that they provide their full name and signature. Participants were 

verbally assured that their responses would be kept confidential and anonymous. After 

signing and returning the informed consent form, participants were handed the 

questionnaire to fill out. If participants were in groups or dyads, they were separated and 

moved to an unoccupied area to ensure that their answers were private, and the
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experimenter monitored their progress from a distance. When participants were done, 

they inserted their forms into an opaque envelope and returned them to the experimenter, 

who either debriefed them by word-of-mouth or handed them a debriefing form.

The questionnaire itself was five pages in length and was designed to correspond 

exactly with the web-based survey. In fact, a PDF copy of the online survey (made using 

SurveyMonkey©) was used for all but the demographic questions. The demographic 

questions were transcribed onto two separate sheets. This was done because three of the 

measures utilized drop-down menus in the web-based version. The first page had gender, 

date of birth, nationality, and the four multiple-choice items. The second page had the 

two open-ended items. The two open-ended items were placed at the top and middle of 

the page to allow for adequate writing space (roughly equivalent to the online survey). 

Page three had the Internet use and trust items. Page four and five had the ARSQ items. 

As in the online version, participants ticked the box corresponding to their answer for 

each multiple-choice and Likert scale item.

7. Results
7.1. Responses to multiple-choice items

To explore whether rejection sensitivity had an effect on participants’ responses 

to the multiple-choice questions, a median split of RS scores was conducted, as in Study 

2, and an independent-samples Mest of RS was conducted on responses to the four 

multiple-choice items. The results revealed one marginally significant difference due to 

RS, /(129) = 1.69, p = .094 (all other P’s > .10): low-RS participants reported having 

longer relationships (M = 1.63, SD = 0.63) than high-RS participants (M = 1.42, SD = 

0.77). To explore the effects of gender on participants responses’ to the multiple-choice 

questions, an independent-samples /-test of gender was conducted on responses to the 

multiple-choice items. This analysis revealed one significant gender difference (all other 

P’s > .10); males reported fantasizing about someone other than their current partner (M 

= 0.96, SD = 0.74) to a greater extent than females (M= 0.65, SD = 0.64), /(125) = 2.48, 

p = .015.

7.2. Breadth and type of disclosures
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The “breadth” of participants’ disclosures to the two open-ended questions were 

examined by counting the number of words provided to these items, as has been done in 

previous studies (e.g., Joinson, 2001b). First, there were no gender differences in breadth 

of disclosures, for either the like-appearance, t(139) = 39, p = .696, or dislike-appearance 

items, /(139) = .05, p = .958, so this variable was dropped from further analyses. A 2 

(RS) x 2 (Format) multivariate analysis of variance on breadth of disclosures (like, 

dislike) revealed a marginally significant main effect of format condition for breadth of 

like-appearance responses, F(\, 131) = 3.21, /? = .075, with lengthier responses in the 

pencil-and-paper survey (M = 4.98, SD = 7.39) compared to the Internet survey (M = 

3.20, SD = 3.59). Participants also gave lengthier dislike-appearance responses in the 

pencil-and-paper survey (M = 5.17, SD = 7.51) compared to the Internet survey (M = 

3.59, SD = 4.97), however, this difference did not reach significance, F(\, 131) = 1.95,/? 

= .165. There was no main effect of RS, and the interaction of RS and format failed to 

reach significance for like-appearance, Ffl, 131) = 1.73,/? = .191, or dislike-appearance 

responses, F < 1.

Responses were also examined for type of disclosure: informational versus 

emotional (i.e., thoughts and feelings). The vast majority of responses were informational 

(e.g., “I’m toned and slender”; “thin waist”; “freckles”), but there were enough 

statements conveying feelings and thoughts (e.g., “I’d like to have a flatter stomach”; “I 

think I can be attractive at times”; “I feel I look fat”; “I wish I was taller”) to warrant 

investigation. Responses that used language indicating mental states (e.g., thoughts, 

feelings, wishes, desires, preferences, etc) were coded as 1; all other responses were 

coded as 0. Four cross-tabulation Chi-square analyses (RS x like; RS x dislike; format x 

like; format x dislike) revealed only one significant departure from chance: a greater ratio 

of emotional disclosures to informational disclosures occurred in the pencil-and-paper 

survey (30.3% vs. 69.7%, respectively) compared to the Internet survey (14.7% vs. 

85.3%, respectively) for dislike-appearance responses,/2(1) = 5.00,/? = .025, suggesting 

that the pencil-and-paper survey encouraged more emotional disclosures, overall. All 

other comparisons were non-significant (all F’s > .20).
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Table 5.2. Frequencies and percentage of nondisclosures for each sensitive item by 
survey format

Item

Internet 
(n = 75)

Count Percent

Pencil-and-Paper 
(n = 66)

Count Percent
What do you most like about your appearance? 
(OE) 12 16.0 18 27.3

What do you most dislike about your 
appearance? (OE) 12 16.0 12 18.2

How many different sexual partners have you 
had? (MC) 3 4.0 13 19.7

How long was your longest relationship to 
date? (MC)
Have you ever had a secret affair or cheated on 
a partner? (MC)
How often do you fantasize about being

1

1

1.3

1.3

3

2

4.5

3.0

intimate with a person other than your current 
partner? (MC)

5 6.7 9 13.6

Note. OE = open-ended; MC = multiple-choice

7.3. Nondisclosures

Table 5.2 presents the number and percentages of nondisclosures for each 

sensitive item by survey format. As can be seen, the percentage of nondisclosures was 

higher for every item in the pencil-and-paper survey compared to the web-based survey. 

An independent-samples Mest of gender revealed no difference in nondisclosures for 

males and females, /(139) = .69, p = .490, thus, gender was excluded from further 

analyses.

A 2 (RS) x 2 (format) analysis of variance was conducted on nondisclosures 
revealed a significant main effect of format, F(l, 131) = 42.55, p = .097, rj2p = .977 (large 

effect size). The main effect of RS was not significant, F< 1, nor was the interaction, F < 

1. Figure 5.2 presents the pattern of nondisclosures by RS and format. To explore the 

main effect of format closer, simple-effects tests were conducted. It was predicted that 

high-RS participants would engage in fewer nondisclosures online than in the pencil-and- 

paper survey, but that low-RS participants would not differ in their disclosure behavior 

between conditions. As predicted, high-RS participants engaged in fewer nondisclosures 

online (M = .32, SD = .71) than in the pencil-and-paper survey (M = .90, SD = 1.25), 

?(66) = -2.40, p = .019. However, low-RS participants also engaged in fewer
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nondisclosures online (M= .38, SD = .71) than in the pencil-and-paper survey (A/= .80, 

SD = 1.16), although the difference only approached significance, /‘(65) = -1.79,/? = .078. 

The simple-effects of high vs. low RS (holding level of format constant) were both non

significant, / < 1.

Reaction SaiuMvtty (RS)

Figure 5.2. Average number of nondisclosures by level of rejection sensitivity and 
survey format. There was a significant main effect of survey format; however, the effect 
of survey format on nondisclosures was significant (at alpha .05) only within high-RS 
participants.

7.4. Benefits of Internet communication and trust in friends

Bivariate correlations were conducted to explore the relationship between RS, the 

perceived benefits of Internet communication, and trust in friends to keep secrets. This 

analysis revealed a strong positive relationship between RS and the perceived benefits of 

Internet communication, r = .37, /? = .001, a moderate negative relationship between RS 

and trust in friends to keep secrets, r = -.16, /? = .090, and a moderate negative
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relationship between the perceived benefits of Internet communication and trust in 

friends to keep secrets, r = -A9,p= .088. In other words, as rejection sensitivity increases 

the likelihood of perceiving the benefits of Internet communication increases, but the 

likelihood of perceiving one’s friends as trustworthy decreases.

Rtftetton S*r\t«lv«¥ <RS)

Figure 5.3. Perceived benefits of Internet communication by rejection sensitivity and 
survey format. There was a significant main effect of survey format and a significant 
main effect of rejection sensitivity on the perceived benefits of Internet communication.

Figure 5.3 depicts the pattern of perceived benefits of Internet communication by 

RS and format condition. To explore the relationship between RS and perceived benefits 

of Internet communication in more detail, a 2 (RS) x 2 (format) multivariate analysis of 

variance was conducted on Internet communication and trust in friends scores. This 

analysis revealed significant main effects of RS, /’(l, 75) = 4.46,/? = .038, and format, 

/7(1, 75) = 4.13, /? = .046, on Internet communication; that is, high-RS participants 

perceived the benefits of Internet communication to a greater extent than low-RS
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participants (M= 2.27, SD = 1.39 vs. M= 3.32, SD = 1.81, respectively), and participants 

who answered the Internet survey perceived the benefits of Internet communication more 

than participants who answered the pencil-and-paper survey (M = 3.65, SD = 2.19 vs. M 

= 2.60, SD = 1.52, respectively). There were no main effects of RS or format on trust 

scores, and none of the interaction effects were significant.

8. Discussion
Across two studies, rejection sensitivity (RS), as measured by the ARSQ, 

emerged as a strong predictor of having a secretive personality and, in Study 2, even 

predicted nondisclosure behavior. As predicted, in Study 1, RS was found to correlate 

with self-reports of being secretive, number of secrets, and endorsements of the 

disadvantages of disclosing personal secrets. These findings were replicated in Study 2. 

In addition. Study 2 extended these findings by demonstrating an effect of RS on actual 

concealment behavior. As predicted, in Study 2, high-RS participants engaged in more 

nondisclosures (i.e., “I prefer not to say”), on average, than low-RS participants when 

presented sensitive questions (e.g., how many different serious relationships have you 

had?). Unexpectedly, this difference was largely attributable to high-RS males in this 

sample, who disclosed less compared to the other groups. However, given the lack of 

gender differences in Study 3, future research should investigate this interaction of RS 

and gender further.

Study 3 failed to reproduce the main effect of RS on nondisclosures. One possible 

explanation for this divergence in findings may have to do with sampling differences. In 

Study 2, low-RS participants scored somewhat lower on RS (M= 6.09, SD = 1.87), on 

average, than low-RS participants in Study 3 (M = 7.17, SD = 1.81), while high-RS 

participants in Study 2 averaged about the same as high-RS participants in Study 3 (M = 

12.56, SD = 2.79; M = 12.79, SD = 2.83, respectively). Moreover, the majority of 

participants in Study 2 were from the United States, while a large percentage of 

participants in Study 3 were from Northern Ireland (those responding to the pencil-and- 

paper survey). Nevertheless, all participants were English-speakers, and I know of no 

cultural difference between the U.S. and Northern Ireland which might explain these 

differences. Furthermore, the UK was the second-largest source of participants in all
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three studies. Another possibility has to do with the sensitivity of items used in Study 3, 

compared to Study 2. Study 3 utilized even more sensitive items than in Study 2, as well 

as a broader range of sensitive items (i.e., multiple-choice and open-ended questions). 

Together, these differences between studies make direct comparisons somewhat difficult. 

Future research on this topic would benefit from utilizing more homogenous samples or 

systematically comparing cultures known to differ in their sensitivities towards rejection.

Despite not reproducing the main effect of RS in Study 3, I did find a highly 

significant main effect of survey format on nondisclosures. Participants engaged in more 

nondisclosures in the pencil-and-paper survey compared to the Internet survey. 

Moreover, as predicted, this difference was especially true for high-RS participants. 

High-RS participants engaged in significantly more nondisclosures in the pencil-and- 

paper compared to the Internet survey; however, for low-RS participants, the difference 

was in the same direction, but was only marginally significant. Furthermore, high-RS 

participants perceived the benefits of Internet communication to a greater extent than 

low-RS participants. In addition, participants who completed the Internet survey, in Study 

3, perceived the benefits of Internet communication to a greater extent than participants 

who completed the pencil-and-paper survey.

These findings add to a growing body of research suggesting that people differ 

along a continuum of rejection sensitivity (RS), or the extent to which people anxiously 

expect, readily perceive, and intensely react to rejection (Downey & Feldman, 1996; 

Downey et ah, 2004; see Pietrzak, Downey, & Ayduk, 2005, for a review). The findings 

add to this research by demonstrating that people who anxiously expect rejection may be 

more prone to concealment as a defensive strategy to protect against social rejection. 

One might speculate that high-RS individuals employ concealment as a mechanism for 

preventing rejection, which they anxiously expect will be their audience’s response if 

they disclose. Feelings of anxiety may then serve to negatively reinforce the process of 

concealing personal information, particularly if rejection does not occur. Over time, self

concealment may become an automatic response of rejection-sensitive individuals when 

interacting with others, and this may especially be the case under conditions of low 

anonymity, as in a pencil-and-paper survey, due to greater social and identity cues (e.g., 

meeting the experimenter, having to give one’s name). In contrast, under heightened
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anonymity (e.g., when disclosing online), rejection-sensitive individuals may be less 

defensive (i.e., less prone to concealment) due to the absence of overt rejection cues.

The fact that high-RS participants perceived benefits of Internet communication 

to a greater extent than low-RS participants extends past research on the interaction of 

user characteristics and Internet use (e.g., Joinson, 2004; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; 

Morahan-Martin & Schumacher, 2003). For example, McKenna & Bargh (1999; as cited 

in McKenna & Bargh, 2000) found that socially anxious individuals were more likely 

than their socially comfortable counterparts to form relationships through the Internet, 

and Morahan-Martin and Schumacher (2003) found that lonely individuals were more 

likely to prefer online communication to face-to-face communication, and to use the 

Internet when they felt socially isolated, than non-lonely individuals. The present 

findings extend this research by demonstrating a bias for Internet communication among 

rejection-sensitive individuals. This bias may be explained, perhaps, by the online 

disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004); that is, high-RS individuals may find themselves 

opening up more online due to greater anonymity and feelings of invisibility experienced 

online compared to face-to-face interaction. When communicating online, rejection- 

sensitive individuals may anticipate social rejection to a lesser extent than when 

communicating face-to-face, due to reduced social vulnerability. Future research should 

investigate different aspects of computer-mediated communication that may explain the 

reduction in nondisclosure behavior of rejection-sensitive individuals observed in the 

present study (e.g., the use of text-based versus video-based communication mediums).

Research by Downey and Feldman (1996) suggests that rejection sensitivity is 

linked to various relational problems (e.g., lower relationship satisfaction, lower 

relationship security), which are mediated by negative interpersonal behaviors, such as 

jealousy, hostility, and lack of partner support. Moreover, the anticipation of rejection 

may set into motion a vicious cycle, whereby actions meant to prevent rejection can 

actually lead to rejection (Pietrzak et al., 2005). Indirect evidence for this view was found 

in Study 3. Low-RS participants reported longer relationships than high-RS 

participants—longer relationships suggesting, perhaps, fewer relational problems. 

However, rejection-sensitive individuals may find themselves engaging in less negative 

interpersonal behavior over the Internet due to reduced concerns about rejection or.
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perhaps, due to greater control over the kind of impression they make on others (see 

Walther, 2007). Future research should investigate whether rejection-sensitive individuals 

actually engage in less negative interpersonal behavior (e.g., hostility) online compared to 

face-to-face, in the context of ongoing interactions (e.g., chat room interview). Future 

research should also examine the psychological processes leading to reductions in 

negative interpersonal behavior online, if they are indeed discovered.

Finally, the current findings have broad implications for research on online 

disclosure behavior. There is considerable evidence that people disclose sensitive, 

personal information more readily over the Internet than in person or in pencil-and-paper 

questionnaires (Buchanan, Joinson, Paine, & Reips, 2007; Joinson, 1999, 2001a). For 

example, Joinson (1999) observed greater breadth of disclosures in a web-based survey, 

compared to a pencil-and-paper survey. Additionally, individuals seeking information 

about socially embarrassing cancers (e.g., prostate or testicular cancer) have been shown 

to seek this information more readily using a telephone helpline than in person from their 

doctors (Buchanan et al., 2007). Perceptions of anonymity (Chiou, 2007), reciprocity 

(Joinson, 2001b), time spent in communication (Rollman, Krug, & Parente, 2000), and 

trust in the person’s/website’s ability to keep information private (Paine & Joinson, 

2008), appear to facilitate self-disclosure behavior on the Internet.

Unexpectedly, in Study 3 participants’ self-disclosures were broader and used 

more mental-state language (e.g., expressed feelings or thoughts) to a greater extent in the 

low-anonymity pencil-and-paper survey, compared to the high-anonymity web-based 

survey. One possible explanation for this deviation from past findings is that participants 

answering the pencil-and-paper survey may have felt more obligated to give lengthier 

disclosures as a courtesy to the experimenter, who they had met prior to participating. 

Another possibility is that the presentation of the open-ended items in the pencil-and- 

paper questionnaire served to elicit lengthier responses (i.e., having empty space vs. drop

down textbox). Finally, because the online survey sample was self-selected, rather than 

randomly assigned, participants in the web-based survey may have been less motivated, 

in general, than those approached by the experimenter in the pencil-and-paper condition. 

These three possibilities should be examined in future experimental research. 

Nevertheless, although the pencil-and-paper survey generated lengthier and more
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emotional disclosures, consistent with predictions, fewer nondisclosures were found 

overall in the Internet survey. Future research should investigate ways of improving 

participant effort in web-based research, while bearing in mind how user characteristics 

influence the extent to which individuals disclose personal information online.
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Chapter 6: Shame and Guilt Differentially Influence 
Endorsements of Secrecy and Public Displays

“...and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the LORD.”
-Genesis 3:8

1. Introduction
In this chapter, I review findings from a study of Northern Irish artists that 

suggests dispositional shame and guilt differentially influence secrecy, self-disclosure, 

and public displays (of artwork) via contrastive action tendencies associated with these 

emotions (i.e., withdrawing from others [shame] vs. amending one’s actions [guilt]). The 

differential influence of shame and guilt on concealment behavior is framed in terms of 

appraisal-tendency theory, which argues that opposing appraisal themes associated with 

specific emotions systematically affect behavior and judgments in theme-relevant 

domains. An appraisal-tendency perspective is applied to the study of the “self- 

conscious” emotions of shame and guilt—both of which have been implicated in 

concealment processes. Assessments of dispositional shame and guilt were gathered from 

118 Northern Irish artists, as were measures of secrecy, self-disclosure, and public 

displays of their artwork. Artists were targeted for this study because they represent a 

population faced with recurrent decisions about social engagement (e.g., performing or 

exhibiting their work in public). The results suggest shame promotes secrecy and is 

inversely related to public displays, whereas guilt promotes self-disclosure and is 

unrelated to public displays. The findings suggest that shame and guilt play contrastive 

roles in concealment behavior, and highlight the usefulness of an appraisal-tendency 

perspective for the study of self-conscious emotions.

1.1. Appraisal-tendency theory

Extensive research has shown that being in a positive or negative mood can 

differentially influence cognitive processes (see Forgas, 1995, 2008, for reviews). The 

role of affect in guiding cognition and behavior, however, extends beyond positive

negative valence. The appraisal themes associated with specific emotions can influence 

cognition and behavior in ways unpredicted by valence-based approaches (Keltner,
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Ellsworth, & Edwards, 1993; Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001; Lerner, Small, & 

Loewenstein, 2004). According to appraisal-tendency theory (Lerner & Keltner, 2000), 

emotions of the same valence often lead to different psychological outcomes. This 

happens because emotions of shared valence (e.g., sadness, anger) often have contrasting 

appraisal themes, which can differentially influence judgments and behavior in theme

relevant domains. For example, whereas sadness entails appraisals of situational agency 

as the cause of misfortune, anger entails appraisals of other-person agency (Smith & 

Ellsworth, 1985). Consequently, sad individuals perceive situationally caused negative 

events to be more probable than angry individuals, whereas the converse is true for 

perceptions of negative events caused by people (Keltner et al., 1993; see Lerner & 

Keltner, 2001, for a comparison of anger and fear).

Most studies documenting the distinct influences of dispositional and state 

emotions have compared “basic” emotions (Ekman, 1999; Izard, 1992), such as anger, 

fear, and disgust (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Lerner et al., 2004). The appraisal-driven 

influences of “self-conscious” emotions (e.g., shame, guilt, pride) are much less 

documented. The study presented here was intended to bridge this gap, by extending an 

appraisal-tendency perspective to the study of shame and guilt, and their relationship to 

information management behavior.

1.2. Self-conscious emotion

Self-conscious emotions may be distinguished from basic emotions in that self- 

conscious emotions require self-evaluative processes to be elicited (e.g., “I should 

have...”), while basic emotions may or may not involve self-representations (Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2004a, 2007a). Recent appraisal models suggest that, 

like basic emotions, self-conscious emotions may be differentiated beyond positive

negative valence in terms of their appraisal themes (Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 

1992a; Tracy & Robins, 2004a). Perhaps the clearest example is that of shame and guilt. 

Although shame and guilt both arise from negative self-evaluations, individuals prone to

25 Self-conscious emotions are also sometimes called “social emotions” because they involve making 
inferences about the minds of other people, for example, beliefs about the self as the focus of other people’s 
judgments or moral evaluations (see Beer, 2007; Leary, 2004).
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shame are more likely to make global, uncontrollable attributions about the self (i.e., 

view the entire self as immutably “bad”) than individuals prone to guilt. In contrast, 

individuals prone to guilt tend to make specific, controllable attributions (i.e., view the 

particular action as “bad”; Niedenthal et ah, 1994; Tangney et ah, 1992a; Tracy & 

Robins, 2006).

The contrasting appraisal themes of guilt and shame appear to influence cognition 

and behavior in distinct ways. For example, a common theme in people’s shame 

experiences is the desire to escape or hide from others, while guilt is often characterized 

by a desire to make amends and confess one’s wrongdoing (Ferguson, Stegge, Damhuis, 

1991; Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Seamier, & Ames, 2005; Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; Tangney 

et ah, 1996). An appraisal-tendency approach helps explain the opposite (withdraw- 

amend) action tendencies of shame and guilt. Whereas a specific, controllable aspect of 

the guilty self can be amended or eliminated through prosocial action, a global, 

immutable aspect of the shamed self cannot be erased—only compensated for. 

Withdrawing from the situation may be the individual's best defense when experiencing 

shame because it temporarily removes the source of the shame—namely, the self as the 
object of others’ scorn—and provides opportunity for recovery via compensatory self

enhancement (see Chapter 7). In brief, the diverging action tendencies of shame 

(withdraw) and guilt (amend) directly follow from the logic of their appraisal themes, and 

may lead to predictable, divergent behaviors in relevant domains.

1.3. The present study

According to appraisal-tendency theory, emotions that are highly differentiated in 

their appraisal themes should produce contrastive judgments in theme-related domains. In 

the present study the effects of dispositional shame and guilt were contrasted on attitudes 

about keeping and revealing secrets and perceptions of one’s public displays. These two 

domains were chosen because of their obvious withdraw-approach dimension. It was 

reasoned that the opposing action tendencies of shame (withdraw) and guilt (amend) 

would differentially affect the judgments of shame-prone and guilt-prone individuals in 

these domains. Finally, artists were chosen as the target population because they often
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face decisions about whether or not to exhibit their artwork in public, and these decisions 

are typically elective.

It was hypothesized that individuals prone to shame would tend to endorse 

secrecy, but not self-disclosure, because shame’s appraisal themes motivate withdrawing 

from others. In contrast, it was predicted that guilt-prone individuals would endorse 

d sclosure, but not secrecy, because the appraisals of guilt motivate making amends. 

Likewise, it was hypothesized that shame-proneness would correlate negatively with 

artists’ judgments of their public artwork displays and the recognition they receive for 

their work. In contrast, it was predicted that guilt-proneness would correlate positively 

with judgments of public artwork displays and recognition. In short, dispositional shame 

and guilt were expected to contrastively influence participants’ judgments about 

revealing personal secrets and displaying their work in public.

2. Method

21. Participants

One hundred eighteen adult artists (39 male, 79 female) responded to 

advertisements put up around the University of Ulster and Queen’s University Belfast, as 

veil as advertisements run in the Arts Council of Northern Ireland online newsletter. 

Twenty-three percent were professional artists or employed in the art industry, 33% were 

students enrolled in an art program at the University of Ulster, and 35% were 

nmprofessional artists (mostly students from Queen’s University Belfast). Their ages 

ranged from 18 to 54, with a mean of 26.2. Their areas of focus were as follows: 68% 

traditional/visual; 64% photography; 58% creative writing; 52% music/composition; 37% 

graphic design; 36% songwriting; 36% performance; 36% sculpting/ceramics; 31% 

c othing/jewelry design; 29% film; 5% architecture (many participants had multiple foci).

22. Procedure

Participation occurred via a pencil-and-paper survey that could be returned 

through the mail to the primary investigator or via an electronic survey hosted by 

SarveyMonkey©. The format of the electronic survey was identical to the pencil-and- 

piper survey. All participants received an invitation to participate (with the investigator’s
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contact information) that explained the purpose, contents, and procedures for answering 

the survey. Participants were informed that the purpose of the study was to investigate the 

personality traits of creative individuals.

2.3. Self-conscious emotions

Trait measures of shame and guilt were obtained using the Test of Self- 

Conscious Affect-Version 3 (TOSCA-3; Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, & Gramzow, 2000). 

The TOSCA-3 provides an ecologically valid measure of dispositional shame and guilt.26 

It consists of 11 negative and 5 positive scenarios. The majority of TOSCA-3 items are 

identical to the original TOSCA, which were drawn from written accounts of personal 

shame and guilt experiences provided by a sample of several hundred college students 

and non-college adults. For each scenario, participants imagine themselves in the 

situation described and indicate how likely they would be to react in each of the ways 

described on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (not likely) to 5 (very likely). Past estimates 

of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) for the TOSCA-1 shame and guilt subscales 

were .76 and .66, respectively (Tangney et al., 1992a). In the present study, they were .76 

and .72, respectively.

2.4. Advantages and disadvantages of revealing secrets

Participants were presented 15 statements that represented either advantages (7 

items; e.g., “Sharing secrets with important others means that I would gain insight into 

my own secrets”) or disadvantages (8 items; e.g., “Important others would get upset if 

they came to know my secrets”) of revealing secrets (same as in Chapter 6; Vrij et al., 

2003). The items were presented in a randomized order and participants rated their 

endorsement of each item on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 11 (strongly 

agree). The internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of the advantages and disadvantages in 

the present study was more than satisfactory (a = .70, .76, respectively).

26 The TOSCA-3 scales also provided personality measures of externalization of blame, detachment, and 
alpha (self-focused) and beta (action-focused) pride. For zero-order and partial correlations between these 
additional measures and shame-proneness and guilt-proneness, please contact the author. In this study, 
neither alpha or beta pride were significant predictors of any of the outcome variables; however, alpha 
pride was negatively correlated with the age of the artist, r(l 14) = -.34, p < .001, and beta pride was 
positively correlated, r(l 14) = .24,/? < .01, suggesting that alpha pride decreases, and beta pride increases, 
with age.
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2.5. ArtM’ork display and public recognition

Public display of artwork was measured by having participants rate the frequency 

of their public artwork displays on a Likert scale from 1 (never) to 11 (frequently). The 

following examples of artwork display were given: “performance before a live audience, 

display of work in gallery or exhibition, work published in a book or journal.” Public 

recognition was measured on the same 11 -point scale by having participants rate the 

frequency of the public recognition they have received for their artwork. The following 

examples of public recognition were given: “had news or media coverage, received 

awards in public.”

Participants were also asked to explain the manner in which they (a) displayed 

their work and (b) were recognized for their work (for instrument, see Appendix I). In 

order to compare participants’ own judgments of their artwork display and recognition, 

two independent raters coded participants’ responses on a 3-point Likert scale, in terms of 

(a) the level of public exposure (i.e., artwork displayed in forums that would bring their 

artwork [1] little, [2] moderate, or [3] great deal of public exposure) and (b) the level of 

public attention (i.e., artist recognized in forums that would bring them [1] little, [2] 

moderate, or [3] great deal of public attention). Examples were provided for each 

category level. Interrater agreement was more than satisfactory for both categories 

(Cohen’s * = .74; « = .75, respectively).

Finally, participants were asked to nominate their area(s) of focus from a list of 11 

art forms, along with the age at which they started producing work and how many years 

they had been producing work for each nominated art form.

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary analyses

As in previous research (e.g., Tangney et ah, 1992a), shame-proneness and guilt- 

proneness were significantly correlated (r = .50,/) < .001). However, part correlations of 

shame-proneness and guilt-proneness were conducted to provide a clearer picture of their 

unique contributions (see Table 6.1). Interestingly, there was no relationship between
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shame, artwork display and recognition based on the independent coders’ ratings, which 

suggests that the link between shame and public display/recognition is mainly due to 

participants’ perceptions of their actions, rather than their actual behavior.

Table 6.1. Relation of shame-proneness and guilt-proneness to secrecy and artwork 
display measures_________________________________________________________

Bivariate correlation Part correlation
Shame Guilt

Shame Guilt residual Residual
Secrecy

Endorse disclosure .09 .20* -.02 .18*
Endorse secrecy .24** -.21* 4j*** 29***

Artwork display
Artwork display -.23* -.17 -.15 -.07
Public recognition -.17+ -.15 -.11 -.08
Coded artwork display .01 -.07 .02 -.09
Coded public recognition -.12 -.13 -.08 -.08

+ /? < .10. * p< .05. **/?<.01. ***/?< .001. N= 118.

3.2. Inferential analyses

To ascertain the independent influence of each emotion disposition on measures 

of secrecy, disclosure, artwork display, and public recognition, I simultaneously entered 

each emotion disposition into one regression equation for each dependent measure 

separately. Figure 6.1 presents the results of the regression analyses for endorsing secrecy 

and endorsing self-disclosure.

As can be seen in Figure 6.1, shame-proneness was positively associated with 

endorsing secrecy (B = .46), t(115) = 4.74, p < .0001, whereas guilt-proneness was 

negatively associated with endorsing secrecy, B = -.44, t(115) = -4.53, p < .0001, as 

predicted. Shame-proneness had no relationship with endorsing disclosure, B = -.02, 

t(l 15) = -.\l,p = .86, whereas guilt-proneness was positively associated with endorsing 

disclosure, 5 = .21, t(l 15) = 1.98,/? < .05, partially confirming the hypothesis.
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Figure 6.1. Results of the regression analyses for endorsing secrecy and self
disclosure. Shame-prone individuals favored secrecy, whereas guilt-prone individuals 
did not (top panel). In contrast, guilt-prone individuals favored disclosure of secrets, 
whereas shame-prone individuals did not (bottom panel). The values are standardized 
beta coefficients.

Shame-proneness had a significant negative correlation with age, r(l 18) = -.21, p 

< .05, whereas guilt-proneness had no relationship with age, r(l 18) = .10, /? = .302. A 

hierarchical regression of endorsements of secrecy, with age entered first, and shame and 

guilt entered second, was conducted to control for the shared variance of age and shame-
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proneness. After controlling for age, shame-proneness remained a significant predictor of 

the endorsements of secrecy, B = -.39, /(115) = 3.81, p < .001, and guilt-proneness 

remained a significant negative predictor, B = .48, t(l 15) = 4.73,/? < .001.

Findings regarding artwork display and public recognition were less clear. 

Although shame-proneness had a marginally negative relationship with perceptions of 

artwork display, B = -.19, t(l 15) = -1.79, p = .077, as predicted, guilt-proneness had no 

relationship with this variable, B = -.08, /(115) = -.76,/? = .45. Likewise, although shame- 

proneness had a non-significant negative relationship with perceptions of public 

recognition, B = -.12, /(115) = -1.20, p = .23, guilt-proneness had no relationship with 

this variable, B = -.08, /(115) = -.19, p = .43. A hierarchical regression was conducted on 

public display scores, with years spent producing work entered first, and shame and guilt 

entered second. Years spent producing work was a significant predictor of public display 

scores at step \, B = .20, t(l 15) = 2.19, /? < .05, and remained a significant predictor at 

step 2, 5 = .19, /(115) = 1.99, p <.05, whereas shame-proneness and guilt-proneness both 

emerged non-significant and negative. This suggests that experience as an artist is a 

reliable predictor of self-reported artwork displays, over and above shame- and guilt- 

proneness.

4. Discussion

Although guilt and shame are both negative emotions, they produce unique 

psychological and behavioral outcomes. A valence-based model does not lead to such a 

prediction. Using an appraisal-tendency model, it was predicted that a predisposition to 

shame would be positively related to endorsing secrecy, whereas a predisposition to guilt 

would be negatively related to endorsing secrecy. Additionally, the opposite was 

predicted to be true for endorsing self-disclosure. These predictions were largely 

confirmed. Shame-proneness was positively associated with endorsing secrecy, whereas 

the converse was true for guilt-proneness. The findings regarding artists’ perceptions of 

their artwork displays and recognition were less clear. While a disposition to shame 

appeared to negatively bias perceptions of artwork display and recognition, guilt- 

proneness was not related to either of these measures, suggesting that the action
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tendencies related to shame (but not guilt) spilled over into artists’ decisions about public 

displays. Future research should investigate this promising trend using different measures 

of public engagement; for example, perceptions of community service work.

I chose to investigate the opposing influences of shame and guilt among 

professional and student artists; future studies could contrast the effects of shame and 

guilt among other populations (e.g., scientists). The present study compared trait 

measures of shame and guilt; future studies should compare the effects of state shame and 

guilt in these and other domains. The present findings represent the first application of an 

appraisal-tendency perspective to self-conscious emotions; future studies should extend 

this perspective to other self-conscious emotions, such as pride. Research by Tracy and 

Robins (2007b) suggests that two facets of pride—“hubristic” and “authentic”—may be 

distinguishable along appraisal dimensions corresponding to shame and guilt (i.e., 

globality, stability, controllability). If Tracy and Robins’ analysis is correct, perhaps 

hubristic pride and authentic pride differentially effect perceptions in domains related to 
their appraisal themes; for example, judgments about the causes of success or failure.

The present findings suggest that shame and guilt, despite their equally negative 

valence, differentially influence a person’s orientation towards concealment. This is 

consistent with the view that emotions differ in terms of their instrumentality—or the 

usefulness or harmfulness of the emotion for bringing about a desired goal. Emotions 

predispose people to act in goal-conducive ways (Frijda, 1988; Izard, 1977), and, as a 

result, people may prefer to experience emotions that facilitate (rather than interfere with) 

goal pursuit (Tamir, 2009; Tamir, Mitchell, & Gross, 2008). The present perspective 

suggests that shame and guilt have different utilities: shame promotes concealment, 

whereas guilt promotes disclosure and confession. Given the different utilities of shame 

and guilt, one possibility is that individuals will pursue shame, when pursuing the goal of 

social isolation, whereas they might pursue guilt when pursuing the goal of confession or 

reparations. This is especially likely to occur in the context of close relationships (Reis & 

Collins, 2004). For example, when wanting to make amends with a romantic partner, a 

person might assume responsibility for an action, even when perceived as accidental or 

innocuous. In contrast, when wanting to maintain discord or distance from a partner, a 

person might ruminate about shameful aspects of the self. Thus, future research might

155



6. Shame and Guilt Differentially Influence Secrecy

investigate the hypothesis that people prefer shame when pursuing social discord or 

isolation, and guilt when pursing reconciliation and reunion.

Finally, the present findings support past research that suggests that guilt is a 

healthier response to self-condemnation than shame (see Tangney et ah, 2007), insofar as 

guilt-prone individuals were likely to endorse the benefits of disclosing personal secrets, 

while shame-proneness were not. Evidence suggests that there are psychological benefits 

to disclosing secrets (e.g., gaining insight), as long as one’s confidants are nonjudgmental 

and discrete (Kelly et ah, 2001; Pennebaker, 1997). The findings suggest that individuals 

prone to guilt may be enjoying the benefits of self-disclosure to a greater extent than 

shame-prone individuals. Future research should examine more closely the relationship 

between shame, guilt, and secrecy, and their consequences for psychological health.

4.1. Limitations

The main limitation of the study was that shame- and guilt-proneness was 

measured exclusively with the TOSCA shame and guilt scales. However, some evidence 

suggests that the TOSCA scales provide a biased measure of shame and guilt. 

Specifically, Luyten, Fontaine, and Corveleyn (2002) conducted a factor analysis of the 

TOSCA scales and concluded that the TOSCA guilt scale measures primarily adaptive 

forms of guilt (e.g., the tendency to make amends), whereas the TOSCA shame scale 

measures primarily maladaptive aspects of shame (e.g., negative self-esteem). The 

TOSCA instrument does not seem to reliably assess negative aspects of guilt (e.g., 

negative rumination, fear of punishment, anxiety, etc) obtained with other instruments 

(e.g., the Personal Feelings Questionnaire-2; Harder, Cutler, & Rockart, 1992; Harder & 

Zalma, 1990). Nor does it seem to assess adaptive aspects of shame (e.g., social cohesion, 

norm adherence), as theorized by some (e.g., Fessler, 2007; Izard, 1977).

Luyten et al.’s (2002) findings suggest that a desire to make amends following a 

transgression may be one of several actions associated with guilt, whereas withdrawing 

may be one of several actions of shame. However, an appraisal perspective suggests that 

amendment is more likely to occur when an action is appraised as internally-caused, 

controllable, and unstable than when the same event is appraised as caused by 

uncontrollable and stable aspects of the self (Tracy & Robins, 2004a). Thus, the
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amendment-withdraw dimension may still prove to be a valid distinction between shame 

and guilt, to the extent that shame and guilt may be dissociated along these putative 

appraisal dimensions. Despite these concerns, the purpose of the study was not to assess 

the validity of shame- and guilt-related action tendencies per se, but to demonstrate that 

contrastive action tendencies, associated with TOSCA-assessed dimensions of shame and 

guilt, lead to divergent behaviors and judgments in appraisal-relevant domains (e.g., 

concealment, displaying artwork in public). The concerns raised by Luyten et al. (2002), 

therefore, do not invalidate the results; they do, however, call into question the extent to 

which the results would replicate using other measures of trait shame and guilt (e.g., 

PFQ-2).
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Chapter 7: Motivational Aspects of Shame—Beyond 
Concealment

“It is shame that keeps us human by imposing on us our dependency upon others.”
~Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1964)

1. Introduction
1.1. Overview of chapter

In this chapter, I review findings from three studies that investigated the 

motivational aspects of shame that extend beyond the action tendencies of social 

withdrawal and concealment. It is argued that shame and its opposite, pride, evolved to 

regulate behavior related to negotiating status hierarchies and reputation management. 

Whereas pride is the primary emotion related to awareness of the seifs excellence in 

relation to others, shame is the primary emotion related to awareness of the seifs 

inferiority or a loss of reputation in the minds of others. Previous approaches to shame 

have emphasized the role shame plays in promoting appeasement and submissive 

behavior. However, previous perspectives are limited in that they focus on trait or chronic 

aspects of shame. State or temporary feelings of shame, however, may motivate 

behaviors aimed at restoring the self s reputation after being reminded of an unattractive 

or devalued aspect of the self. This possibility was tested in three studies.

In Study 1, participants described a time they experienced a failure in competition 

with a rival, and answered questions about their emotional reactions, aggressive ideation, 

and motivational consequences of the event. Participants largely reported shame-related 

themes, suggesting that shame, and not guilt, is the prototypical response to status failure. 

Males and females equally engaged in aggressive ideation about their rival, and feelings 

of shame were largely associated with efforts at long-term self-improvement. In Study 2, 

participants experimentally induced to shame, guilt, pride, or no emotion (control) 

assessed themselves in a core skill domain, compared to their peers. Temporary feelings 

of shame, but not guilt or pride, increased self-promotion (i.e., increased ratings of self in 

relation to peers) compared to control. In Study 3, temporary feelings of shame and pride 

were compared in the context of a competitive, creative task. Participants were induced to 

feel shame, pride, or no emotion about a desirable, undesirable, or neutral action or trait.

158



7. Motivational Aspects of Shame beyond Concealment

Feelings of shame did not motivate efforts; however, they did not lower efforts. In 

contrast, pride lowered effort on the task, and feelings of pride were shown to directly 

mediate decreased effort. Moreover, shame and pride led to different creative expressions 

that were consistent with the appraisal themes (social engagement vs. social 

disengagement) of these emotions.

Overall, the findings suggest temporary feelings of shame may serve as 

motivation for self-promotion and social competition under certain circumstances. The 

self-promotional aspects of shame represent a promising counter-perspective to previous 

research that have focused on the submissive or self-defeated aspects of shame- 

proneness (i.e., chronic aspects of shame). However, it is still unclear whether these 

motivational aspects of shame are adaptive outside of a competitive context and to what 

extent they motivate individuals with low or unstable self-esteem or who are socialized 

within a non-Westem (i.e., collectivist) culture.

1.2. A functional approach to emotions

An evolutionary or functional account considers emotions to be solutions to 

adaptive problems (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000; Keltner & Gross, 1999). Emotions helped 

our ancestors meet recurrent challenges and opportunities they faced related to physical 

survival, reproduction, kin investment, and functioning within their social group (Fessler 

& Haley, 2003; Izard, 2007; Keltner & Haidt, 2001). From this perspective, emotions 

may be viewed as discrete responses to the social and physical environment that involve 

coordinated physiological, perceptual, communicative, and behavioral processes (Ekman, 

1999; Fredrickson, 2001; Izard, 1992; Lazarus, 1991; Mesquita, 2001; Goetz & Keltner, 

2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004a). Different emotions are elicited by distinct appraisals 

(Lazarus, 1991; Roseman, Antoniou, & Jose, 1996; Scherer, 1997; Smith & Ellsworth, 

1985), produce specific changes in action readiness—or the tendency to act in the world 

in a particular manner (Frijda, Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Lerner & Keltner, 2001), 

engender discrete facial and bodily expressions recognizable to others (Ekman, 1992; 

Keltner, 1995; Tracy & Robins, 2004b), increase the accessibility of emotion-specific 

goals (Nelissen, Dijker, & deVries, 2007; Roseman, Weist, & Swartz, 1994), and direct 

attention and memory resources to fitness-relevant events (Ohman et ah, 2001). By
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motivating functional responses to distinct fitness-relevant events, emotions serve to 

promote an individual's genetic interests when interacting in various, species-typical 

ecological and social domains (Cosmides & Tooby, 2000).

1.3. Shame as a social emotion

Emotions that primarily regulate behavior between conspecifics are often referred 

to as social emotions (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994; Keltner & Haidt, 2001). Social emotions 

may be distinguished from “basic” emotions in that social emotions help individuals 

obtain social goals—such as coordinating interactions and reducing conflict—that are 

indirectly (rather than directly) related to survival and reproduction (Keltner & Gross, 

1999; Tracy & Robins, 2004a). According to several theorists (e.g., Fessler & Haley, 

2003; Gilbert, 1997; Goetz & Keltner, 2007), social emotions may be divided into two 

subclasses based on their relevance for solving two types of social problems: (1) the 

regulation of social exchange (e.g., motivating cooperation and reconciliation; protecting 

against defection), and (2) the regulation of group organization or social hierarchies (e.g., 

jockeying for position and resources; reducing conflict between dominants and 

subordinates). From this perspective, the first class of social emotions functions primarily 

to coordinate behavior within a relational or coalitional context—that is, they serve an 

alliance function. The second class of social emotions evolved mainly to establish and 

maintain status hierarchies—or status maintenance function.

Several theorists have proposed that guilt, in particular, serves an alliance 

function, by promoting contrition and remorseful displays for harm or inequality 

perceived within a communal relationship (Baumeister et ah, 1994; Fessler & Haley, 

2003; Gilbert, 2003; Gilbert et ah, 1994; Tangney & Hearing, 2002). In contrast, shame 

and pride are thought to mainly fulfill a status maintenance function, organizing social 

interactions between subordinates and dominants (e.g., the de-escalation of violence via 

submissive displays) and reinforcing the social order (e.g., signaling who deserves 

attention and is entitled to resources) (Fessler, 2007; Fessler & Haley, 2003; Gilbert, 

1997; Keltner & Buswell, 1997; Tracy & Robins, 2007b). From this perspective, shame 

is elicited by self-percepts of low social status and failure (Fessler, 2001, 2004; Gilbert, 

2000), and motivates behaviors aimed at appeasing audience members via submissive
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displays (Gilbert et al., 1994; Keltner, 1995; Keltner & Buswell, 1997), whereas pride is 

elicited by self-percepts of high social status and success (Fessler, 2001; M. Lewis, 2000; 

Tracy & Robins, 2007b), and motivates behaviors designed to draw the attention and 

admiration of others towards the self (Tracy & Robins, 2004b; Verbeke, Belschak, & 

Bagozzi, 2004; Williams & DeSteno, 2009). At the dyadic level, displays of shame and 

pride—when they are viewed as genuine and warranted—signal to others the self s social 

value (diminished or ascended) and facilitate useful or beneficial responses from group 

members (e.g., appeasement, admiration or intimidation) (Giner-Sorolla et al., 2008; 

Keltner, Young, & Buswell, 1997; Tracy & Robins, 2007c).

At the individual level, shame and pride also function as hedonic (aversive or 

pleasant) signals (Simon, 1967; Tamir, 2009)—associated with pain and reward networks 

in the brain (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2009)—which alert the individual about potential 

social threats or rewards (e.g., character flaws or personal successes) and prepare the 

individual for action (Carver, 2001; Frijda, 1986). Consistent with this view, Gruenewald, 

Dickerson, and Kemeny (2007) argue that feelings of shame correlate with a coordinated 

psychobiological response—associated with activity of the hypothalamic-pituitary- 

adrenal (HPA) and proinflammatory immune systems—triggered specifically by social 

threats (e.g., devaluation). Most notably, Gruenewald, Kemeny, Aziz, and Fahey (2004) 

found increased HPA hormone activity (e.g., increased levels of cortisol in the 

bloodstream) in response to a stressful social event (delivering a speech in front of a 

critical audience), but not in response to a stressful nonsocial event (delivering a speech 

in private). These findings suggest that shame involves a highly organized and 

differentiated neuroimmunological response aimed at detecting social threats and 

motivating adaptive responses to these threats. From an IMT perspective, this would 

include the detection and management of deleterious personal information.

Thus, at least in humans, shame (and perhaps pride) represents a coordinated 

response to the problems and opportunities of group living (Leary, 2004; Tracy & 

Robins, 2004a). While these adaptive problems may be similar to those confronted by 

nonhuman species, the evolution of higher-order cognitive capacities in humans (e.g., 

theory of mind) may have transformed the structure and functioning of human shame and 

pride (Fessler, 2001, 2004). Specifically, the shame and pride experiences of humans may
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differ from “proto-shame” and “proto-pride” displayed in nonhuman species, in that 

human shame and pride are cognitively more complex (Tracy & Robins, 2004a). Human 

shame and pride involve (a) representations of the self as the object of other people’s 

thoughts (Duval & Wicklund, 1972; Gilbert, 1997; Leary, 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004a), 

(b) representations of the epistemic content of other people’s minds, regarding the seifs 

successes and failures (Bering, 2008; Fessler, 2001; Gilbert, 2003), and (c) appraisals of 

the seifs successes and failings as real (i.e., really caused by some aspect of the self), 

rather than merely apparent or accidental (Sabini. Garvey, & Hall, 2001). Although it is 

controversial, increasing evidence suggests that chimpanzees—our closest living relatives 

with whom we shared a common ancestry—are not capable of attributing epistemic states 

(i.e., knowledge or ignorance) to others (Povinelli & Bering, 2002; Tomasello, Call, & 

Hare, 2003). Thus, it is unlikely that the proto-shame and proto-pride experiences of 

nonhuman primates involve the rich, complex cognitions involved in human shame and 

pride experiences. It should be noted, however, that although shame and pride may 

require cognitively complex processes to enact, many of these processes may occur 

without conscious awareness, for example, when praise or criticism is presented 

supraliminally (e.g., unconscious exposure to a frowning or smiling face; see Baccus, 

Baldwin, & Packer, 2004).

1.4. Behavioral correlates of shame

According to Gilbert (1997) shame is the emotion that alerts a person to his or her 

devalued, declining, or inferior status. From this perspective, shame functions to signal, 

both to oneself and to others, a reduction in social standing and to motivate behaviors 

designed to (a) appease (via submissive displays) those who might further condemn or 

injure the self, and (b) limit damages to the self (Gilbert, 2000). Similarly, Keltner et al. 

(1997) have argued that shame (and embarrassment) evolved from the appeasement 

systems of other species (e.g., nonhuman primates) and serve an appeasement function— 

that is, they motivate behaviors designed to placate or pacify others in situations of 

potential or actual conflict (see also Keltner & Buswell, 1997). In support of this position, 

Keltner (1995) found evidence for distinct nonverbal expressions of shame and 

embarrassment. Specifically, downward gaze (gaze aversion) and downward head
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movements were reliably identified by North American observers as an expression of 

shame. In contrast, the expression of embarrassment was reliably recognized by a 

dynamic signaling process, involving gaze aversion, a smile control, smile, a second 

smile control, and then head movements down and face touching. These findings have 

been replicated in cultural contexts outside of North America (e.g., India; for a review, 

see Goetz & Keltner, 2007). The distinct, nonverbal display of shame in humans 

resembles the appeasement displays of nonhuman primates—for example, subordinate 

chimpanzees engage in gaze aversion and shrunken or lowered body posture when in the 

presence of an alpha male; see de Waal, 1982)—suggesting a common phylogenic origin.

Much like the ritualized appeasement displays of nonhuman primates, which 

frequently serve to deescalate violence between intrasexual competitors (Archer, 1988; 

Gilbert, Price, & Allan. 1995), shame displays in humans—which may include verbal 

self-effacement, crying, and blushing—have been found to induce sympathy for the actor 
in audience members and reduce hostility towards the actor, in certain contexts (De Jong, 

Peters, De Cremer, & Vranken, 2002; Giner-Sorolla, et ah, 2008; Keltner et ah, 1997). 

Research has also consistently linked chronic feelings of shame with various forms of 

submissive behavior (e.g., the tendency to submit to the requests of others; Cheung, 

Gilbert, & Irons, 2004; Gilbert, 2000; Gilbert et ah, 1994), as well as the tendency or 

desire to escape, hide, or withdraw from others (Chapter 6; Tangney et ah, 1996; Wicker 

et ah, 1983). Even “vicarious” feelings of shame (e.g., feeling ashamed of the actions of a 

group member) have been shown to motivate the desire to distance oneself from the 

wrongdoer— arguably, an expression of social disengagement (Lickel et ah, 2005).

Although shame may have evolved from the submissive displays of subordinates 

among nonhuman animals, and has often been linked to social withdrawal and a desire to 

hide, there is reason to believe that the motivational aspects of shame are not limited to 

submission or retreat. The experience of shame is dysphoric (hedonically negative), and 

evidence suggests that this is true across cultures (see Edelstein & Shaver, 2007). As 

argued above, the dysphoric feelings of shame may function as a signal to the individual 

that an imminent threat to social attractiveness has been detected; however, submission 

and retreat may not be the only functional response available to individuals to deal with 

reputational threats. Oftentimes, there are multiple solutions to the adaptive problems
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faced by a species; particularly problems in the social realm, which were often 

unpredictable (see Geary, 2005b). Emotions only serve to make some solutions more 

accessible to the organism than others (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991); for example, joy is 

more likely to cue thoughts and actions related to relaxing and sharing, whereas fear is 

more likely to cue thoughts and actions that lead to security and safety (Izard, 1992). 

Under some circumstances (e.g., within a competitive context), it may be adaptive to 

respond to a loss of status or reputational setback by compensating for or acting to 

overturn the setback (e.g., by asserting unspoiled, positive aspects of oneself or 

competing more vigorously in another domain). Defensive responses of this nature would 

still fit the category of action tendencies that researchers have long associated with 

shame; however, these non-submissive expressions of shame would have the fitness 

advantage of communicating to others that one is committed to self-improvement or that 

the failure was either temporary or erroneous.

1.5. Shame, self-promotion, and the present studies

The purpose of the present studies was to test the role of shame in motivating self- 

promotional behaviors or behaviors intended to restore status or attractiveness to the self. 

Although many theorists have argued, from a comparative perspective (reviewed above), 

that shame functions to motivate concealment, submissive behavior, and social 

withdrawal, the present perspective asserts that momentary feelings of shame may also 

promote status-enhancing behaviors (e.g., presenting a highly positive description of 

oneself or competing more vigorously with a rival).

Chronic feelings of shame are most certainly linked to submissive behavior, social 

anxiety, depression, and psychopathology (Crowe, 2004; Gilbert, 2000; Tangney et al., 

1992a); however, a functionalist perspective suggests that temporary feelings of shame 

evolved to solve adaptive problems associated with group living. According to some 

theorists, shame functions to induce submissive displays that serve to deescalate violence 

following a status contest or reduce the negative impressions others form of a social 

deviant (Gilbert, 1997; Keltner & Buswell, 1997). However, under certain conditions, it 

may be more adaptive to respond to a negative evaluation or failure by promoting other, 

unspoiled aspects of the self. In this type of response, the individual does not reject the
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devaluation or blame others, but engages in efforts to restore social worth to the self 

through compensatory self-enhancement.

In the present set of studies, it was tested whether temporary feelings of shame 

can motivate self-promotional behavior or behaviors designed to restore social 

attractiveness to the self. The hypothesis that shame motivates self-promotion is 

consistent with previous research on compensatory self-enhancement or the finding that 

people often compensate for a tainted public image in one domain by asserting positive 

aspects of the self in other domains (Apsler, 1975; Baumeister & Jones, 1978; Brown & 

Smart, 1991; Fein & Spencer, 1997; Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1985; Tesser & Paulhus, 

1983).27 For example, Cialdini, Borden, Thorne, et al. (1976) found that individuals 

whose public prestige was threatened by failure were more likely to “bask in the reflected 

glory” of a victorious sports team than individuals whose reputations were unthreatened. 

Thus, consistent with research on compensatory self-enhancement, I argue that shame 
represents the affective incentive that drives people to self-promote following a 

reputational setback.

These putative, adaptive consequences of shame may appear in conflict with 

research that has linked shame with the extemalization of blame (i.e., blaming others for 

one’s situation; Lutwak, Panish, & Ferrari, 2003; Stuewig & Tangney, 2007; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002; Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992b). However, I suggest this 

apparent conflict dissolves when one focuses on state shame, as opposed to trait shame or 

shame as a personality trait. According to Tangney et al. (1992b), people who recurrently 

experience shame tend to blame others for their experiences as a means of escaping the 

painful feelings associated with shame (see also Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Blaming 

others for one’s situation is a cognitive antecedent of anger (Lemer & Keltner, 2000; 

Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). Thus, the relationship between shame-proneness and 

extemalization of blame may explain the relationship between trait anger (hostility) and 

shame-proneness (Tangney et al., 1992b). Indeed, Stuewig and Tangney (2007) recently

21 Compensatory self-enhancement has been observed mostly in Western individuals with high self-esteem 
(Baumeister, 1982; Brown & Smart, 1991). Low self-esteem individuals (Swann, Pelham, & Kxull, 1989) 
and individuals from collectivist cultures (e.g., Japan; Heine, 2003; Heine, Kitayama, & Lehman, 2001) do 
not appear to display compensatory self-enhancement (cf. Sedekides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, 2003). Instead, 
these populations are more inclined to accept failure as consistent with their self-view (low SE) or useful 
for self-improvement (collectivists).
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demonstrated that externalization of blame fully mediates the relationship between 

shame-proneness and hostility.

Currently, there is very little empirical data linking state feelings of shame with 

aggression. Thus, as an exploration of this issue, Study 1 investigated the relationship 

between temporary feelings of shame and aggressive fantasies or ideation.

The putative function of shame as a motivator of self-promotional behavior is 

consistent with the speculations of Izard (1977) who proposed that shame may foster the 

cultivation of skills and competencies needed for group living, by sensitizing individuals 

to the opinions and criticisms of others (as cited in Luyten et ah, 2002). The hedonically 

negative feeling of shame may serve as punishment when individuals deviate from social 

expectations or fail to secure the affections or esteem of others (Gilbert, 1997). As a 

consequence of shame, individuals may devote renewed efforts into improving the self or 

competing more fervently for social status or attractiveness. Although this function of 

shame has been speculated about by researchers (e.g., Izard, 1977), the present studies 

represent the first attempt to provide a systematic empirical test of the hypothesis that— 

beyond concealment and appeasement—shame motivates self-promotional behavior.

2. Study 1

2.1. Aims of the study

2.1.1. Shame and self-promotion

The central aim of Study 1 was to explore the relationship between feelings of 

inferiority shame (i.e., feeling ashamed of an upward social comparison) and motivations 

to compete with a rival—arguably, a type of self-promotion. It was hypothesized that 

perceiving oneself inferior to a rival would involve feeling of shame and these feelings 

would serve to promote either subsequent efforts at competition in the same domain as 

one’s rival or compensation in another domain as one’s rival (i.e., compensatory self

enhancement). Feelings of shame were measured via coding of self-reported shame

relevant themes. Specifically, it was predicted that participants reporting shame would 

report being motivated to compete with their rival or improve themselves to a greater 

extent than participants not reporting shame.
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2.1.2. Shame and aggressive ideation

Another aim of the study was to investigate the link between inferiority shame 

and aggressive ideation. The relationship between trait shame and trait anger (hostility) is 

well supported by studies by Tangney and her colleagues (Stuewig & Tangney, 2007; 

Tangney et ah, 1992b; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). This research suggests that 

externalization of blame mediates the relationship between trait shame and hostility 

(Stuewig & Tangney, 2007). Interestingly, trait shame has also been linked to anger 

suppression. Allan and Gilbert (2002) found a positive correlation between depressive 

symptoms (a correlate of trait shame) and anger suppression, with increased inhibition of 

anger among those chronically depressed when imagining an interaction with someone 

higher in rank. Their findings suggest that the social rank of the target may be an 

important factor when assessing the relationship between shame and anger suppression, 

with greater anger suppression when in the presence of someone of superior rank.

Fewer studies, however, have investigated the relationship between state shame 

and aggression. One study by Tangney, Barlow, Borenstein, and Marschall (2001) found 

that, in the context of romantic relationships, individuals induced to shame and anger by 

their romantic partner reported more anger and malevolent feelings towards their partner 

than individuals induced only to anger (cited in Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Moreover, 

they found that shamed males ruminated more about their anger and engaged in more 

retaliatory aggression than females, who were more likely than males to self-denigrate. 

However, currently no studies have directly investigated the relationship between state 

shame and aggressive ideation (e.g., fantasizing about hurting someone or someone being 

hurt). Thus, no specific hypothesis was made regarding the relationship between 

temporary feelings of inferiority shame and aggressive ideation about a rival.

2.1.3. Shame vs. guilt

The final aim of the study was to demonstrate that shame, and not guilt, is elicited 

by appraisals of inferior qualities (e.g., status, attractiveness, skill). Some emotion 

theorists, most notably Tangney (1995), have claimed that shame and guilt are 

indistinguishable in terms of their antecedents or eliciting conditions (see Tangney et ah, 

1996; Tangney et ah, 2007). However, some studies of the antecedents of shame and guilt
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have revealed significant differences. Keltner and Buswell (1996) had participants recall 

and describe the events that made them independently feel embarrassment, guilt, and 

shame. In contrast with both shame and guilt, participants in this study largely reported 

as antecedents of embarrassment violations of conventional norms of etiquette (e.g., 

forgetting someone’s name) and loss of control of the body (e.g., pratfall). In contrast 

with embarrassment, antecedents of guilt mainly involved violations of moral norms 

(e.g., cheating, lying) and harm delivered to others (e.g., not helping someone, benefitting 

at another’s expense). Antecedents of shame also involved violations of moral norms; 

however, a second class of antecedents unique to shame emerged that involved failures at 

meeting personal standards and internalized expectations (e.g., poor performance). These 

findings suggest there may be important differences in the eliciting conditions of shame 

and guilt—differences that may reflect functional differences between these emotions. In 

particular, they seem consistent with the perspective that shame serves a status 

maintenance function (Gilbert, 1997; Keltner & Buswell, 1997), whereas guilt evolved to 

motivate cooperation and reparative action (Fessler & Haley, 2003; Gilbert et al., 1994).

The present study allowed for a further test of the hypothesis that shame and guilt 

differ in their antecedents in significant ways. It was expected that shame would be 

associated with perceptions of failure or lower status in a competitive context with a rival 

(i.e., upward social comparison), whereas guilt would not.

2.2. Overview of study

Participants recalled a time they had experienced strong emotions about 

comparing themselves to a rival and then answered several follow-up questions about (a) 

their feelings, (b) their fantasies about “getting even” or harming the rival, (c) whether 

they acted on their fantasies, and (d) whether or not their feelings motivated them to work 

harder to improve their ability or performance in the relevant domain or an auxiliary 

domain.

3. Method
3.1. Participants
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Sixty-three adults (43 female, 20 male) mostly from the United States (81%) and 

other Western countries (e.g., UK 14%) participated in the study. Six participants failed 

to answer the final question. However, to maintain statistical power, they were not 

eliminated from the study. Participation was conducted online via web links to the study 

hosted by Hanover College rhttp://psych.hanover.edu/research/exponnet.html] and was 

restricted by IP address to one session per computer.

3.2. Procedure

Participants were asked to think about a time that they experienced “strong 

feelings” about themselves as a result of directly comparing themselves to a rival. “Rival” 

was defined as “someone who you interact with, or who you know personally, that you 

envy because of their superiority in some valued area. For example, you may consider 

someone a rival who is very skillful, intelligent, attractive, or popular, or someone who 

performs better than you on a valued task.” The objective was to have participants recall 

a time they performed an upward social comparison with another person, a process 

largely associated with feelings of inferiority, anxiety, and jealousy (see Salovey & 

Rodin, 1984). They were encouraged to “think of a specific episode that is vivid in your 

memory that involved the rival directly, perhaps in direct competition.”

Once they thought of an experience fitting the description, they answered the 

following short-answer and yes-no items: (1) Briefly describe how you felt at the time. 

How did it make you feel comparing yourself to this person? (2) Did you fantasize at all 

about getting even with the person, perhaps by embarrassing them in public or somehow 

causing them harm? (Yes or no) If so, what kind of actions did you think of doing? 

Please, be as specific as possible. (3) Did you ever act on these thoughts? (Yes or no) (4) 

Finally, did these negative feelings help motivate you to strive to be better or work harder 

to compete with the rival? (Yes or no) Please, explain your answer.

At the end, participants were debriefed about the study. They were told that the 

study was about the relationship between feeling inferior (shame), aggression, and 

motives to compete with a rival.

3.3. Coding responses
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All open-ended responses were coded by the experimenter. Categories to account 

for the range of responses to question 1 were developed separately by the experimenter 

and an independent rater. Afterwards, the two independent raters compared notes and 

devised a list of four final categories (see Table 7.1), which were then used to code each 

response. Interrater agreement levels were high (Cronbach’s kappa = .89). Some 

responses received multiple codes. Justifications for yes-no answers (questions 2 and 3) 

were coded by the experimenter. Interrater agreement was deemed unnecessary; most 

responses were straight forward and there were no specific hypotheses made regarding 

these justifications.

4. Results
4.1. Shame themes

Of the 58 total participants whose responses to the first question were scorable, 33 

(57%) described their feelings using shame-related themes, 12 (21%) offered anger- 

related themes, 8 (14%) used jealous-related themes, and 18 (31%) used other emotion 

themes. Table 7.1 displays the range of responses participants offered to describe their 
feelings. As can be seen, shame was by far the most frequent category, offered by 81 % 

of respondents. This supports the hypothesis that feelings of inferiority in the context of a 

rivalry are prototypically related to the emotion of shame. In contrast, not a single 

instance of guilty feelings was reported, with the exception of second-order guilt (i.e., 

feeling guilty about feeling jealous).

4.2. Gender

A greater percentage of females (70%) than males (33%) reported shame themes, 
and this difference was significant,^!) = 6.88,p = .011. This gender difference was not 

predicted, but reflects previous findings that females tend to report more shame than their 

male counterparts (see Tangney & Dearing, 2002).
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Table 7.1. Feelings resulting from upward social comparison: Categories and 
frequencies

Category Count Category Count
Shame themes Anger themes

Ashamed 1 Angry 10
Bad feelings about self 9 Disdain 1
Defeated, powerless, entrapped, 6 Hostile 1
or helpless Resentment 1
Depressed or despondent 2 Vindictive 1
Exposed 1 Total 14
Failure 2
Inadequate or insignificant 5
Invisible, ignored, or small 3 Other themes
Loser or stupid (name-calling) 3 Admiration 1
Stably inferior 2 Bad feelings 4
Unattractive or ugly 4 Determined or motivated 4
Unloved or disliked 2 Foolish 2
Worthless or useless 7 Frustrated or discouraged 4

Total 47 Sad or upset 3
Threatened or intimidated 2

Jealousy themes Total 20
Envy 2
Guilty about feeling jealous 2
Jealous 5

Total 9

4.3. Fantasies

Twenty-nine participants (46%) admitted to having fantasized about getting even 

or harming their rival. There were no gender difference in the percentage of males (50%) 

and females (44%) reporting aggressive fantasies, /2(1) = .19, = .788. Participants

reporting inferiority shame were no more likely than participants not reporting shame to 

fantasize about getting even, x20) = 2.28, p = .183 (38% vs. 58%, respectively). If 

anything, there was a slight trend in the opposite direction.

Table 7.2 displays the range of fantasies participants had about their rival. The 

majority of fantasies (76%) were active fantasies—that is, they involved thoughts of 

personally delivering harm to the rival or actively competing with the rival. Although 

there were no significant gender differences, more females than males reported having 

fantasies of physically attacking their rivals. Finally, of the 29 participants who said they
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fantasized about getting even, 11 (38%) reported having acted upon their thoughts to 

some extent.

Table 7.2. Fantasy categories and frequencies by gender

Category
Count

Female Male
Active fantasies

Beat rival in competition or equal their performance 3 4
Physically attack rival 5 1
Verbally derogate rival 0 3
Shame or embarrass rival 2 1
Sabotage rival or expose their vulnerabilities 1 1
Damage rival’s property 1 0

Passive fantasies
Imagine rival being rejected or humiliated 3 0
Imagine trading places with rival 1 2
Taking pleasure in rival’s failures 1 0

Total 17 12

4.4. Motivation to compete

Of the 56 participants who answered the final question, 41 (73%) said that their 

feelings motivated them to work harder, compete more rigorously, or strive to improve 

their situation. This percentage was significantly higher than what is expected by chance, 

X2(l) = 12.07, p = .001, suggesting that momentary feelings of shame were associated 

with motivations to self-improve. Fifteen (27%) said that their feelings did not motivate 

them or, quite the opposite, caused them to withdraw from competition or ruminate about 

their inferior status.

Examination of participants’ justifications for their answers allowed for a finer 

analysis of the type of behaviors participants were reporting. Of those participants who 

were motivated by their emotions, 24 (58%) reported being motivated to work harder or 

self-improve in the same domain as their rival, 7 (17%) reported being motivated to 

improve in domains different from their rival (i.e., compensatory self-enhancement), 2 

(5%) said they are always motivated, and 2 (5%) did not comment. Finally, 6 participants 

(15%) reported ambivalence about the motivational aspects of their emotion; that is, they
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reported being motivated to compete or self-improve, but they also reported that their 

motivation was short-lived or “failed to make any difference.”

As a more rigorous test of the hypothesis that state shame promotes motivations 

to improve oneself in relation to a rival, two Chi-square tests were conducted comparing 

the percent reporting competitive motivations versus the percent not reporting, first for 

participants reporting shame, and second for those not reporting shame. The first test 

revealed that a significant percentage of ashamed participants reported motivations to 

compete (75%),/^(l) = 8.00,/? = .005 (25% not motivated). The second test revealed that 

non-ashamed participants were just as likely to report not being motivated to compete 
(35%) as being motivated to compete (65%), ^(1) = 1.8,/> = .18. Thus, the results were 

supportive of the hypothesis that state shame promotes motivations to compete with a 

rival, although participants who did not experience shame were somewhat (i.e., non- 

significantly) motivated as well.

5. Discussion
The results of this preliminary study were largely supportive of the main 

hypothesis that the aversive feelings of shame may serve to promote competitive or self

improving behaviors in relation to a rival. Whereas previous studies have shown that 

having a predisposition to experience shame is linked with depressive symptoms, 

rumination, submissive behavior, and other self-defeated outcomes (Gilbert, 1997, 2000; 

Gilbert et ah, 1994; Lutwak et ah, 2003; Tangney, 1990; Tangney et ah, 1992a), the 

present results suggest that situational feelings of shame may promote a desire to 

compete or self-improve following a temporary setback or painful upward social 

comparison.

The results also support Gilbert (1997) and Fessler’s (2004) argument that shame 

is highly associated with feelings of inferiority, upward social comparisons, and failure in 

a competitive context. The majority of emotion terms provided by participants were 

semantically related to shame (e.g., feeling inadequate, invisible, unattractive, small, 

exposed, worthless, entrapped, etc). Many of these terms have been identified in previous 

phenomenological studies of shame (Lindsay-Hartz. 1984; Tangney et al, 1996; Wicker 

et ah, 1983), and studies of the semantic taxonomy of shame (e.g., Fessler, 2004; Li,
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Wang & Fischer, 2004), which employ the technique of hierarchical cluster analysis (see 

Edelstein & Shaver, 2007). In contrast, guilt-related themes (e.g., remorse, regret) were 

virtually absent from participants’ emotion descriptions, with the exception of a few 

instances of second-order guilt (e.g., guilt about being jealous). The complete absence of 

guilt-related themes supports the observations of Gilbert et al. (1994) that hierarchical 

social comparisons are not involved in the experience of guilt. Instead, the proper domain 

of guilt is harm committed in the context of a communal relationship (Baumeister et al., 

1994; Berndsen, van der Pligt, Doosje, & Manstead, 2004; Fessler & Haley, 2003; 

Gilbert et al., 1994) and failure to act in accordance with moral norms (see Chapter 2; 

Keltner & Buswell, 1996). Importantly, the findings are consistent with the claim of 

Edelstein and Shaver (2007) that there exists a concept of “subordinate shame” within 

Western populations that overlaps with the East Asian concept, despite the absence of a 

direct linguistic element in the West. Overall, then, the findings suggest that feeling 

inferior or unattractive in relation to a rival is a situation uniquely associated with 

feelings of shame, and not guilt.

Finally, shame had no relationship with aggressive ideation. Participants not 

reporting shame were just as likely to report fantasizing about getting even or harming 

their rival as participants reporting shame. Thus, it would seem that temporary feelings of 

shame, at least in this study, did not promote aggressive ideation. These findings are 

somewhat discordant with studies that have established a positive relationship between 

dispositional shame and hostility (Stuewig & Tangney, 2007; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; 

Tangney et al., 1992b). One possibility is that participants who did not experience shame 

experienced other emotions (e.g., jealousy) that are equally linked with hostility and 

aggression (see Salovey & Rodin, 1984). Another possibility is that it is not shame that is 

related to aggression, but humiliation (Elison & Harter, 2007; Gilbert, 1997). Unlike 

shame, the humiliated person attributes his or her lowered status or failure not to his or 

her own actions, but to the intentional, harmful actions of others (e.g., when others 

intentional cause the self to fail or intentional expose one’s flaws). Although humiliation 

was not assessed in the present study, future research on aggressive ideation should seek 

to tease out shame and humiliation, by focusing on attributions of self vs. other 

responsibility and malicious intent.
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In the present study inferiority shame was associated with motivations to self- 

improve or to compete in relation to one’s rival. The majority of participants reporting 

shame-related feelings agreed that they were motivated by their feelings to compete 

harder with their rival or improve their skills in another domain. Although preliminary, 

these results suggest that submission may not be the only outcome of situational shame. 

Temporary feelings of shame may in some circumstances promote status striving and 

self-promotion. However, the temporal structure of these motivations remains open. One 

possibility is that shame is remotely or immediately associated with submissive 

behaviors, but distally associated with status striving and compensation. By motivating 

submissive displays in the immediate present, shame may function to deescalate further 

injury or loss of reputation incurred by the self in relation to the rival (Gilbert, 2000; 

Gilbert et al.. 1994; Keltner & Buswell, 1997). However, after the immediate threat is 

removed, the continued displeasure of shame may motivate the individual to take action 

to reclaim what was initially lost either through directing more effort in the relevant 
domain or redirecting efforts into another domain.

5.1. Limitations of Study 1

In Study 1 shame was not experimentally manipulated. Thus, it cannot be claimed 

that shame caused efforts to compete with one’s rival in this study. Another limitation 

was the lack of trait measures, particularly of self-esteem (SE) and narcissism, which 

have been shown to moderate people’s reactions to negative social evaluations. For 

example, after receiving negative feedback high SE individuals have been shown to 

engage in compensatory self-enhancement, or behaviors aimed at compensating for a 

negative evaluation (Baumeister, 1982; Brown & Smart, 1991; Wood, Giordano-Beech, 

Taylor, Michela, & Gaus, 1994), where as individuals with low SE are more likely to 

accept the negative feedback as consistent with how others view them (Baumeister, 1982; 

Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989). Trait SE is a continuum, and both ends of the continuum 

(low SE and high SE) have been linked with aggression and defensive reactions to failure 

(cf. Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Donnellan, Trzesniewski, Robins, Moffitt, & Caspi, 

2005). Most recently, however, it has been argued that it is not high or low SE per se, but 

insecure high SE (i.e., individuals with high explicit SE, but low implicit SE) that is
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linked to defensive and aggressive responding (see Jordan, Spencer, Zanna, Hoshino- 

Browne, & Correll, 2003). Insecure high SE seems to describe narcissistic individuals, 

who engage in grandiose and sometimes hostile forms of self-promotion to perhaps 

protect their SE from potential ego threats (Raskin, Novacek, & Elogan, 1991). Given 

these somewhat disparate findings regarding SE, future studies of the motivational 

aspects of shame should investigate the moderating role of SE (both explicit and implicit) 

in this process.

One final limitation of Study 1 was the manner in which shame was assessed. 

Shame was measured by coding participants’ reports of their feelings about an upward 

social comparison that occurred in the past. By having participants recall how they felt in 

the past, participants may have been underreporting or misreporting the feelings they had 

at the time of the event.

5.2. Introduction to Study 2

To correct for some of the limitations of Study 1, in Study 2 current feelings of 

shame (and comparison emotions) were experimentally manipulated. Participants were 

asked to think about an action or trait that they were ashamed of and had actively tried to 

conceal from others. They were asked to classify the secret as an action or trait and 

describe how they would feel if their secret was publicly exposed. This allowed for 

shame and guilt to be distinguished in terms of (a) trait-focus (shame) vs. action-focus 

(guilt), and (b) emotion-relevant themes. According to Tangney et al. (1992a) and Tracy 

and Robins (2006), guilt is linked to a focus on controllable actions (i.e., action-focus); 

whereas shame is linked to a focus on stable traits (i.e., trait-focus). This conceptual 

distinction was used to distinguish shame and guilt in Study 2.

Additionally, a pride condition was added as a comparison group, and a no 

emotion (control) condition was included to establish baseline scores. Finally, Study 2 

focused specifically on the dependent measure of self-promotion, which was 

operationalized as increased ratings of core skills or characteristics in relation to one’s 

competitors or peers.

6, Study 2
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6.1. Overview of study

Participants were induced to shame, guilt, pride, or no emotion (control) via an 

autobiographical recall and public exposure procedure, and answered questions assessing 

their current affective state. Next, they classified their core skill and rated themselves on 

measures of effort satisfaction, quality of work, social rank, and skill uniqueness.

6.2. Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were made regarding the effects of emotion condition 

on measures of effort satisfaction, quality of work, social rank, and uniqueness of one’s 

core skill:

Hypothesis 1: Participants induced to feel pride will be more satisfied with the 
amount of time they spend developing their skill or talent than control 
participants, whereas participants induced to feel shame will be less satisfied than 
control participants.

Hypothesis 2-4\ Participants induced to feel shame will rate (a) the quality of their 
work, (b) the level of their talent, and (c) the uniqueness of their skill higher than 
control participants. This will not be true for participants induced to feel pride or 
guilt.

6.3. Participants

One-hundred and eighteen adults participated in an Internet-based study without 

compensation. Of the 118 participants, fourteen failed to complete the study, leaving 104 

adults in the final sample (57 female, 47 male). The mean age of the sample was 28.08 

years; 70% were from the United States, 7% were from the United Kingdom, 6% were 

from Canada, and 17% were from other countries (mostly European countries). Of the 

104 participants, 38 were randomly assigned to the guilt/shame condition, 30 to the pride 

condition, and 36 to the control condition.

6.4. Guilt and shame procedure

State guilt and shame were induced by having participants think about (a) 

something “bad” they did (i.e., action), or (b) a physical or psychological condition they 

had that they were ashamed of (i.e., trait). Participants were instructed to think of
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something from these two categories that they had been concealing from others. This was 

to ensure that participants were thinking about an action or trait that they feared others 

might disparage or condemn them for.

Participants rated the seriousness of their secret on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (not really serious) to 5 (very serious). They rated how long they had been 

keeping the secret on a 6-point scale (1 = “I’ve always kept it a secret,” 6 = “a few weeks 

or less”; reverse-scored). They rated how often they ruminated about the secret on a 5- 

point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time). Finally, they categorized their secret 

as (1) an action or something they did (i.e., controllable action), or (2) a psychological 

trait, physical condition, or something that had happened to them (i.e., uncontrollable 

trait). This categorical distinction served as the primary means for distinguishing between 

state guilt and shame.

After answering the preliminary questions, participants were given the following 

public exposure prompt:

Now, picture the worst case scenario. Somehow, everyone has found out about 

your secret: friends, enemies, family members - even strangers. The entire world 

knows. Take a few moments and try to visualize and imagine this worst case 

scenario.

Participants then described what they felt as they were thinking about their secret 

being publicly exposed to the world. Responses were typed in a textbox. This served as a 

check that the category manipulation was successful inducing guilt or shame. Responses 

were first coded by the experimenter for guilt and shame themes, including comments 

made about feeling guilty or to blame, ashamed, embarrassed, exposed, regretful, 

nervous or afraid, sad or depressed, angry, or wanting to hide or escape. Next, 

responses were coded for guilt-specific and shame-specific themes, first by the 

experimenter and then by an independent rater who was blind to the purposes and 

hypotheses of the study. Guilt-specific themes included comments made about feeling 

regret, disappointment, nervous, guilty or blame, or action-focused condemnation (e.g., 

“I wish I did not commit that action”). Shame-specific themes included comments made 

about feeling ashamed or embarrassed, worthless, depressed, wanting to hide or escape, 

or self-focused condemnation (e.g., “Tm a horrible person”). Guilt-specific themes and
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shame-specific themes were scored independently by assigning a 1 for each instance (0 

for none) and accumulating the scores. The combined interrater agreement for shame and 

guilt themes was high (Cohen’s kappa = .91).

6.5. Pride procedure

State pride was induced by having participants think about something great they 

did or something they were deeply proud of. This could be something they did (e.g., an 

action or achievement) or something about them (e.g., a physical trait or skill). They were 

instructed that it should be something that makes them feel good about themselves or 

something others have praised them for. Participants in this condition rated how proud 

they were of their action or trait on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not really 

proud) to 5 (very proud). They rated how long ago the event occurred on a 6-point scale 

(1 = “When 1 was young,” 6 = “a few weeks or less”; this item was reverse-scored). They 

rated how often they ruminated about the action or trait on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 

(never) to 5 (all the time). Finally, they categorized their action or trait as an action, 

achievement, physical trait, or skill.
After answering these preliminary questions, participants were given the 

following public recognition prompt:

Now, imagine that you are being honored or complimented for your action or 

trait by someone you care about. Take a few moments and try to visualize or 

imagine this scenario and the emotions that you would experience.

Participants then described what they felt as they were thinking about being 

recognized for their action or trait. Responses were typed in a textbox. Subsequently, 

responses were coded by the experimenter and an independent rater for pride themes, 

which included comments made about feeling proud, happy or good, accomplished, 

respected or appreciated, ecstatic or excited, and confident. Responses exhibiting at least 

one pride theme were scored as 1. Responses exhibiting no pride themes were scored as 

0. Overall, the interrater agreement was high (Cohen’s kappa = .94).

6.6. Personal Talent Questionnaire
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The Personal Talent Questionnaire (see Appendix H) was designed by the 

experimenter for the purposes of the present study and entailed having participants think 

about a valued skill or talent that they are best known for, and then categorize the skill or 

talent using the following choices: academics, athletics, music, parenting or 

homemaking, performance arts, professional skill, trade or technical skill, visual arts, or 

writing. After categorizing their skill, on 9-point Likert scales, participants rate/rank: (1) 

how satisfied they are with the amount of time they put into developing their skill or 

talent (1 = not at all satisfied; 9 = very satisfied), (2) the quality of their work or 

performance related to their skill or talent (1 = very low quality; 9 = very high quality), 

(3) how they compare to others who share their skill or talent (1=1 rank far below others; 

9 = I rank far above others), and (4) how unique their skill or talent is (1 = not at all 

unique; 9 = very unique).

6.7. Procedures

The study was titled “Emotions and Generativity Study” and participants were 

told that the purpose of the study was to investigate the relationship between emotions 

and generativity (defined as “skill development and public contributions”). Participants 

were recruited via links to the study hosted by websites for conducting online 

psychological research (e.g., http://psvch.hanover.edu/research/exponnet.html, Hanover 

College). Participants were randomly assigned to the guilt/shame, pride, or control 

version of the study. After giving their informed consent, participants in the guilt/shame 

and pride condition were given the emotion-induction manipulation. As a manipulation 

check, and to distinguish between guilt and shame, participants in the experimental 

conditions were asked to categorize their shame/pride event, as well as describe how they 

were presently feeling. This was followed by the Personal Talent Questionnaire.

Control participants answered the Personal Talent Questionnaire without any 

emotion induction. All participants were debriefed at the end about the true purpose of 

the study.

7. Results

7.1. Manipulation checks
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Scored responses to the guilt/shame induction were subjected to a Chi-square 

analysis. This test revealed that most participants in this condition (95%) were 
appropriately feeling guilty or ashamed,/2(1) = 30.42, p = .0001. Scored responses to the 

pride induction were also subjected to a Chi-square analysis. This test revealed a highly 

significant result,/2(1) = 17.07,/? < .0001; that is, the vast majority of participants (87%) 

reported pride themes in response to the pride induction, suggesting the manipulation was 

successful in inducing pride.

7.2. Distinguishing guilt and shame

Participants who characterized their secret as an action or something they did 

were assigned to the guilt condition (n = 23), whereas participants who characterized 

their secret as a trait, condition or something that happened to them (i.e., something about 

them as a person or out of their control) were assigned to the shame condition (n = 15). 

Measures of guilt-specific and shame-specific themes were subjected to an independent- 

samples t-test with condition (guilt or shame) as the between-subjects variable. This test 

revealed that participants in the guilt condition reported significantly more guilt-specific 

themes (M= .61, SD = .58) than participants in the shame condition (M= .19, SD = .40), 

t(36) = 2.50, p = .017. Although participants in the shame condition reported more 

shame-specific themes (M = .94, SD = .85) than participants in the guilt condition (M = 

.87, SD = .62), this differences was not significant, t(36) = .29, p = .776. This suggests 

that whereas participants in the guilt condition were mostly feeling “shame-free” guilt, 

participants categorized into the shame condition were feeling a mixture of shame and 

guilt. This finding is consistent with the perspective that the domain of shame includes 

the domain of guilt (i.e., guilt is a subcomponent of shame), but not vice-versa (see 

Elison, 2005).

7.3. Preliminary measures

Participants induced to feel guilt and shame did not differ on how serious they 

considered their secret to be. However, they did differ in terms of how long they had been 

keeping their secret, and how often they thought about their secret (see Table 7.3). 

Participants who were ashamed of their secret had been keeping their secret longer and
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thought about their secret more often than participants induced to feel guilt, consistent 

with the trait-action distinction of shame and guilt, respectively.

Table 7.3. Means, standard deviations (in parentheses), and t-values of preliminary 
ratings for guilt and shame

Item
Guilt 

(n = 23)
Shame 

(n = 15) /-value
Seriousness of secret 3.87(1.14) 3.53 (1.19) 0.17
Length of time keeping secret 5.30 (0.87) 5.80 (0.41) -2.04*
Frequency of rumination 2.52 (0.99) 3.20 (0.94) -2.10*
* /? < .05; negative /-values represent larger values for shame than guilt.

A single-factor MANOVA was conducted with the emotion condition (guilt, 

shame, pride) as the independent variable, and length of time since event occurred and 

frequency of rumination as the dependent variables. There was a main effect of emotion 

condition for both measures, F(2, 65) = 21.54, p = .0001, F(2, 65) = 12.56, p = .0001, 

respectively. Post hoc comparisons (Tukey’s HSD test) were conducted. This analysis 

revealed that participants induced to feel pride reported significantly more recent events 

than participants induced to feel guilt, MD = 2.24, SE = .43, p < .001, and shame, MD = 

2.73, SE = .49, p < .001; they also ruminated about their proud action or trait more 

frequently than participants induced to feel guilt ruminated about their guilty secret, MD 

= 1.28, SE = .26, p < .001. Ashamed and proud participants ruminated about their secret 

or proud trait/action equally, MD = -.60, SE = .30,/? = .114.

7.4. Inferential tests

Four sets of three planned contrast—each of the three emotion conditions 

independently compared to control—constituted the main inferential test. For the first set, 

it was predicted that state pride would lead to greater satisfaction, whereas shame would 

lead to less satisfaction, compared to control. No difference between guilt and control 

was predicted. For the remaining sets, it was predicted that state shame would lead to 

higher quality, rank, and uniqueness ratings compared to control.

7.5. Satisfaction with effort
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As predicted, participants induced to experience pride were the most satisfied 

with the time they spent developing their skill or talent (see Table 7.4). However, the 

difference between pride and control failed to reach statistical significance, F(l, 100) = 

1.99, p= .162. Not as predicted, ashamed participants were no less satisfied than control 

participants, F < 1. Guilty and control participants, as predicted, did not differ, F < 1.

Table 7.4, Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) of Personal Talent 
Questionnaire items by emotion condition

Guilt Shame Pride Control
Item (n = 23) (n = 15) (n = 30) (n = 36)

Satisfaction
Quality of work 
Rank
Uniqueness

5.57(2.21)
6.70(1.49)
6.17(1.47)
4.65 (1.90)

5.53(2.80) 
7.40(1.30) 
6.80 (2.04) 
5.53 (2.35)

6.30 (2.07) 
6.43 (1.85) 
6.00(1.68) 
5.07 (2.30)

5.50(2.30)
6.64(1.38)
5.78(1.69)
4.28(1.83)

7.6. Quality of work

Participants induced to feel shame had the highest quality of work ratings (see 

Table 7.4). The difference between shame and control failed to reach standard levels of 

significance, F(l, 100) = 2.58, p - A\, although it was in the predicted direction. 

Comparisons for guilt and control, and pride and control, were both non-significant, F < 

1.

7.7. Rank compared to peers

As predicted, participants induced to experience shame ranked themselves higher 

relative to their peers than control participants, F(l, 100) = 3.84,p = .053. Comparisons 

for guilt and control and pride and control were both non-significant, F < 1. Figure 7.1 

presents graphically the means and standard deviations for ratings of rank.

7.8. Uniqueness of skill

As predicted, participants induced to feel shame rated their skill as unique more 

than control participants, F(l, 100) = 3.90, p = .051. Pride and control did not 

significantly differ, F(l, 100) = 2.38,p = .126, nor did guilt and control, F< 1.
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Figure 7.1. The means and standard deviations for ratings of rank. Participants in the 
shame condition ranked themselves higher relative to their peers to a greater extent than 
control participants. No other differences were statistically significant.

8. Discussion

The findings of Study 2 were largely supportive of the position that transitory 

feelings of shame, and not guilt or pride, motivate self-promotion or competitive self

enhancement. Compared to control participants, participants induced to feel shame rated 

their work as better quality, higher rank, and more unique than their peers (i.e., those 

sharing their talent). In contrast, participants induced to experience pride or guilt did not 

exhibit self-promotion. In fact, participants experiencing pride were somewhat (albeit 

non-significantly) more satisfied than control participants with the current level of effort 

and time put into cultivating their core skill. This provides partial evidence in favor of the 

hypothesis that pride sometimes reduces self-enhancement due to increased satisfaction 

with current level of effort. This issue will be pursued further in Study 3.
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That shame led to increased self-promotion, but guilt did not, supports the notion 

that shame represents a more intense threat to self-esteem or social status than guilt, and 

therefore motivates greater efforts to restore value to the self. In contrast to shame, the 

experience of guilt is much less threatening to self-esteem because it focuses 

condemnation on specific, controllable actions (e.g., harm or inequality) that may be 

corrected in the future (Chapter 8; Baumeister et ah, 1994; Tangney, 1990; Tangney & 

Bearing, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2006).

The present findings also share some commonality with past research on 

compensatory self-enhancement (discussed above). This research has demonstrated that 

when individuals fail in one domain, and their failures are made known to other people, 

they often compensate for their failure by asserting a high opinion of oneself in other 

domains (Baumeister & Jones, 1978; Brown & Smart, 1991; Greenberg & Pyszcyzynski, 

1985). Some evidence suggests that individuals with high SE will even engage in efforts 
to overturn a negative self-presentation, for example, by behaving more altruistically if 

others have deemed one “selfish” (Baumeister, 1982; Brown & Smart, 1991). The present 

study extends this past research by positing shame as the primary emotion involved in the 

compensatory process.

8.1. Limitations

There were several limitations with Study 2. First, since measures of global self

esteem and dispositional shame were not collected, the possibility remains that the self

enhancing effects of shame are restricted to individuals with high SE or who are not 

shame-prone. Past research suggests that low SE individuals are more likely than 

individuals with high SE to behave consistently with a negative self-evaluation 

(Baumeister, 1982; Swann et al., 1989). Furthermore, shame-proneness has been shown 

to moderately correlate with low SE (Tangney & Bearing, 2002). Rather than asserting 

their unique skills or strengths, individuals with low SE or who are prone to shame may 

accept—rather than resist—negative evaluations as thoroughly consistent with their self

views.

Another limitation of the study involved the character of the sample, which was 

comprised mostly of North American participants. However, some evidence suggests that
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compensatory self-enhancement may not be a universal reaction to failure or negative 

feedback (Heine, 2003; Heine, Kitayama, & Lehman, 2001a; Heine, Kitayama, Lehman, 

et ah, 2001b). Specifically, several studies suggest that Japanese individuals do not 

exhibit compensatory reactions to failure typical of North American individuals. In fact, 

in one study, the opposite pattern—a reverse compensatory self-enhancement effect—has 

been observed (Heine et ah, 2001a). Canadian and Japanese participants were provided 

success or failure feedback on a bogus creativity test and then were asked to evaluate 

themselves on dimensions unrelated to creativity. Whereas Canadian participants' self- 

evaluations were unaffected by the bogus feedback, Japanese participants showed a 

significant decrease in their self-evaluations after failure.

According to Heine (2003), negative feedback may promote self-enhancement 

within a North American context because it interferes with the cultural value of 

individual competition, whereas within a Japanese context critical feedback facilitates the 

cultural values of self-improvement and social harmony, and therefore is more likely to 

be viewed as useful for pursing internalized ideals (see also Heine, Lehman, Markus, & 

Kitayama, 1999). Likewise, in many collectivistic societies, such as China and Spain, 

shame plays a more integral role in the emotional lives of individuals and is valued to a 

greater extent than in individualistic societies, such as the United States and the 

Netherlands (Fischer, Manstead, & Mosquera, 1999; Li et ah, 2004). For example, some 

evidence suggests that shame in collectivist societies motivates relationship-building 

activities rather than competition (Bagozzi, Verbeke, & Gavino, 2003; Wong & Tsai, 

2007). Given these findings, an important extension of the current data would be to 

compare the motivational consequences of shame among collectivist (e.g., Japanese) and 

individualist samples, such as the present one. One prediction might be that shame 

motivates culturally-specific kinds of compensatory behavior. Shame may motivate 

efforts to self-improve or cooperate within a collectivist culture, whereas it may motivate 

efforts to self-promote or compete within an individualist cultural context.

Finally, Study 2 measured self-promotion in terms of participants' ratings of a 

core skill. However, it remains to be seen whether temporary feelings of shame can 

motivate efforts to compete or self-promote on an actual competitive task. This was the 

focus of Study 3.
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9. Study 3
Studies 1 and 2 provide support that state shame encourages efforts to improve 

one’s social status relative to a rival or peers. However, it remains to be seen whether 

state shame can increase efforts on an actual competitive task, and whether shame can 

promote competition to a greater extent than pride. Recently, Williams and DeSteno 

(2008) have shown that feelings of pride provide an affective incentive motivating 

perseverance on difficult tasks for which an individual has previously received praise. 

This suggests that when the task domain is congruent with previous successes and 

acclaim, pride may be a strong motivator of effort, perhaps more so than shame. 

However, no study has directly compared the motivating aspects of shame and pride on a 

novel task—that is, on a task that is unrelated to the source of shame or pride.

One possibility is that pride may only lead to perseverance on tasks related to the 
pride-eliciting domain. In fact, there is reason to believe that pride might decrease effort 

on tasks unrelated to the source of the pride. This might occur because individuals in a 

state of pride may focus their limited resources on tasks that are likely to lead to 

continued successes. According to Wegener and Petty’s (1994) hedonic contingency 

hypothesis, people are motivated to maintain hedonically positive feelings (including 

positive feelings about the self) and reduce negative feelings. However, the hedonic value 

o>f a novel task tends to be asymmetrical for individuals in a positive and negative mood: 

failure has a greater potential to transform a positive mood than a negative mood. Due to 

tlhis asymmetry, proud individuals may be more likely to appraise a novel task as 

dliscontinuous with the goal of maintaining their current affective state (feeling satisfied 

a.bout oneself) than ashamed individuals (feeling dissatisfied about oneself), who are 

nnore likely to have the goal of improving their reputation.28

Based on this logic, in the present study, it was expected that positive feelings of 

pride would decrease efforts on a novel, competitive task that might result in failure 

( since failure would interfere with the goal of maintaining a positive self-image). In 

contrast, when in a state of shame, an individual is confronted with a decline in status or

m Note that Wegener and Petty (1994) do not extend their hedonic contingency hypothesis to specific 
emotions, such as pride—this is my own perspective. However, there is nothing in their formulation that 
p>recluies such an extension.
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reputation. Concerns about future failure may be less relevant when experiencing shame, 

since the individual is already feeling the aversive sting of a current setback. The 

ashamed individual may instead seize any opportunity to reduce the aversive feelings 

they are experiencing about the self by putting effort into a novel competitive task.

Partial support for this hypothesis was obtained in Study 2. Participants who were 

induced to feel proud of a personal success were somewhat more satisfied with their 

current level of effort in a core skill domain than control participants, whereas 

participants experiencing shame engaged in self-promotion. Study 2, however, did not 

control for whether participants had experienced pride about a success related to their 

core skill domain. Thus, it is still uncertain whether pride would reduce effort on a task 

unrelated to the source of the pride. Moreover, Study 2 assessed self-promotion only in 

terms of inflated self-ratings; thus, it remains to be seen whether shame can lead to self

enhancement on an actual competitive task, as measured by increased effort spent on the 

experimental task.

9. /. Overview of Study 3

In Study 3, the motivational influence of state shame and state pride were 

compared in the context of a competitive creative task. A procedure was used to ensure 

that participants experienced shame or pride about an aspect of the self that was unrelated 

to the subsequent task. The task involved skills related to sculpting. Non-artists were 

recruited so that feelings of shame and pride could be elicited in domains unrelated to the 

creative task, and so that all participants would share the same level of (low) intrinsic 

motivation and (moderate) extrinsic motivation (i.e., competitive incentive).

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three emotion conditions: shame, 

pride or control. Guilt was excluded as a fourth condition for two reasons. First, the 

previous studies had already established that shame, and not guilt, was the negative self- 

conscious emotion associated with competitive self-enhancement. Second, focusing on 

shame and pride minimized the target sample size. Nevertheless, measures of guilty 

feelings were included to partial out the influence of guilt in the shame condition (i.e., 

“guilt-free'’ shame).
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9.1. Developing a reliable laboratory manipulation of shame and pride

A pilot study was first conducted in order to establish a reliable method for 

inducing state shame and pride within a laboratory setting. A variety of methods have 

been used to induce self-conscious emotions, including (a) providing participants with 

positive or negative feedback about a difficult task in the context of a staged interaction 

(Herrald & Tomaka, 2002; Williams & DeSteno, 2008), (b) having participants imagine 

hypothetical scenarios related to a specific emotion (Kellner et ah, 1993; Smith et ah, 

2002), and (c) having participants relive an emotional event from their past (Tracy & 

Robins, 2006). Each method has its strengths and weaknesses. The strength of using 

staged interactions is that they possess high internal validity; however, their weakness is 

that they require deception to execute (e.g., providing participants with false positive 

feedback). In contrast, using hypothetical scenarios or autobiographical memories to 

elicit emotions do not require deception to implement; however, their external validity is 

debated.

A relived emotions or autobiographical memory paradigm was adopted for the 

present study. This methodology possesses the advantages of both avoiding deception 

and being relevant to participants. The relived emotions task has been used extensively 

and with modest success to induce specific emotional states (e.g., anger, disgust, sadness; 

see Levenson, 1992), including self-conscious emotions (e.g., guilt; see Nelissen, Dijker, 

& de Vries, 2007). Although some doubts have been raised about the validity of recalled 

or “simulated” emotions (e.g., that they represent people’s naive theories of emotions), 

Robinson and Clore (2001) found that “real” (i.e., situationally-elicited) emotions and 

“simulated” (i.e., mentally-reenacted) emotions converge on a variety of dimensions 

(e.g., motivational relevance and congruence, appraisal dimensions, etc).

Recently, Tracy and Robins (2006) used a relive emotions paradigm in 

conjunction with a post-induction coding procedure to distinguish between shame and 

guilt. One limitation of Tracy and Robins (2006) methods, however, was that they failed 

to have participants in the shame condition assume an external orientation (or third- 

person perspective) when thinking about their shameful experiences. Some evidence 

suggests that shame results more from the public exposure of a negative aspect of the self 

than guilt (see Smith et ah, 2002). Likewise, some (e.g., Webster, Duvall, Gaines, &
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Smith, 2003; Williams & DeSteno, 2008) have argued that social emotions, such as pride, 

are best elicited by manipulating people’s public self-evaluations (e.g., delivering public 

praise or condemnation). With this in mind, in the present study a relive paradigm was 

adopted that had participants focus on the public consequences of having a shameful 

secret or proud action/trait exposed to important others. Additionally, rather than having 

participants simply recall a shameful or proud event from their past via a written prompt, 

an audio recording procedure was developed that guided participants through a 

simulation exercise where they ruminated deeply about the target event. The audio 

recording was administered via headphones to help participants concentrate on the event, 

to create a sense of real presence, and to drown out any ambient noise that might distract 

from the simulation.

In combination with the audio recording, shame and pride were induced via a 

posture induction. Increasing evidence suggests that shame and pride have discrete, 

universally-recognizable, nonverbal expressions (Keltner, 1995; Keltner & Buswell, 

1996, 1997; Lewis, Alessandri, & Sullivan, 1992; Tracy & Robins, 2004b, 2007c; Tracy, 

Robins, & Lagattuta, 2005). The pride expression has been described as an expanded 

body posture, with an upward or akimbo positioning of the arms, and an upward, tilted- 

back head (Tracy & Robins, 2004b; Tracy et al., 2005). The shame expression involves a 

downward head and lowered or averted eye gaze (Keltner, 1995; Keltner & Buswell, 

1997). Additionally, evidence suggests that when individuals adopt emotion-specific 

postures, they report enhanced feelings of the associated emotion (for a review, see 

Niedenthal, 2007). Most notably, Stepper and Strack (1993) found that compared to 

participants who adopted a slumped posture, participants who adopted an upright posture 

(a component of the pride display) felt more proud after receiving success feedback, 

whereas participants who adopted a slumped posture (a component of the shame display) 

felt less proud than control participants who adopted a conventional working position.

Given these findings regarding embodied emotions, it was assumed that bodily 

manipulations of shame and pride would help induce the associated emotion. Thus, in 

addition to inducing shame and pride using a relive emotion task, participants were 

instructed to assume either a pride-like (upright, head up) or shame-like (slumped, eyes
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down) posture—whereas control participants assumed a neutral posture—thus, increasing 

the likelihood of inducing the target emotion.

9.2. Pilot study

Twenty-one college students (11 female, 10 male) from Queen’s University 

Belfast participated in a small-scale pilot study to assess the efficacy of the state shame 

and state pride manipulations. Participants were randomly assigned to either a shame- 

inducing audio recording or pride-inducing audio recording. Measures of positive and 

negative affect, specific emotions, and state self-esteem were completed immediately 

following the induction. It was predicted that the shame induction would increase 

negative affect and decrease positive affect, whereas the pride induction would increase 

positive affect and decrease negative affect. It was also predicted that participants in the 

shame condition would report lower state self-esteem and greater feelings of guilt, shame, 

and sadness29 than participants induced to feel pride, whereas participants induced to feel 

pride would report higher state self-esteem and less feelings of pride and happiness than 

participants in the shame condition.

9.2.1. Audio recordings

Two audio recordings were developed to induce state shame and state pride. The 

audio recordings were composed using GarageBand© (2009 edition), a sound recording 

and editing application for Mac©. Both recordings followed the same general script, 

were matched for length (2 minutes and 49 seconds), voice (female, low expressive tone), 

and pauses between statements. The recordings moved at a slow pace with lengthy pauses 

between statements. The structure of the recording had participants (1) generate the target 

event, (2) ruminate about the target event (e.g., its nature and origin), and (3) imagine the 

public exposure of the target event. Step three was used to promote an external focus 

about the target event (i.e., how others might view them).

The shame recording had participants think about a secret that they would be 

ashamed of having exposed. The exact wording of the shame recording was as follows:

29 Studies by Shaver and his colleagues of the hierarchical structure of emotion terms across five cultures, 
including the United States, found that shame and guilt clustered closely together within the sadness 
category (see Edelstein & Shaver, 2007, for a recent review of these studies).
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1 want you to think about a personal secret you are currently keeping. This secret 
should be about you and no one else. It should be something about you that you 
are deeply ashamed of. The secret could be something you have done, a physical 
characteristic that you have, or about a personal failure or weakness. But most 
importantly it should be something that you do not want others to know about you 
and would cause you great shame if others found out about it. Take a moment to 
think about you shameful secret. What is it? Does it involve someone else or just 
you? Is it something you did—an action—or something about you as a person—a 
characteristic? Think about how this secret came about. What was your role in 
bringing it about? Now imagine the worst case scenario. Somehow someone you 
know has found out about your shameful secret. Perhaps this person is a family 
member, or perhaps they are a girlfriend or boyfriend or someone you deeply 
admire or care about. Imagine finding out that this person knows your secret. 
Imagine that your secret is exposed and there is nothing you can do about it.

The pride recording had participants think about being honored for a great 

personal achievement or characteristic. The precise wording of the pride recording was as 

follows:
I want you to think about a personal achievement or something about yourself 
that you are very proud of.30 This positive thing should be about you and no one 
else. It should be something about you that you are deeply proud of. This positive 
thing could be something that you have done or it could be a personal skill or 
characteristic. Or imagine accomplishing a goal that you have set for yourself. 
Most importantly, it should be something that you would be proud of others 
finding out about. Take a moment to think about the thing that you are proud of. 
What is it? Does it involve anybody else or just you? Is it something you did—an 
action—or something about you as a person—a skill or characteristic? Think 
about how this positive thing came about. What was your role in bringing it 
about? Now imagine the best case scenario: somehow someone you know has 
found out about the thing that you are proud of. Perhaps this person is a family 
member, or perhaps they are a girlfriend or boyfriend or someone you deeply 
admire or care about. Imagine finding out that this person knows about your 
proud thing and they are recognizing you for it. Imagine that you are being 
recognized for the thing that you are proud of.

9.2.2. Posture manipulation

j0 It was reasoned that pride-inducing events would not likely be actively kept secret, as shame-inducing 
events. Thus, the covert nature of the information was not stressed as in the shame manipulation. One 
might argue this imposes a confounding variable (namely, secrecy) in the manipulation of shame and pride. 
Nevertheless, regardless of the public or private nature of the event, all participants were guided through a 
public exposure manipulation, and this was the critical, evocative feature of the shame and pride 
manipulations.
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Shame and pride were also induced with the use of a body posture manipulation. 

Participants assigned to the shame condition were instructed to look down at the table 

throughout the entire audio recording. This produced a slumped, closed posture, akin to 

the shame display (i.e., downward gaze, slumped posture). Those assigned to the pride 

condition were instructed to look upwards at a high point several feet above where they 

were facing. This produced a tall, upright, open posture, akin to the pride display. 

Ostensibly, participants were told that the reason for this procedure was so that all 

participants would have the same visual focus throughout the audio recording and were 

not distracted.

9.3. Measures

9.3.1. Positive and negative affect

All participants answered the Positive Affect and Negative Affect Schedule-short 

form (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) prior to undergoing the emotion 

induction and immediately following the induction. The PANAS-short form consists of 

twenty affect terms (10 positive, 10 negative) and represents a highly reliable, two-factor 

measure of self-reported positive-negative mood state (see Appendix I). It is extensively 

used in psychological research.

9.3.2. Specific emotions

On a 9-point Likert scale, participants rated the extent to which they felt guilty, 

ashamed, proud, sad, and happy at the present time. This was administered to 14 

participants after the emotion induction.

9.3.3. State self-esteem

The State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES; Efeatherton & Polivy, 1991) is a 20-item 

scale that represents a reliable measure of temporary changes in self-esteem in three 

domains (performance, social, appearance). Participants are presented twenty statements 

describing how one might feel about oneself at a particular moment in time (e.g., “I feel 

as smart as others”). On a 5-point scale, participants rate the degree to which each 

statement describes the way they are currently feeling about themselves (1 = not at all, 5
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= extremely). The SSES has a high internal consistency, a robust factor structure, and is 

psychometrically separable from positive-negative affect (see Heatherton & Polivy, 

1991).

9.4. Procedure

Participants were assigned to either the shame or pride condition and were run 

one at a time. Participation occurred in a quiet laboratory room. Participants were seated 

at a desk and the audio recording was administered over headphones. Those in the shame 

condition assumed a downward gaze and hence a slumped posture, whereas those in the 

pride condition assumed an upward gaze and hence an open posture. Upon completing 

the emotion induction, participants answered the PANAS-short form, emotion questions, 

and SSES. After completing these measures, all participants were debriefed about the 

study by the experimenter, which included communicating to participants the real reason 

for assuming a particular posture and the goals of the pilot study.

9.5. Results 

9.5.1. PAN AS

As predicted, participants in the shame condition increased in negative affect (A/ 

= 9.90, SD = 11.82) and decreased in positive affect (M = -10.30, SD = 7.99), whereas 

participants in the pride condition increased in positive affect (M= 0.82, SD = 4.07) and 

decreased in negative affect (M= -4.55, SD = 5.05). The difference between conditions 

was statistically significant for both positive affect, F(l, 19) = 16.63, p < .001, and 

negative affect, F(l, 19) = 13.74, p < .001. Moreover, participants assigned to the pride 

and shame conditions did not differ in terms of their starting-state positive affect, F(l, 19) 

= 1.08, p = .311 (M = 3.23, SD = .054; M = 3.47, SD = .53, respectively) or negative 

affect, F(l, 19) = 0.52,p = .479 (M= 1.76, SD = .81; M= 1.52, SD = .72, respectively). 

However, participants assigned to the pride condition were significantly higher on 

positive affect (M= 3.31, SD = .75), following the emotion induction, than those in the 

shame condition (M = 2.44, SD = .80), F (1, 19) = 6.60, p = .019, whereas shame 

participants were significantly higher on negative affect (M = .2.51, SD = 1.31),
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following the emotion induction, than proud participants (M= 1.31, SD = .38), F (1, 19) 

= 8.50,/? < .01, as predicted.

9.5.2. Specific emotions

As predicted, participants in the shame condition reported greater feelings of 

guilt, F(l, 12) = 6.34,/? < .05, shame, F(l, 12) = 12.06,/? < .01, and sadness, F(l, 12) = 

10.62,/? < .01, than participants in the proud condition. Conversely, participants in the 

pride condition reported greater feelings of pride, F(l, 12) = 45.74, p < .0001, and 

happiness, F(l, 12) = 16.08,/? < .01, than shame participants.

9.5.3. State self-esteem

As predicted, participants in the pride condition experienced greater state self

esteem on all three factors (performance, social, appearance) than participants in the 

shame condition, F(l, 12) = 5.64,/? < .05; F(l, 12) = 4.24,/? = .061; F(l, 12)= 11.67,/?< 

.01, respectively. Additionally, there was no difference between condition in the 

frequency of rumination about their secret/proud event, F(l, 19) = 0.19, /? = .665. 

However, proud participants tended to be much more proud of their proud event (M = 

9.45, SD = 1.21) than ashamed participants were ashamed of their secret (M= 6.10, SD = 

2.92), F(l, 19)= 12.22,/? <.01.

9.6. Discussion

The pilot study confirmed the efficacy of the relive emotions and posture 

procedure for inducing shame and pride. Participants in the shame condition increased in 

negative affect due to the emotion manipulation, reported more shame, guilt, sadness, and 

reported lower current self-esteem than participants assigned to the pride condition. In 

contrast, participants in the pride condition increased in positive affect following the 

emotion manipulation, reported more pride and happiness, and higher self-esteem than 

participants assigned to the shame condition. In short, the emotion manipulations 

appeared to induce the target emotions of shame and pride.

10. Main Study
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10.1. Overview of study

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three emotion induction conditions: 

pride, shame, or no emotion (control). Following the induction, participants answered 

several questions (manipulation check) and then started the creative task, which involved 

sculpting an object of their own choosing out of modeling clay. Participants were given a 

maximum of 30 minutes on the task, which included titling their sculpture and writing a 

descriptive paragraph explaining what they made. Then they photographed the sculpture 

(for documentation) and answered follow-up questions assessing their attitudes about 

their performance, lifetime creativity, and their past experience using modeling clay.

10.2. Hypotheses

Based on the asymmetrical, hedonic consequences of failure for shame and pride, 

it was hypothesized that ashamed participants would exert more effort on the competitive 
creative task than participants induced to pride. Effort in the present study was 

operationalized in two ways. First, following Williams and DeSteno (2008), effort was 

assessed in terms of the amount of time participants spent on the task (i.e., perseverance). 

A second assessment of effort was operationalized in terms of the amount of effort 

participants put into manipulating the clay. This was measured in terms of the amount of 

secondary colors used in participants’ sculptures. Participants were presented three 

blocks of clay, each of a different primary color. By kneading the clay with their hands, it 

was possible for participants to transform the clay into secondary and tertiary colors. 

However, doing so required some physical effort. The following predictions were made 

regarding the two assessments of effort:

Hypothesis 1: Participants induced to shame will spend more time on the creative 
task than control participants, whereas participants induced to feel pride will 
spend less time on the task than control participants.

Hypothesis 2: Participants induced to shame will put more effort into 
transforming the clay than control participants, whereas proud participants will 
spend less time transforming the clay than control participants.
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The nature of the creative task was amenable for testing action-tendency spill

over effects reported in Chapter 6—this time comparing contrastive action tendencies of 

shame and pride. Previous research suggests that pride and shame differ in terms of 

motivating efforts to engage with others, with pride promoting a desire to engage with 

o:hers (Hart & Matsuba, 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2007c) and shame promoting a desire to 

withdraw from others (Chapter 8; Tangney et ah, 1996; Wicker et al., 1983). For 

example, pride may be associated with the desire to communicate to others the source of 

one’s pride, whereas shame may motivate a tendency to hide the source of one’s shame. 

The contrasting nonverbal displays of shame and pride seem to fit this conception: proud 

individuals stand tall, as if to attract the attention of others (Lewis et al., 1992; Tracy & 

Robins, 2004b), whereas ashamed individuals avoid making eye contact with others 

(Keltner, 1995). Given these contrasting action-tendencies, it was hypothesized that 

proud participants would desire to engage with others, whereas ashamed participants 

would desire to disengage from others.
Social engagement may be distinguished from self-promotion in that it involves 

the goal of “getting along” with others, rather than “getting ahead” of them. Social 

engagement in this study was assessed via the amount of writing (number of words) 

participants used to communicate the meaning of their sculpture. It was also assessed via 

the representational (vs. nonrepresentational) character of participants’ sculptures. It was 

reasoned that pride would promote a representational style of artwork, with proud 

participants depicting the source of their pride concretely in their sculptures. In contrast, 

it was reasoned that shame would promote a nonrepresentational style of artwork, with 

ashamed participants concealing the source of their shame in their sculptures. Finally, 

participants in the shame condition were expected to include social disengagement 

themes directly in their artwork (e.g., themes of being alone), whereas proud participants 

were expected to include social engagement themes (e.g., themes of being with others). 

Thus,

Hypothesis 5: Participants induced to pride will write more about their sculpture, 
whereas participants induced to shame will write less, than control participants.
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Hypothesis 4: Sculptures in the shame condition will tend to be more non- 
representational, whereas sculptures in the pride condition will tend to be more 
representational.

Hypothesis 5: Participants induced to shame will convey themes of being alone, 
trapped, or wanting to escape or hide from others (social disengagement); whereas 
participants induced to pride will convey themes of being with or wanting to be 
with people (social engagement).

A measure of explicit self-promotion was also collected as in the previous study 

using self-ratings of perfonnance quality and uniqueness, and personal creativity. Self

promotion was also assessed indirectly via the level of nontraditional art forms 

participants reported personally engaging in throughout their life. It was reasoned that 

participants motivated to make a good impression on the experimenter (a form of self

promotion) would report a wider range of artistic activities than participants not 

concerned about self-promoting. Based on findings from Study 2, the following 

hypotheses were made regarding self-promotion:

Hypothesis 6: Participants induced to shame will report better performance and 
higher quality of artwork, whereas proud participants will do this less, than 
control participants.

Hypothesis 7: Participants in the shame condition will report more nontraditional 
forms of creative activities than control participants, whereas proud participants 
will report fewer than control participants.

Finally, level of satisfaction with task effort was assessed to explore the 

relationship between pride and effort satisfaction, as in Study 2.

11, Method

11.1. Participants

Fifty-six undergraduate and postgraduate students (28 male, 28 female) from 

Queen’s University Belfast participated. The mean age was 22.9 (SD = 3.75). The 

majority identified their nationality as Irish (41%), British (20%), or Northern Irish 

(11%). Twenty-eight percent identified their nationality as “other” (e.g., American, 

Chinese, Cuban. Greek, or Spanish). All participants were certified English speakers.
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Only one participant had some difficulty understanding the written and verbal 

instructions. This person’s data was eliminated from the study, leaving a total sample of 

55 participants, 19 of which were randomly assigned to the shame condition, 18 to the 

pride condition, and 18 to the control condition.

11.2. Procedure

Participants were run one at a time. Those who arrived early or who accompanied 

another participant waited in a separate lab room, which was used for briefing and 

debriefing purposes only. When participants arrived they were briefed about the study 

and were informed about the competitive nature of the study. Participants were told that 

they would be participating in a study of emotions, memories, and imagination. They 

were told that they would be listening to an audio recording that would have them relive 

an event from their life and afterwards they would be performing a creative task. The 

competitive nature of the task was stressed. Participants were informed ostensibly that 

their work would be judged by professional artists. These artists would select the ten 
most original objects, and the winners would be announced in an email to all participants. 

This served to provide external incentive for putting effort into the creative task.

After this briefing, participants were escorted to another lab room, where they 

were seated at a large desk. On the desk were headphones, testing papers (face down), 

corkboard, 3 blocks of modeling clay (red, blue, yellow), a color wheel, and a digital 

clock. The experimenter provided participants with detailed instructions about the study. 

They were instructed that the audio recording was approximately two-and-a-half minutes 

and was designed to have them relive an event from their life. They were encouraged to 

imagine the event as if it were really happening.

11.2.1. Posture manipulation

To enhance the emotion induction, participants were instructed to adopt a 

particular posture during the listening task. Those assigned to the pride induction were 

instructed to look upwards at the wall in front of them. This had the effect of causing 

participants to sit tall and with an open posture (akin to the pride display). Those assigned 

to the shame induction were instructed to look down at the table in front of them. This
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caused them to assume a slumped, closed posture and downward gaze (akin to the shame 

display). Finally, participants in the control condition were instructed to look straight 

ahead (a neutral posture). Ostensibly, participants were informed that the posture 

manipulation was to ensure that all participants shared the same “visual focus” and were 

not distracted during the listening exercise.

11.2.2. Audio recordings

The shame and pride recordings were the same as in the pilot study. A control (no 

emotion) recording was used in the present study that had participants imagine the 

sequence of their morning routine. The control recording—which was the same duration 

(2 min 49 sec) and used the same female voice as the shame and pride recordings—was 

as follows:

/ want you to think about your morning routine. Think about what you do in the 
morning from the moment you wake up to the moment you step out of the house. 
Think about the sequence of events that lead up to you leaving the house. Try to 
visualize yourself performing each act in the appropriate sequence. Start with 
waking up. What is the first thing you do after waking up? What rooms do you 
pass through? Where are you going in the house? What do you do when you get 
there? Take a moment to imagine yourself performing each action until you are 
out the door. Now imagine that someone you know has found out about your 
morning routine. Perhaps this person is a family member, or perhaps they are a 
girlfriend or boyfriend or someone you deeply admire or care about. Imagine 
finding out that this person knows about your morning routine and think about 
how you would react to this.

Participants were instructed that at the end of the audio track they would be 

prompted to remove the headphones, answer a few questions, and then start the creative 

task.

11.2.3. Test materials

Two pages of test materials were placed face down on the desk during the audio 

recording. At the end of the audio track, participants turned over the test materials and 

answered the first page of questions. The first page of questions served as a manipulation 

check. Participants in the shame condition were asked to (a) categorize their shameful 

secret as a wrongful action, trait, or failure/weakness, (b) rate on an 11-point scale how
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serious others would view their secret (1 = not at all serious, 11 = very serious), (c) rate 

on an 11-point scale how often they thought about their secret (1 = never, 11 = all the 

time), and (d) on a 9-point scale, rate their agreement with four items assessing their 

current level of shameful/guilty feelings (two items for each; “I have a guilty conscience 

about my secret” “Thinking about my secret makes me want to be alone” “Thinking 

about my secret makes me feel worthless” “Thinking about my secret makes me want to 

take action or do something about it”). These statements were adapted from a previous 

study of shame and guilt by Smith et al. (2002), and represented a manipulation check 

that participants were experiencing acceptable levels of shame and to a lesser extent guilt.

Similarly, participants in the pride condition were asked to (a) categorize their 

proud thing as a rightful action, trait, or achievement, (b) rate on an 11-point scale how 

great others would view their proud thing (1 = not at all great, 11 = really great), (c) rate 

on an 11-point scale how often they thought about their proud thing (1 = never, 11 = all 

the time), and (d) rate their agreement with two items assessing current level of pride (“I 

am responsible for my proud thing happening” “I am not doing as well as I want”), with 

the second item reverse-scored. These statements were taken from Herrald and Tomaka 

(2002), and represent a manipulation check of the pride induction. Finally, participants in 

the control condition were asked to (a) rate on an 11 -point scale how negative/positive 

others would view their morning routine (1 = very negatively, 11 = very positively), (b) 

rate on an 11-point scale how often they thought about their morning routine (1 = never, 

11 = all the time), and (c) rate their agreement with three items assessing their current 

level of shame/guilt (two items) and pride (i.e., “I have a guilty conscience about my 

morning routine” “Thinking about my morning routine makes me feel worthless” 

“Thinking about my morning routine makes me feel proud”), compared to the 

experimental conditions.

After completing these measures, participants turned to page two, which had at 

the top a space for the starting time and ending time, regarding the creative task. A digital 

clock was displayed on the desk, and participants recorded the time they started the 

creative task, upon completing the first page of questions.

11.2.4. Creative task
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Participants were instructed that they had a maximum of 30 minutes to work on 

the creative task, which entailed sculpting an object of their choice out of three blocks of 

Plasticine© modeling clay. The three blocks of clay were red, yellow, and blue (primary 

colors), each with the dimensions of 1 x 1 x 1 inch. Participants were instructed that they 

would be free to sculpt anything they desired; the only stipulation was that they were to 

use all the clay provided. It was explained to all participants that they could transform the 

primary-colored clay into secondary (purple, orange, green) and tertiary (grey) colors if 

they desired (this was optional). The experimenter explained to each participant how this 

could be achieved and a color wheel was provided as a visual display. It was emphasized 

(truthfully) to participants that it was an effortful process to transform the color of the 

clay—that is, it required they spend some length of time kneading the clay together in 

their hands or on the corkboard. Thus, the amount of secondary and tertiary colors used 

in their sculpture represented a veridical, secondary measure of effort in the study.

As part of the creative tasks, participants titled their creations and explained what 

they made in writing. It was emphasized that the title could be anything—a word, a few 

words, or even a sentence. Participants wrote down their title on page two, beneath the 

starting/ending time. Below the title, space was provided for their description (about two- 

thirds of the page). After completing the explanatory paragraph, participants recorded the 

ending time, took a photograph of their sculpture, and returned to the other lab room, 

where they answered some final questions.

11.2.5. Post-experiment questions

A second packet of test materials was administered following the creative task. 

The first page contained (a) one item that assessed satisfaction with effort, and (b) six 

items that assessed participants’ attitudes toward their performance on the creative task 

and creativity in general (for items, see Appendix J). These ratings represented 

assessments of explicit self-promotion. Participants rated their agreement with the six 

statements on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree). Two 

items were reverse scored, so that higher scores represented greater self-promotion.

On the next page, participants reported their lifetime creativity. They were asked, 

“Report any creative activities that you have participated in during your lifetime. List as
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many as you can think of.” It was explained that these activities could be “vocational” 

(i.e., related to their career or education) or “avocational” (i.e., a hobby or pastime). 

Participants were provided an entire blank page to write their answers. On the final page, 

participants rated their prior experience using modeling clay on a 9-point scale (1 = no 

prior experience, 9 = a great deal of experience).

11.3. Debriefing

At the end of the study, all participants were debriefed about the real purposes of 

the study. They were also informed about the real reason for the posture manipulation 

and competitive incentive. Participants were also encouraged to not disclose the real 

purposes of the study with anyone until data collection was completed. Finally, all 

participants were paid £3 compensation.

11.4. Coding

Different coding procedures were used to assess (a) the level of secondary colors, 

(b) the level of representation style, (c) social engagement and disengagement themes, 
and (d) the level of nontraditional creative activities reported by participants.

For assessment (a), the experimenter and an independent rater, blind to the 

purposes of the study, viewed random sequences of the photographed sculptures. Both 

coders rated each sculpture in terms of “the level of secondary colors” using the same 3- 

point scale: 0 = primary colors only; 1 = some secondary colors; 2 = mostly secondary 

colors. The interrater agreement for this measure was high (Cohen’s kappa = .88). 

Disagreements were settled between the two coders. For assessment (b), the experimenter 

coded a random sequence of photographs in terms of level of representational style, using 

the following categories: 0 = sculptures that depicted something that was completely 

different from the content of the participant’s shameful/proud thing/moming routine; 1 = 

sculptures that symbolized in a non-representational or abstract manner the content of the 

participant’s shameful/proud thing/moming routine; 2 = sculptures that represented in a 

concrete manner the content of their shameful/proud thing/morning routine. Participants’ 

descriptions of their sculptures were consulted to determine whether the sculpture 

depicted the source of their shame or pride.
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For assessment (c), the experimenter coded participants’ descriptions of their 

artwork for themes of being alone or wanting to be alone, wanting to escape or hide, or 

feeling trapped (i.e., social disengagement). Descriptions with at least one instance were 

assigned a score of 1; all other descriptions received a score of 0. Next, participants’ 

descriptions were also coded for themes of being with or wanting to be with other people 

(i.e., social engagement). Descriptions with at least one instance were assigned a score of 

1; all other descriptions received a score of 0. Finally, for assessment (d), a professional 

artist, blind to the purposes of the study, rated participants’ lifetime creativity responses 

in terms of level of nontraditional artistic activities on an 11-point scale (1 = really 

traditional; 11 = really nontraditional). The professional artist was encouraged to use her 

own subjective definitions for “traditional” and “nontraditional” art when making her 

assessments.

12. Results

12.1. Manipulation checks

An ANOVA of pride ratings revealed that participants in the pride condition 
reported higher pride feelings (M= 6.69, SD = 1.40) than control participants (M= 5.00, 

SD = 1.82), F(l, 32) = 9.03, p < .01, confirming the success of the pride manipulation. A 

MANOVA of feeling worthless and having a guilty conscious ratings revealed a main 

effect of emotion condition for both ratings, with participants in the shame condition 

reporting more feelings of worthlessness (M = 4.25, SD = 2.34) than control participants 

(A/= 2.28, SD = 1.93), F(l, 36) = 7.93,/? < .01, and more feelings of guilt (M= 5.55, SD 

= 1.93) than control participants (M= 3.22, SD = 2.42), F(l, 36) = 10.87, p < .01. Thus, 

the shame manipulation successfully induced feelings of shame, but failed to induce only 

feelings of shame (i.e., “guilt-free” shame).

Additionally, a MANOVA of perceived seriousness/greatness and rumination 

ratings was conducted with emotion condition as the between-subjects variable, followed 

by planned comparisons. There was a main effect for rumination, F(2, 53) = 10.12, p < 

.001, but not for perceived seriousness/greatness, F(2, 53) = 2.21, p = .12. Follow-up 

comparisons revealed that participants in the pride condition ruminated about their proud 

event more than control participants ruminated about their morning routine, MD = 3.56,
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SE = .73, p = .001, and more than ashamed participants ruminated about their shameful 

secret, MD = 2.23, SE = .78,/? < .01. Ashamed participants ruminated marginally more 

about their shameful secret than control participants ruminated about their morning 

routine, MD = 1.32, SE = .81, p = .096. Regarding perceived seriousness/greatness 

ratings, proud participants rated their proud event as significantly greater (M= 8.06, SD = 

1.92) than ashamed participants rated their shameful secret as serious (A/= 6.65, SD = 

2.18), MD = 1.41, SE = .67, p = .042. The other comparisons were not significant (all ps 

> .20).

Five participants failed to incorporate all of the clay into their sculptures as 

specified in the instructions: 2 from the shame condition, 3 from the pride condition, and 

0 from the control condition. These numbers were not significantly different between 

conditions, based on a cross-tabulations Chi-square analysis, y?(l) = 3.10,/? = .213.

To confirm that there were no significant differences in the level of experience 
using modeling clay between conditions, an ANOVA was conducted on experience 

scores and this test was followed by post hoc contrasts (Tukey’s HSD). These tests 

confirmed that the level of experience was roughly equal between conditions. Participants 

in the control condition had the most experience (M = 4.61, SD = 2.09), followed by 

participants in the shame condition (M= 4.10, SD = 1.97) and pride condition (M= 3.76, 

SD = 1.75). However, none of these differences were statistically significant (all ps > 

.20).

12.2. Effort

Table 7.5 presents means and F-statistics for the primary (linear) dependent 

measures. ANOVAs were conducted first, followed by planned contrasts (shame vs. 

pride; shame vs. control; pride vs. control). Proud participants spent marginally less time 

(M= 18.11, SD = 7.68) than control participants (M= 22.33, SD = 7.15) on the creative 

task, F(l, 53) = 3.20, MD = -4.22, p = .08, as predicted. However, not as predicted, 

ashamed participants did not spend more time on the creative task {M = 19.80, SD = 

6.44) than control participants, F (1, 53) = 1.21, MD = -2.52, p = .276. Thus, Hypothesis 

1 was only partially supported.
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It was predicted that ashamed participants would put more effort into 

transforming the clay into secondary colors than control, and proud participants would 

put less effort than control {Hypothesis 2). The means were in the predicted direction. 

Planned contrasts revealed only one significant difference: ashamed participants were 

significantly more likely to use secondary colors than proud participants, MD = .48, SE = 

.23,/? < .05. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was only partially supported.

Table 7.5. Means and F-statistic for linear dependent measures by emotion condition
Shame 

(n = 19)
Pride 

(n = 18)
Control 
(n = 18) F

Time spent on task 19.80ab (6.44) 18.1 la (7.68) 22.33b (7.15) 1.62
Secondary colors 1.20a (0.83) 0.72b (0.67) 1.00ab (0.59) 2.15
Effort satisfaction 6.89a (1.49) 7.06a (1.70) 7.67a (1.50) 1.24
Number of words 56.80a (35.69) 77.44b (41.10) 69.78ab (28.17) 1.66
Self-promotion 6.47a (1.63) 6.44a (1.76) 7.15a (0.95) 1.29
Note. Means with different subscripts were statistically significant at the alpha level of 
.10 or .05 (in bold).

Finally, zero-order correlations of the two measures of effort revealed a 

significant positive relationship, r(55) = .38, /? < .01; that is, time spent on the creative 

task was highly correlated with effort put into transforming the color of the clay, 

confirming the internal reliability of the two measures of effort.

12.3. Mediation of pride feelings on effort

In order to make a stronger case that feeling proud reduced efforts on the creative 

task, a mediational analysis was conducted following the usual procedures prescribed by 

Baron and Kenny (1988). Since measures of pride were not obtained in the shame 

condition, participants in the shame condition were excluded from the analysis. 

Participants in the remaining conditions were dummy coded (i.e., pride = 1, control = 0). 

First, time spent on task (the dependent measure) was regressed onto condition (the 

predictor); second, pride feelings (the mediator) was regressed onto condition; finally, 

time spent on task was regressed onto both condition and pride feelings. As shown in 

Figure 7.2, all bivariate regressions were significant (or marginally significant); thus, 

fulfilling the criteria for mediation. However, when time spent on task was regressed on
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both condition and pride feelings, only pride feelings remained a significant predictor of 

time spent on task.

Pride
Feelings

-.14 (-.28)
Time spent

Condition on task

Figure 7.2. Path model specifying pride feelings as a mediator of time spent on task.
Parameters in parentheses represent zero-order correlations. + /? < .10. * /? < .05. ** p < 
.01.

12.4. Satisfaction with effort

As depicted in Table 5, ashamed participants were less satisfied with the amount 

of effort they put into the task, compared to both pride and control participants; however, 

none of the contrast tests were significant (all /?s > .20). Unexpectedly, pride did not 

increase satisfaction over and above control.

12.5. Social engagement and disengagement

As can be seen in Table 7.5, mean number of words scores were in the predicted 

direction of Hypothesis 3. All possible comparisons revealed only a marginally 

significant difference in number of words between proud and ashamed participants, F(l, 

53) = 3.22, MD = 20.64, p = .078. Differences between proud and control, and ashamed 

and control, were not significant (all ps > .20). Thus, Hypothesis 3 was only partially 

supported.

Sculptures were categorized as representational, nonrepresentational, or unrelated 

to the emotion manipulation (for examples, see Appendix K). Frequencies are depicted 
in Table 7.6. A Chi-square test of these differences was significant, ^(4) = 9.89,/? < .05. 

As predicted {Hypothesis 4), participants induced to experience shame tended to use a
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nonrepresentational style (i.e., symbolism) to depict the source of their shame, whereas 

proud participants tended to use a representational style (i.e., realism) to depict the source 

of their pride. Control participants were evenly distributed between the three categories.

Table 7.6. Frequency of representation category by emotion condition
Category

TotalUnrelated Representational
Non

representational
Shame 8 1 10 19
Pride 4 9 5 18
Control 6 6 6 18

Total 18 16 21 55

Chi-square analyses were conducted on frequencies of social engagement and 

disengagement themes. The results are depicted in Table 7.7. As predicted {Hypothesis 

J), shame promoted social disengagement themes, whereas pride promoted social 

engagement themes (see Appendix L for examples).

Table 7.7. Frequencies of social disengagement and engagement themes by condition

Theme
Shame 

(n = 19)
Pride 

(n = 18)
Control 
(n = 18) x2

Social Disengagement 8 0 2 11.16**
Social Engagement 1 8 1 12.79**
* p < .05. **/?< .01.

12.6. Explicit self promotion

Internal reliability of the six item self-promotion scale was very low (Cronbach’s 

alpha = .38); however, after removing three of the items (the reverse-scored items and 

items assessing participants’ attitudes about their sculpture), the internal reliability 

improved to an acceptable level (Cronbach’s alpha = .72). The means and standard 

deviations for each condition are depicted in Table 7.5. As can be seen, there was little 

effect of emotion condition on self-promotion, and follow-up contrasts failed to find any 

significant differences (all ps > .30).

A 2 (gender) x 3 (condition) ANOVA was conducted on level of reported non- 

traditional creative activities. Gender was included as a between-subjects factor for

208



7. Motivational Aspects of Shame beyond Concealment

exploratory purposes. This analysis revealed a main effect of gender, F(l, 49) = 15.89,/? 

= .057, and a main effect of condition, F{2, 49) = 31.31,/? = .031, but the interaction of 

gender and condition was not significant, F < 1. As can be seen in Figure 7.3, male 

participants reported more nontraditional creative activities (M = 4.89, SD = 3.02) than 

female participants (M = 3.93, SD = 3.06). Unexpectedly, overall, proud participants 

reported the most nontraditional creative activities, followed by ashamed participants. 

Planned comparisons of the emotion conditions revealed that only the difference between 

pride and control was significant, F(l, 52) = 5.04, p < .05. All other comparisons were 

non-significant (all /?’s > .20). Thus, in the present study, being male and being proud 

seemed to promote the communication of nontraditional creativity (arguably, a self- 

promotional strategy), more so than being female or being ashamed, although ashamed 

participants self-promoted somewhat in this manner.

Figure 7.3. Level of reported nontraditional creativity by gender and condition.
There were significant main effects of gender and condition. Pride and control 
significantly differed, but pride and shame, and shame and control did not significantly 
differ. Error bars: 95% Cl.

Interestingly, zero-order correlations revealed that time spent on the creative task 

correlated negatively with self-promotion via reporting nontraditional creative activities.
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r(55) = -.30, p = .055, suggesting that participants who reported more nontraditional 

activities may have been compensating for putting little effort into the task.

12.7. “Guilt-free ” shame

Zero-order and part correlations were conducted to analyze the role of feelings of 

shame in relation to measures of effort and self-promotion. Since the emotion induction 

failed to elicit “guilt-free” shame, partial correlations were conducted to control for 

shared variance between shame and guilt. The results are presented in Table 7.8. As can 

be seen, when measures of guilt are statistically controlled for, the relationship between 

shame and effort, shame and self-promotion, remain negative and non-significant; 

however, one negative correlation was statistically significant and remained so: the more 

shame reported, the less participants reported nontraditional creative activities. In short, 

partialing out guilt from shame had very little effect on the relationship between shame 
and the dependent measures.

Table 7.8. Zero-order correlations of shame and part correlations of shame (controlling 
for guilt) and measures of effort and self-promotion

Shame
“Guilt-free”

Shame
Time spent on creative task -.31 -.28
Secondary colors -.22 -.31
Self-promotion -.18 -.23
Nontraditional creative activities -.50* -.49*
Note. Ns ranged from 16-19. * p < .05, one-tailed test.

13. Discussion

13.1. The motivational effects of shame and pride

The findings of Study 3 regarding the motivational role of shame and pride were 

somewhat consistent with predictions, although the findings regarding pride were more 

consistent with predictions than those regarding shame. As predicted, participants 

induced to pride spent less time on the creative task than control participants, and feelings 

of pride directly mediated this negative relationship. However, proud participants did not 

rate themselves as more satisfied with the amount of effort they put into the task than 

ashamed or control participants. Unexpectedly, participants induced to shame did not
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spend more time working than control participants. In fact, correlations between 

measures of shame and effort were all negative (albeit non-significant). Ashamed 

participants did put more effort into transforming the clay than pride participants; 

however, unexpectedly, they did not expend more effort than control participants. 

Finally, level of experience did not differ between conditions and therefore cannot 

account for these differences in motivation. Thus, although pride seemed to decrease 

motivation to expend effort on the creative task, shame failed to motivate participants 

compared to a control condition.

That pride decreased time spent on the creative task appears inconsistent with 

recent findings from Williams and DeSteno (2008), who found that feelings of pride 

increased perseverance on a task for which participants had previously received praise. 

However, there are several differences between Williams and DeSteno’s study and the 

present study that militate against direct comparisons. Most importantly, in Williams and 
DeSteno’s study perseverance was assessed in the same domain in which feelings of 

pride were manipulated. Participants were made to feel proud about doing well on a task 

for which they received recognition and then later had the opportunity to work on a 

similar task. In contrast, in the present study, perseverance was assessed in a domain 

orthogonal to the source of participants’ pride. Non-artists were induced to recall a proud 

moment in their life and then subsequently were presented an opportunity to work on a 

creative task for which they lacked personal skill or intrinsic motivation. Thus, 

differences in the relationship between the source of the pride and the domain of the task 

make comparisons of the two studies untenable. Indeed, Williams and DeSteno admit that 

the motivational benefits of pride may be limited to valued domains or tasks in which a 

person has received acclaim.

The lack of effort displayed by participants in the pride condition were consistent, 

however, with Wegener and Petty’s (1994) hedonic contingency hypothesis, which 

suggests that positive moods decrease efforts on tasks involving immediate hedonic costs 

because they are expected to reduce, rather than maintain, one’s current positive state. 

Moreover, the current study extends the hedonic contingency hypothesis by 

demonstrating its application to feelings of pride or the positive feelings one derives from 

assuming responsible for an accomplishment or exceptional trait.
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13.2. Action tendencies of shame and pride

The findings regarding the action tendencies of shame and pride were mostly 

consistent with predictions. The contrastive action tendencies of shame (social 

disengagement) and pride (social engagement) influenced several aspects of participants’ 

behavior. Proud participants discussed at great length the meaning of their sculptures, 

they tended to use concrete objects, rather than obscure or abstract objects, to depict the 

source of their proud feelings, and their sculptures tended to exhibit social engagement 

themes (e.g., being with others). In contrast, ashamed participants were more restrained 

in their descriptions, they tended to use more abstract (symbolic) or obscure objects to 

depict the source of their shame, and their sculptures tended to exhibit themes of social 

disengagement (e.g., being alone). In short, consistent with the action tendencies of pride 

and shame, proud participants made more attempts to engage with their audience through 

their artwork, whereas ashamed participants produced artwork that concealed or obscured 

the motivational source of their work or expressed it covertly through symbolism.

13.3. Shame and self-promotion

Unexpectedly, ashamed participants did not exhibit more explicit self-promotion 

than proud or control participants. In fact, on one measure of self-promotion—reporting 

of nontraditional creative activities—proud participants displayed more self-promotion 

than control participants, whereas ashamed participants self-promoted only somewhat 

more than control participants. Nevertheless, time spent on the creative task correlated 

negatively with this indirect measure of self-promotion, suggesting that participants who 

spent little effort on the task may have been compensating for their lack of effort by 

broadening their definition of “creativity” on the follow-up questions. Proud participants 

especially may have been compensating for their lack of effort on the creative task. 

However, this is inconsistent with the fact that proud participants reported equal levels of 

satisfaction with the other participants.

One possible explanation for the discrepancy in findings between studies is that 

shame may only motivate self-promotion in valued skill domains. In Study 2, self

promotion was measured in relation to a core skill domain, whereas in Study 3 self-
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promotion was measured in terms of a skill domain that was peripheral to participants’ 

identity values (all participants were non-artists). It may be then that shame only serves to 

motivate self-promotion in valued skill domains or domains in which a person has 

confidence in their ability to bring about success.

Another possibility is that the manipulation used in Study 3 failed to sufficiently 

induce shame or failed to successfully tease apart the effects of guilt on shame, and this 

failure to control for guilt may explain the discrepancy in results. Indeed, the results of 

the manipulation check suggest that, although participants in the shame condition 

reported more feelings of shame than control, participants in the shame condition 

experienced both feelings of shame and guilt, as measured by reported feelings of 

worthlessness and wanting to be alone (shame), and having a guilty conscience and 

wanting to make amends (guilt). However, statistically controlling for feelings of guilt 

did not affect the relationship between measures of shame and self-promotion. Thus, if 

feelings of guilt were to blame for the failed replication, it was due to aspects of guilt 

undetected by the present methods.

Another possible explanation has to do with the construct validity of the measures 
of self-promotion. In particular, having participants report their creative activities may be 

a poor measure of self-promotion. Instead, the level of nontraditional activities may be a 

better measure of cognitive fluency (or the diversity or range of material present in 

memory). According to Isen and her colleagues (Isen & Daubman, 1984; Isen, Johnson, 

Mertz, & Robinson, 1985), positive affect cues positive material in memory, and, in 

contrast to negative material, positive material shares more connections with other 

material in memory. Indeed, Isen and her colleagues have found evidence that being in a 

positive mood generates more unusual associations and categorizations than being in a 

negative mood. Additionally, some evidence suggests that a positive mood induces a 

more assimilative information-processing style, whereby existing knowledge structures 

are put to use on current tasks in a top-down fashion. This type of processing may 

encourage cognitive fluency. In contrast, negative affect has been found to induce a more 

constrained (or focused), bottom-up processing style (see Forgas, 2008; Schwarz, 2000). 

Thus, the reporting of nontraditional activities by proud participants may simply reflect 

differences in processing styles between proud participants compared to control.
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However, since feelings of pride involve additional cognitions absent from general 

positive feelings (e.g., causal attributions), this alternative account remains speculative.

In short, most likely, the difference in findings represents a boundary condition of 

the motivational hypothesis of shame: namely, that shame motivates self-promotion only 

in valued skill domains.

13.5. Limitations

One limitation of Study 3 was the manner in which shame was assessed. Feelings 

of shame were assessed primarily through two self-report measures: the extent to which 

participants felt “worthless” and desired to be alone. These measures revealed greater 

scores in the shame condition, compared to control; however, the majority of participants 

in this condition scored below the scale’s median. One interpretation of this is that the 

emotion induction failed to induce the appropriate emotion; however, the findings from 

the pilot study suggest otherwise. More likely, low shame scores reflect a self-regulatory 

process that had begun prior to participants’ completion of the measures. This may be a 

problem inherent to self-report assessments of shame.31 Therefore, future research might 

utilize indirect measures of shame; for example, measurements of momentary bodily and 

facial cues (e.g., a lowered head or averted gaze).

One major limitation of all three studies was that lack of measures of trait self

esteem (SE)—although the pilot study demonstrated that the shame manipulation 

successfully lowered levels of state SE. This is a limitation because people exhibiting 

different levels of trait SE tend to use different styles of self-presentation. Specifically, 

high trait SE is associated with possessing an acquisitive style of self-presentation, 

whereas low trait SE is associated with a protective style (Wolfe, Lennox, & Cutler, 

1986); that is, individuals with high SE tend to engage in behaviors and thinking intended 

to focus attention on their positive qualities and attributes, whereas individuals with low 

SE tend to engage in behaviors and thinking intended to divert attention away from their4 

negative qualities (Sommer, 2001). Differences in trait SE may mediate the motivational 

role of shame on self-promotion, in that individuals with low SE may fail to benefit from

31 As my colleague Colin Holbrook pointed out, obtaining a low self-reported measure of shame does not 
preclude the possibility that affective and cognitive components of shame are operating outside of 
conscious awareness.
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the motivational aspects of shame. Instead, when reminded of a devalued aspect of 

themselves, individuals with low SE may ruminate about the negative trait and its social 

ramifications, rather than putting efforts into restoring their social attractiveness. Thus, 

future research should investigate the extent to which trait SE interacts with temporary 

feelings of shame to motivate (or diminish) efforts at self-promotion.

A second major limitation of the current methodology is that it failed to 

distinguish between adaptive and maladaptive aspects of self-promotion. Several studies 

have found that trait self-enhancement—or the tendency to overestimate one’s positive 

characteristics relative to a credible criterion—may have negative social consequences 

(Colvin, Block, & Funder, 1995; John & Robins, 1994; Paulhus, 1998). In particular, 

individuals who tend to overestimate their positive characteristics (i.e., narcissists), while 

making good impressions on people in the short term, often induce unfavorable social 

evaluations in the long run (Paulhus, 1998). These findings suggest that temporary efforts 

at self-promotion may be useful for reasserting one’s status or social attractiveness, 

following a temporary setback, whereas self-promotion, when it becomes a stable trait, 

may interfere with the restorative process. Likewise, the functional benefits of self
promotion may be limited to certain contexts—for example, competitive contexts or 

high-risk social settings where there is much to lose from communicating an inferior 

status or self-defeated attitude. In such contexts, feelings of shame may motivate efforts 

to overcome, rather than submit to, a demoted status, by drawing attention to aspects of 

the self that need improvement and providing an emotional incentive to modify one’s 

behavior.

Finally, it should be noted that the type of self-promotion a person engages in 

(e.g., competition versus social cohesion) is constrained by their life history. Specifically, 

the type of social hierarchy an individual is embedded within may canal individuals 

towards different self-promotional strategies. Evolutionary theorists since Barkow (1989) 

have drawn a distinction between dominance (“aggression-based”) and prestige 

(“cooperation-based”) social hierarchies. Within dominance hierarchies status or rank is 

attained through intimidation and threat of force, whereas, within prestige hierarchies, 

status is bestowed freely on individuals who are recognized for their value, knowledge, 

skill or abilities (see also Gilbert et ah, 1995). Social hierarchies may be organized
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according to either dimension, and individuals vary according to the general strategy they 

adopt (see Johnson, Burk, & Kirkpatrick, 2007). Thus, one future direction might be to 

assess both dominance and prestige styles of self-promotion, while varying the social 

context, following an ego threat.

13.6. Future directions

13.6.1. A cross-cultural perspective of shame

As discussed earlier, many non-Westem cultures (e.g., Japanese, Chinese) place 

more positive value on shame than do Western cultures (e.g., Americans, Canadians), 

perhaps because of the utility (or disutility) of this emotion for pursing cultural ideals, 

such as the pursuit of social cohesion (in collectivist cultures) versus social competition 

(in individualist cultures) (Heine, 2003; Heine et ah, 2001b; Kitayama, Markus, 

Matsumoto, & Norasakkunkit, 1997). Indeed, many cross-cultural studies have revealed 
that collectivist cultures encourage and value the expression of shame and utilize 

linguistic expressions of shame more than individualist cultures (Fessler, 2004; Fischer, 

Manstead, & Mosquera, 1999; Mesquita & Karasawa, 2004; Li et ah, 2004; Wong & 

Tsai, 2007). For example, in his ethnographic work in the Indonesia province of the 

Bengkulu, Fessler (2004) found that the Bengkulu linguistic term for shame {main) was 

rated by native speakers as the second-most-commonly used emotion term, out of fifty- 

one emotion terms, whereas a comparison group of Californian English-speakers rated 

shame as forty-ninth (nearly last). Likewise, Fischer et ah (1999) found that Spanish 

natives communicate to others their shame experiences more often than Dutch 

individuals, whereas Dutch individuals are more likely to communicate their experiences 

of pride. This research suggests that because the expression of shame may be valued to a 

greater extent in collectivist cultures (e.g., Spain), shame in these contexts may lead to 

more adaptive interpersonal outcomes than in an individualist context (e.g., the 

Netherlands). Indeed, research by Heine et ah (2001b) has shown that Japanese 

individuals value negative feedback more and are more likely to expend effort on a 

follow-up task when they have earlier received negative feedback than North American 

individuals. Arguably, feelings of shame, upon receiving feedback about a failure, were 

what motivated Japanese participants to put more effort into a similar follow-up task.
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A cross-cultural perspective suggests that the motivational benefits of shame may 

be enhanced in collectivist cultures. However, within a collectivist cultural context, 

shame is not likely to promote the Western ideal of social competition, as investigated in 

the present studies. More likely, shame in these cultures will promote behaviors aimed at 

improving oneself for the welfare of the group and social cohesion. Indeed, Bagozzi, 

Verbeke, and Gavino (2003) found that feelings of shame led Philippine salespersons to 

engage in relationship building behaviors, whereas shame led Dutch salespersons to 

disengage from customers (cited in Wong & Tsai, 2007). Given these cultural 

differences, an important future direction would be to systematically compare the 

motivational aspects of shame using individualistic and collectivistic samples. 1 would 

predict that shame, in an individualistic context, would promote compensatory self

enhancement aimed at promoting the uniqueness of the self in relation to others, whereas 

shame, in a collectivistic context, would promote prosocial behaviors aimed at restoring 
the self to a place of union and equality with others.

13.6.2. Further exploration into the adaptive functions of shame

The vast majority of approaches to shame have focused on the maladaptive 

personality and interpersonal outcomes (e.g., depression, hostility) associated with having 

a shame-prone personality (e.g., Cheung et ah, 2004; Gilbert, 2000; Gilbert & Miles, 

2000; Harder, Cutler, & Rockart, 1992; H. B. Lewis, 1987; Stuewig & Tangney, 2007; 

Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney et ah, 1992a; Tangney et ah, 1992b). These 

perspectives have several shortcomings; most notably, they fail to consider the utility of 

temporary feelings of shame, and the behavioral tendencies associated with shame (e.g., 

aggressive retaliation, social disengagement) for pursing important evolutionary goals. 

However, a functionalist perspective suggests that temporary feelings of shame evolved 

to solve unique problems of social living faced recurrently by our human ancestors 

(Fessler & Haley, 2003), including (1) the need to appease ingroup members (Gilbert, 

1997; Keltner, 1995) and (2) restore one’s social attractiveness after a transgression or 

failure (which was the focus of the present studies).

Future research of course should examine closer the process by which feelings of 

shame motivate restorative action. One possibility, suggested by Izard (1977), is that
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shame serves to affectively highlight aspects of the self that need improving, and as a 

result may encourage efforts at self-improvement. This perspective is consistent with 

findings from Study 1, which linked feelings of shame with motivations to self-improve 

and to compete more vigorously with one’s rival. Another possibility is that shame serves 

to highlight aspects of the self that cannot be changed, and therefore forces the individual 

to seek alternative pathways for social success (i.e., compensatory self-enhancement). 

This perspective is consistent with Study 2, which found that ashamed participants 

compensated for their feelings of shame by enhancing aspects of their personality (a core 

skill domain) that was unspoiled by the source of their shame. Thus, future research 

should focus on teasing apart these two alternative hypotheses, using a combination of 

self-enhancement and self-improvement measures.
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Chapters: Future Directions

1. Introduction

In this final chapter, I review several areas for future research in the study of 

information management. Lastly, I conclude with some final remarks about the aims and 

limitations of an evolutionary psychological approach.

2. Specific predictions of an evolutionary approach to information management
2.1. Information management and gender differences

As the studies 1 have presented in the preceding chapters show, an evolutionary 

approach to information management offers novel hypotheses about the circumstances in 

which men and women will differ in the amount of effort they place into concealing 

personal information from others, based on recurrent differences between the sexes in the 

fitness outcomes of failing to conceal specific categories of personal information. Here, I 

discuss two domains in which men and women likely differ in their concealment 

behavior, due to recurrent differences in the costs/benefits of concealment for men and 

women in these domains.

2.1.1. Parent-offspring concealment of mating choices

An evolutionary perspective would predict differences in the level of effort young 

men and women put into concealing their mating behavior from their parents. Evidence 

suggests parents exert greater efforts to control the sexual activities (e.g., spending the 

night at a romantic partner’s home) of daughters than sons, due to recurrent differences in 

the costs of untimely or unwanted pregnancy for women, compared to men, and damages 

to the long-term mate value of females who have experienced sexual victimization 

(Perilloux, Fleischman, & Buss, 2008). Parents are likely to respond with more 

emotional upset over learning that a daughter than a son is sexually active (Perilloux et 

al., 2008). This evolved sex difference leads to the hypothesis that females, more than 

males, will attempt to conceal their mate choices and mating behavior from their parents. 

For example, we might predict that females more than males will report (a) lying about
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their mate choices, (b) hiding the fact that they are involved in a romantic relationship, 

and (c) refusing to talk about sex-related topics with their parents.

2.1.2. Inter sexual concealment of sexual reputation

An evolutionary perspective would also suggest that men and women will differ 

in the types of secrets they keep from potential romantic partners, based on evolved 

differences in the mating preferences of men and women. For example, because men 

prefer women with less-than-average sexual experience (i.e., few sexual partners) as 

long-term mates (Buss & Schmitt, 1993), we might expect females to engage in greater 

concealment of their sexual history from a potential romantic partner, compared to men. 

In contrast, because men's sexual infidelity is not as costly to women’s reproductive 

success as women’s sexual infidelity is to men (i.e., cuckoldry is an adaptive problem 

only for men), and women often prefer as sexual partners men with some sexual 

experience over men with none (Miller, 2000), we might expect men, more than women, 

to conceal their sexual inexperience (e.g., being a virgin) from a potential romantic 

partner. Thus, extending an evolutionary perspective to the study of sex-specific 
concealment behavior represents a fruitful area of future research.

2.2. Information management and genetic relationships

Current perspectives on family secrets (e.g., Vangelisti, 1994) have largely 

ignored evolutionary principles for addressing the topic of inter- and intra-family secrets. 

However, an evolutionary approach to family secrets would benefit the field greatly, by 

offering novel hypotheses about when to expect within-family concealment, and when to 

expect concealment of family secrets from nonkin.

An evolutionary perspective operates from the assumption that conflicting genetic 

interests between parents and offspring (and between siblings) at times encourages 

conflict and deception between genetically related individuals (Daly & Wilson, 1988; 

Trivers, 1974). Although parents and their offspring, as well as siblings, have mutual 

genetic interests to varying degrees (Hamilton, 1964), their genetic interests are not 

always equivalent, and, at times, directly conflict. For example, a young mother’s
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reproductive interests may be compromised by the demands of raising a newborn to 

maturity in the absence of paternal investment.

Conflict between parents and offspring is particularly likely to occur in the 

context of children’s mating decisions. In particular, parents are likely to attempt to exert 

control over the mating decisions of their children and children guarding against parental 

influences (Perilloux et ah, 2008). In this context, children are likely to employ 

concealment strategies aimed at circumventing parental influences that conflict with their 

own mating choices, particularly with regards to sexual activity. Thus, when it comes to 

mating decisions, an evolutionary perspective would predict greater within-family 

secrecy than without (i.e., secrecy between nonkin).

In contrast, stigmatizing information about a family member (e.g., a parent's 

criminal history) poses a problem for an individual’s inclusive fitness, since it may 

engender concerns about sanguineous trait inheritance, regardless of the veridicality of 

such beliefs (see Bering, 2006). Stigmatizing information of this nature about nonkin 

does not pose such a risk. Thus, when concerns about inheritance are in play, we might 

expect greater concealment of a family member’s stigma than about a peer or 

acquaintance. For example, people should be less likely to communicate information 

about a family member’s (a) sexual infidelity, (b) poor health, or (c) criminal behavior 

than information related to these categories about a peer or acquaintance.

3. Perceptual biases for gossip?
As discussed in Chapter 1, a scientifically useful definition of gossip would 

restrict its use to social information that elicits strong emotions in the receiver. This 

perspective suggests that human beings evolved perceptual biases for preferentially 

attending to and seeking out gossip. However, the only study to date that has directly 

tested this evolutionary hypothesis found inconclusive results. Mesoudi, Whiten, and 

Dunbar (2006) conducted two studies that had participants read several vignettes that 

varied in content while holding constant the number of words, sentences, and 

propositions. Subsequently, participants typed as much as possible of what they could 

remember of each. In one study, the paragraphs constituted either (a) gossip social 

information (defined by the authors as information about “intense and salient social
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interactions”), (b) information about an individual’s interaction with the physical 

environment, or (c) information concerning the physical environment. In this study, 

gossip information was recalled most and most accurately. In a second study, non-gossip 

social information was added as a comparison condition. In this study, both gossip and 

non-gossip social information was recalled to a greater extent and more accurately than 

non-social information. However, gossip and non-gossip social information was recalled 

to an equal extent and with equivalent accuracy. Thus, based on their findings, it would 

seem that, although people preferentially encode social information, they do not 

preferentially encode gossip.

However, this conclusion may be premature. There were several limitations to 

Mesoudi et al.’s (2006) study that may explain the null difference in recall of gossip vs. 

non-gossip social information, most notably, the external validity (or naturalism) of their 

methods. The authors presented participants with vignettes describing interactions 
between people. In keeping with their definition of “gossip” as emotionally charged 

social information, the gossip vignette featured a scenario where a female student has an 

affair with her married professor and becomes pregnant. In contrast, the non-gossip 

vignette featured a scenario where a female gets lost on her way to go swimming and 

asks an elderly gentleman for directions. This latter scenario lacked emotionally charged 

(e.g., sexual) material. Both of these vignettes, however, featured a fictional character, as 

the protagonist, with whom the participant had no history, investment, or emotional 

attachments. The problem with these methods is that they may have failed to emotionally 

impact participants (the authors do not assess participants’ affective reactions to the 

vignettes). As a result, they may have failed to create a proper gossip episode. Although 

there are many views on what properly constitutes gossip, there is a growing consensus 

that gossip is “interesting social news” (see Chapter 1), and as such gossip is thought to 

elicit strong emotional reactions, such as contempt or surprise. Moreover, gossip is 

generally about mutual acquaintances or people known to the speaker and receiver 

(Emler, 1994). However, it is dubious as to whether Mesoudi et al.’s experiment 

properly manipulated these aspects of gossip.

There is good reason to believe that people preferentially attend to and remember 

emotionally charged information. Research suggests that emotional stimuli, both static
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images and themed vignettes, are remembered more accurately than neutral stimuli 

(Campbell, Heuer, & Reisberg, 2004), and are more difficult to intentionally forget than 

neutral stimuli (Payne & Corrigan, 2006). Moreover, emotional stimuli engage automatic 

attentional processes to a greater extent than neutral stimuli (Maner et ah, 2007; Ohman 

et ah, 2001; Pratto & John, 1991). According to some evidence, it is the intensity of 

emotional stimuli, and not the positive or negative valence of the stimuli, that promotes 

rehearsal and recollection (Talarico, LaBar, & Rubin, 2004). Thus, gossip—properly 

defined—may promote recall due to preferential encoding of highly arousing material. 

Future research then is needed to further examine putative memory biases for gossip. 

However, based on this brief survey of the literature, and the exploratory study reported 

in Chapter 1, it seems reasonable that humans may exhibit a memory bias for gossip— 

that is, gossip properly defined—and not just social information. More rigorous, 

naturalistic studies that employ personally relevant (and thus emotionally charged) 
stimuli may indeed substantiate these predictions.

4. The adaptive significance of the “urge to confess”
As discussed in Chapter 1, research from experimental psychology suggests that 

concealing information from others is cognitively difficult and emotionally stressful 

(Lane & Wegner, 1995; Major & Gramzow, 1999). When concealing information from 

others, intrusive thoughts about the secret often come flooding back to mind when 

attempts to suppress the secret are relaxed (Smart & Wegner, 1999). Although practice 

may serve to mitigate intrusive thoughts (Kelly & Kahn, 1994), many fledgling secrets 

may be confessed as individuals seek relief from the emotional burden of keeping the 

secret (Farber et ah, 2004; Pennebaker, 1990). Indeed, in the exploratory study discussed 

in Chapter 1, the most frequent reason participants gave for disclosing their personal 

secret was the desire for relief from the stress of keeping the secret. This well- 

documented “urge to confess” appears to be an evolutionary paradox: Why would anyone 

confess to wrongdoing and submit oneself to the punitive consequences of exposure 

when punishment may be avoided simply by keeping quiet?

One possible solution is that the urge to confess is a human adaptation that 

evolved through natural selection because it helped our human ancestors solve some
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problem of group living (Bering & Shackelford, 2005). According to Bering and 

Shackelford (2005), the urge to confess served to promote confessional behavior 

following a transgression, and this behavior functioned as a pre-emptive strategy that, in 

the ancestral past, attenuated punishment from retributive ingroup members. Similar to 

the argument made in Chapter 2, the urge to confess would have been adaptive in the 

environment in which our ancestors evolved because, within the tight-knit groups our 

hunter-gatherer ancestors inhabited, most acts of wrongdoing (if not all) would have been 

exposed—the perpetrator identified and punished. The urge to confess would have 

predisposed our ancestors to confess their wrongdoing, rather than conceal it, prior to 

their inevitable exposure. The act of unbidden confession (i.e., confessing prior to 

exposure or interrogation) would have served as a reliable signal to group members of the 

remorsefulness of the perpetrator and the commitment of the perpetrator to moral 
behavior.

Indeed, research by Gold and Weiner (2000) suggests that remorseful confession 

of wrongdoing often has the advantage of lessening the severity of punishment for the 

perpetrator and improving the impressions others form of the perpetrator (for similar 

findings regarding apologies, see Ohbuchi et ah, 1989). In contrast, the attempt to conceal 

one’s wrongdoing in the ancestral past would have been perilous. When the wrongdoing 

was eventually exposed and the perpetrator identified, remorseful confession would have 

lost much of its signaling power—that is, it would no longer have served as a reliable 

signal of remorse or moral commitment. The too-little-too-late confessor would have 

missed out on the ameliorative benefits of unbidden confession. Thus, the urge to confess 

may have served as a “commitment device” (Frank, 1988)—committing individuals to 

unbidden confession, which, in the ancestral past, most likely was an adaptive response to 

having committed a transgression.

As far as 1 know, no studies to date have directly tested the hypothesis that the 

urge to confess functions to promote unbidden confessions that serve to mitigate 

punishment. However, one way of testing the hypothesis would be to have a confederate 

confess a transgression either before or after exposure within the context of a multiplayer 

public goods game where the confederate’s actions injure the welfare of the group. In 

both conditions, the confederate’s actions would jeopardize the welfare of the group;

224



8. Future Directions

however, in one condition the confederate would admit to the wrongdoing prior to an 

interrogation session following the public goods game. In the other condition, the 

confederate would admit to the wrongdoing only after being interrogated. The prediction 

would be that participants’ ratings of the confederate would be much more charitable in 

the unbidden confession condition than the exposed confession condition. Moreover, 

when given an opportunity to punish the confederate in subsequent rounds of the public 

goods game, I would predict that the rate of punishment would be significantly higher in 

the exposed confession condition.

5. Personality correlates of self-concealment and concealment behavior
In Chapter 4, it was found that having a secretive personality is linked to 

relational victimization, and Chapter 5 established a relationship between concealment 

and having a rejection-sensitive personality. Increased concealment among victimized 

and rejection-sensitive individuals suggests that self-concealment may reflect an 

exaggerated defensive response to relational aggression (e.g., social exclusion). However, 

individuals may differ in their tendency to conceal personal information due to other 

personality differences. Specifically, (a) high Machiavellian and (b) low impulsive 

individuals may be particularly prone to self-concealment and the correlated health risks. 

In turn, individual differences in concealment behavior may have important 

consequences for evolutionarily relevant outcomes, such as mating success and social 

exchange (Buss, 2009; Miller, 2007). Here I review two possible personality correlates of 

concealment behavior, and suggest several ways of testing their relationship.

5.1. Machiavellianism

Machiavellianism (named after Niccolo Machiavelli, the famous Florentine 

diplomat and writer of The Prince) refers to behaviors in which an individual uses 

another individual as an instrument for achieving his or her own personal gain, often at 

the expense of the other’s self-interest (Byrne & Whiten, 1988; Wilson, Near, & Miller, 

1996). Machiavellianism may also refer to a personality trait; with individuals high in 

Machiavellianism exhibiting a greater tendency than individuals low in Machiavellianism 

to distrust others, not cooperate, and engage in exploitative or manipulative acts, such as
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deceiving others (Paal & Bereczkei, 2007; Wilson et ah, 1996). As a personality variable, 

Machiavellianism is assessed using Christie and Geis’s (1970) Mach-IV (Test of 

Machiavellianism) scale, which consists of twenty statements (derived from 

Machiavelli’s writings) and categorizes people along a high to low axis. 

Machiavellianism correlates positively with both narcissism and sociopathy (Paulhus & 

Williams, 2002), all of which have been linked, to different degrees, with maladaptive 

interpersonal outcomes, particularly within the context of iterated social exchange (see 

Paulhus, 1998; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Finally, although some have suggested that 

Machiavellianism is associated with high levels of mind-reading abilities (i.e., theory of 

mind), there is little current data supporting this position (see Paal & Bereczkei, 2007).

Highly Machiavellian individuals may exhibit a greater tendency to conceal 

personal information from others (particularly strategic or negative personal information) 

than low-Machiavellian individuals due to their distrust people in the context of social 

exchange and their willingness to deceive others (Wilson et ah, 1996). Although some 

evidence currently exists supporting this hypothesis—for example, one study found that 

high-Machs were more likely than low-Machs to conceal and lie about having stolen 

something in a worker-supervisor situation (Harrell & Hartnagel, 1976)—future research 

should test this hypothesis more systematically using a battery of personality measures 

assessing dispositions towards self-concealment and Machiavellianism (e.g., Self- 

Concealment Scale, Mach-IV) and behavioral measures (e.g., opportunity to 

communicate or conceal information that could result in stigmatization or punishment in 

various interpersonal situations).

5.2. Impulsivity

Impulsivity is a multi-dimensional construct that refers generally to (a) the 

tendency to give in to urges, impulses, and motivational states, and (b) responding 

immediately to a stimulus, as opposed to resisting giving in to urges and planning before 

responding (Buss & Plomin, 1975; Hair & Hampson, 2006). In personality research, 

impulsivity is considered a trait dimension and is usually measured by self-report 

questionnaires—most popularly the Barratt Impulsivity Scale-Version 11 (BIS-11; 

Patton, Standford, & Barratt, 1995). An impulsive person is characterized by a tendency
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to engage in rapid, unplanned, inappropriate, and potentially maladaptive conduct (e.g., 

excessive alcohol consumption) (Enticott, Ogloff, & Bradshaw, 2006). As a personality 

trait, impulsivity is considered a lower level trait subsumed by the higher level (Big Five) 

trait of conscientiousness, with which it shares a negative relationship (Hair & Hampson, 

2006). Nevertheless, impulsivity is somewhat independent of conscientiousness, as 

evidenced by the additional variance predicted by impulsivity (over and above that 

predicted by conscientiousness) on such measures as poor academic performance and 

excessive alcohol consumption (see Hair & Hampson, 2006).

Impulsivity is also related to obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), although the 

nature of this relationship is debated (see Zermatten & Van der Linden, 2008, for a multi

dimensional approach). Following Whiteside and Lynam (2001), Zermatten and Van der 

Linden (2008) argue that impulsivity can be reduced to four basic facets: (1) urgency, the 

tendency to experience strong impulses and difficulty inhibiting automatic responses; (2) 

lack of premeditation, the tendency not to think of the consequences of an action before 

engagement in it; (3) lack of perseverance, the inability to remain focused on a boring or 

difficult task and inhibit irrelevant thoughts; and (4) sensation seeking, the tendency to 

pursue exciting activities as well as openness to trying new experiences that could be 

dangerous. In a large non-clinical sample, the authors found that the urgency component 

was the best predictor of OCD symptoms. However, lack of perseverance also shared a 

relationship with “obsessive thoughts,” a specific symptom of OCD.

Finally, impulsivity shares a negative relationship with inhibitory control and, 

more generally, executive functioning (Enticott et ah, 2006). Inhibitory control involves 

the withholding of a behavioral response or the suppression of previously active (i.e., 

prepotent) cognitive contents or processes (Bjorklund & Harnishfeger, 1995). Inhibitory 

control operates in conjunction with other executive functioning processes to facilitate 

successful task performance, for example, by suppressing the intrusion of task-irrelevant 

material in working memory or by stopping task-irrelevant responses (Aron, 2007). 

Inhibitory control is associated with the suppression of desired but prohibited behaviors 

in childhood (Kochanska, Murray, & Coy, 1997) and, more broadly, the internalization of 

rules and social norms in early development (Kochanska, Murray, Jacques, Koenig, & 

Vandegeest, 1996). Greater inhibitory control in human beings, compared to nonhuman
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primates, may have evolved due to greater need for control of sexual and aggressive 

impulses in the large-scale social networks occupied by ancient Homo sapiens (see 

Bjorklund & Hamishfeger, 1995; Bjorklund & Kipp, 2002), as discussed in Chapter 3. 

Demanding parenting responsibilities may have also led to increased inhibition, 

particularly among hominid females (see Bjorklund & Kipp, 1996), and the need to 

withhold strategic social information in the face of potential punishers (a form of social 

deception) may have also led to improvements in inhibitory control over evolutionary 

time.

Given the negative relationships between impulsivity and inhibitory control, and 

the positive relationship between inhibitory control and conscientiousness, it is 

reasonable to assume that impulsivity may be an important predictor of self-concealment, 

since successful concealment requires proper deployment of cognitive and behavioral 

inhibition (Lane & Wegner, 1995; Smart & Wegner, 1999; Wardlow Lane, Groisman, & 

Ferreira, 2006). For example, concealment of a secret may require a person to suppress 

from consciousness content related to the secret when cues related to the secret are 

immediately salient (Pachankis, 2007), or suppress the impulse to “leak” information that 

could be inferred by others as cues to identifying one’s secret (Wardlow Lane et ah, 

2006). According to findings by Smart and Wegner (1999), individuals who are well- 

practiced at concealing personal information do not suffer from intrusive thoughts about 

their secret or discrepant social behaviors (e.g., visible distress) as individuals without 

practice do (see also Kelly & Kahn, 1994). One plausible, untested hypothesis is that 

impulsivity interferes with the process of suppression control, so that highly impulsive 

individuals never become experts at mental control and therefore fail to obtain the intra

psychic and interpersonal benefits of concealment. Future research could test this 

hypothesis by comparing high- and low-impulsive individuals on measures of chronic 

and situational concealment. If impulsivity interferes with the automatization of 

suppression, then highly impulsive individuals ought to score poorly on both measures of 

concealment, in addition to other measures of executive functioning.

6. Information management: conscious and nonconscious processes
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Infonnation management is an adaptive problem that people are, at times, keenly 

and consciously aware of (Bering & Shackelford, 2004). For example, the man who has a 

secret affair with another woman is keenly aware of the possibility that his lover may 

expose the affair to his wife. This is not to say that the man thinks about his situation in 

terms of the potential (genetic) fitness costs the exposure might entail. Rather, he 

considers the proximal repercussions (e.g., marital dissolution) that served more or less as 

indices of reproductive success over evolutionary time. Nevertheless, the question still 

remains: To what extent are the psychological processes underlying information 

management under conscious control? Evidence from participants’ justifications in Study 

1 (Chapter 2) suggests that concerns about the exchange of personal information between 

third parties in one’s absence do sometimes factor into people’s economic decisions. 

However, this study deliberately drew people’s attention to the possibility (or likelihood) 

of gossip. Thus, it still remains to be seen whether people automatically consider these 

factors in their everyday judgments.

A dual-process model of information management (see Figure 8.1) would suggest 

that people’s information-management decisions are guided by both conscious 

(reflective) and nonconscious (automatic) processes (see Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; 

Strack & Deutsch, 2004). At the conscious level, concerns about gossip may promote 

normative conduct by drawing people’s attention to the reputational consequences of 

their actions. At the nonconscious level, situational cues, indicative of situations in which 

gossip may occur, activate normative conduct (e.g., altruism) without conscious concerns 

about gossip. In both cases, the behavioral output is the same—only the psychological 

process differs.

Like any goal that has been pursued repeatedly by an actor, and thus has been 

paired consistently with external events, information-management goals may be activated 

nonconsciously (e.g., by situational cues) and guide subsequent cognition. For example, 

someone with a concealed criminal history may learn to nonconsciously inhibit 

information about their criminal past when in conversation with others. This perspective 

fits nicely with findings from Kelly and Kahn (1994), who demonstrated that the rebound 

effect—where thoughts about an unwanted item intrude upon consciousness as a result of 

suppression (see Chapter 1)—does not apply to people’s personal secrets. As speculated
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by the authors, the exception of personal secrets to the rebound effect may reflect a 

process of automatic suppression, where individuals who have practiced suppressing 

thoughts about their secret engage in nonconscious thought suppression, which bypasses 

the conscious process that generates intrusive thoughts.

Conscious 
Concerns 

about Gossip

Conscious 
Concerns 

about Gossip

Situation in which 
Gossip may occur

Situation in which 
Gossip may occur

Norm Conformity 
(Inhibit self-interest) 

or Concealment

Norm Conformity 
(Inhibit self-interest) 

or Concealment

Figure 8.1. Dual-process model of Information Management, (a) Conscious concerns 
about gossip mediate the pursuit of norm conformity (e.g., inhibition of self-interest) in 
situations in which gossip may occur, and (b) cues indicative of the situation in which 
gossip may occur automatically activate norm conformity without awareness of the threat 
of gossip (adapted from Bargh & Chartrand, 1999).

Future research should test for automatic or implicit information-management 

processes using a controlled experimental paradigm. For example, following Chartrand 

and Bargh (1996), one might expose participants subliminally to words related to gossip 

(e.g., transmit, overhear) or concealment (e.g., hide, secret), in order to nonconsciously 

prime information-management goals, and then test participants either on a public goods
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game (as a measure of self-control) or referential communication task (as a measure of 

concealment). If the dual-process model is correct, information-management goals should 

be subject to both conscious and nonconscious manipulation.

7. Mechanisms for acquiring reputational feedback
Another future direction would include investigating the process by which 

individuals acquire a reliable representation of their dynamic reputational status. The 

process by which individuals devote effort towards determining the nature of their 

reputation is referred to as feedback seeking, and reputational feedback refers to any 

information gathered from other people that may indicate how one is perceived by others 

or what others may know about the self. Ashford (1986) proposed two mechanisms by 

which individuals may obtain reputational feedback. First, individuals may use the 

indirect strategy of monitoring an environment for reputational feedback by observing 

various situational cues (e.g., people’s nonverbal expressions or body language towards 

the self). Second, an individual may inquire directly as to how others perceive or evaluate 

his or her behavior.
Whether a person uses a direct or indirect feedback-seeking strategy depends 

largely on the perceived costs involved (Ashford, 1986). Directly requesting feedback 

can lead to more detailed feedback; however, Ashford’s model predicts that individuals 

will use a more indirect feedback-seeking strategy (e.g., social monitoring) when they 

perceive costs associated with making a direct request (e.g., appearing needy or creating 

suspicion). However, when the value of feedback is important for attaining one’s 

interpersonal goals (e.g., relationship maintenance) and uncertainty about how one is 

perceived by others is high, individuals are expected to engage in direct requests 

(Ashford, 1986). In contrast, in situations where receiving reputational feedback may 

threaten a core motivation or identity goal (e.g., appearing competent or attractive), 

individuals may engage in little or no feedback seeking of any kind (Tesser & Paulhus, 

1983).
The fact that people are reluctant to seek reputational feedback in areas that may 

threaten their preferred identity suggests that people’s conceptions of their reputations 

may be somewhat skewed. Indeed, research reviewed by Taylor and Brown (1988)
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suggests that people often make unrealistically positive self-evaluations. However, 

reputational accuracy may be a matter of degree—with some individuals more reluctant 

to seek accurate feedback than others. For example, research on narcissism or narcissistic 

personality has shown that narcissistic individuals may overestimate or exaggerate their 

positive attributes as a defense against negative feedback or failure (Raskin et ah, 1991). 

Indeed, narcissism has been shown to correlate with all three: hubristic pride, low self

esteem (SE), and shame-proneness (Tracy & Robins, 2003; Tracy et ah, 2009), which 

suggests that narcissistic individuals utilize self-aggrandizement or grandiose self

enhancement (e.g., bragging) to cover up deep-seated feelings of inadequacy.

But how accurate is the average person’s conceptualization of their reputation? 

Research by Swann et ah (1989) suggest that people are motivated to seek out 

reputational feedback that confirms their own self-evaluations, and ignore feedback that 

disconfirms their self-evaluations, regardless of whether their self-evaluations are 

predominantly positive or negative. In other words, individuals with positive self-views 

will seek out positive feedback; whereas individuals with negative self-views will seek 

out negative feedback. Indeed, research by Swann. Stein-Seroussi, and Giesler (1992) 

suggests that people with unfavorable self-views prefer interacting with partners who 

verify their unfavorable self-views. Bernichon, Cook, and Brown (2003) found that trait 

SE moderated the feedback-seeking process in that participants with high SE in their 

study sought self-verifying feedback regardless of the valence of the information—that is, 

individuals with high SE sought negative feedback about negative self-aspects and 

positive feedback about positive self-aspects—whereas participants with low SE sought 

only positive feedback. Overall, this research suggests that people often fail to obtain an 

accurate picture of their reputation, due to self-serving and self-protective biases, and this 

may be particularly true of individuals with low SE and narcissism (i.e., the low and high 

end of the SE spectrum).

DePaulo, Kenny, Hoover, Webb, and Oliver (1987) proposed four possible 

mechanisms by which individuals construct a concept of their reputations. First, people 

may use the mechanism of assumed similarity—that is, people may assume that others 

form the same impressions of them that they form of those whom they interact with. 

Second, individuals might use a self-perception bias—that is, they may observe their own
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behavior and then consider how others might interpret this behavior. Third, individuals 

might assume that most people view others as likable and competent—a positivity bias.12 

Finally, individuals might assume that their own self-concepts are immediately apparent 

to others—a transparency bias (see also Gilovich & Savitsky, 1999). Currently, there is 

little research that has attempted to tease apart these four mechanisms.

In sum, a wealth of research suggests that people’s conceptions of their own 

reputations may be systematically flawed; however, the cognitive errors people make in 

the construction of their reputations seem to be flawed in a manner that protects some 

individuals (e.g., narcissists) from painful social realities, whereas others (e.g., 

individuals with genuinely high SE) remain somewhat attuned to critical feedback from 

others. Some theorists (e.g., Haselton, Nettle, & Andrews, 2005) have argued that these 

“errors” in judgment represent evidence of special design; that is, over evolutionary time, 

individuals who obsessed about obtaining a perfectly accurate picture of themselves as 

others see them would have balked at reproductive opportunities that the egotistic 

optimist would not have. More likely, however, these perceptual errors simply reflect 

shortcomings of an imperfect theory of mind system, which utilizes its own limited, 

source knowledge to estimate the epistemic states of others (see Royzman, Cassidy, & 

Baron, 2003).

8. The aims of an evolutionary approach and concluding summary
Like all psychologists, evolutionary psychologists are interested in constructs that 

are not directly observable, but must be inferred from psychological measurements 

(Schmitt & Pilcher, 2004). Psychologists consider a construct valid insofar as the 

theorized components of the construct (and their expected interrelations) are well 

articulated, can be reliably measured and empirically falsified, and are independently 

supported through converging lines of evidence (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). One 

common critique of evolutionary theories is that they are historically unverifiable. 

However, evolutionary psychologists do not stop at theorizing about the evolutionary 

processes (i.e., selection pressures) operating in the ancestral past. Instead, an 

evolutionary psychological perspective obtains its heuristic or predictive value from its

’2 One might envisage a fifth possibility: a negativity bias, which entails the converse of the positivity bias.

233



8. Future Directions

ability to generate abundant, falsifiable hypotheses about the structure and function of 

psychological processes in the here-and-now (Conway & Schaller, 2002; DeKay & Buss, 

1992).

In the present paper, I have argued that information-management mechanisms 

evolved as a result of the evolution of language (and theory of mind) and the problems 

imposed by referential communication, or more specifically “gossip.” The proposition 

that language was the principal cause of novel psychological mechanisms in human 

phytogeny is perhaps historically unverifiable. However, as I have shown, this 

assumption about the evolutionary past does generate novel testable hypotheses about 

contemporary psychological functioning, many of which obtained evidentiary support. 

Moreover, the proposed evolutionary perspective adds theoretical richness and 

conceptual utility to our understanding of human information-management behavior, in 

that it provides a second level of analysis—often missing from other psychological 

approaches—namely, the specification of the historical processes or evolutionary 

pressures that led to the emergence of specific, psychologically-mediated behaviors 

(Conway & Schaller, 2002).
The present evolutionary perspective (which I have heuristically referred to as 

“information management theory”) hypothesizes two categories of information- 

management mechanisms: transmission and retention mechanisms. In Chapter 1, I 

reviewed evidence for the existence of several subtypes of retention mechanisms. In 

Chapter 2, I found evidence for transmission mechanisms that respond to transmission 

cues by increasing altruistic behavior in proportion to the likelihood of social exposure of 

a given action. In Chapter 3,1 found evidence that human concealment is content-driven; 

that is, people exhibit psychological biases for keeping certain classes of personal 

information secret. Moreover, it appears that specific affective output (e.g., distress, 

shame) are generated by the information-retention system. Shame, in particular, appears 

to be linked to concealment behavior, both as a dispositional trait (Chapter 6) and 

temporary affective state (Chapter 7). Shame also seems to be a motivator of self- 

promotional behaviors, aimed at coping with temporary reputational setbacks (Chapter 

7). Finally, although I have argued that secrecy may have evolved as a panhuman 

adaptation, evidence suggests that individuals who have experienced prolonged or acute
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relational victimization (Chapter 4) or who are sensitive to rejection (Chapter 5) engage 

in maladaptive (i.e., chronic or habitual) forms of self-concealment.

In short, the present findings highlight the value of an evolutionary framework for 

organizing the study of human information management; however, only time will tell if 

such an approach continues to be empirically and scientifically useful.
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Appendices

Appendix A. Informed Consent
The informed consent form used in the exploratory study reported in Chapter 1 is shown 

below. Similar informed consent forms were used in all laboratory studies conducted by 

the author.
* * *

INFORMED CONSENT

Title: Managing Personal Information Questionnaire

Invcstigiitor(s): Jared Piazza, Postgraduate Student 
Jesse Bering, Ph.D., Faculty Advisor 
Queen’s University Belfast 
Institute of Cognition & Culture 
2 Fitzwilliam St.. Belfast BT7 INN

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of how people manage (i.e., 
communicate and conceal) information about themselves and others.

Description: This study involves a three-part questionnaire that should take anywhere from 30- 
60 minutes to complete depending on your personal pace and interest level. In each part you will 
be asked to first recall an event in your life and then answer some multiple-choice and some 
short-answer questions regarding the event without ever disclosing your name or the names of 
those involved. In Part A. you will be asked to recall an event involving a person you know who 
committed a social violation. In Part B, you will Ire asked to recall a time in your life when 
someone betrayed your confidence and disclosed a personal secret of yours to others. In Part C, 
you will be asked to think about a current secret that you are keeping. You will not be asked to 
disclose the secret. Instead, you will be asked questions about how you go about keeping the 
secret and your reasons for doing so.

Risks and Benefits: The only potential risks of this study are that you may be uncomfortable 
answering a question. However, if you are uncomfortable answering a particular question, it is 
your right as a participant to skip that question without any penalty. There are potential benefits 
for participating. Upon completion of the questionnaire, you w ill receive £5 cash.

Confidentiality: This research is completely anonymous. You will not be asked to write your 
name on the questionnaire, nor will your name be associated with your responses. Responses you 
provide during the course of this experiment will be kept strictly confidential and separate from 
the informed consent form. Furthermore, this information will not be shared with anyone outside 
of the research group and your name w ill never be used in reporting the results of the research.

Voluntary Participation: Your election to participate in this research is completely voluntary. 
You are free to withdraw from the study at any time and your decision to withdraw will bring you 
no negative consequences - no penalty you.

Informed Consent: I,____________________________________________ have read the description,
(PRINT NAME)

including the nature and purpose of the study, the procedures to be used, the potential risks, as well as the 
option to withdraw from the study at any time. Each of these items has been described to me and I have 
asked questions about anything I do not understand. The investigator has answered all my questions 
regarding the study and I believe I understand what I wall be doing. My signature below indicates that I 
freely agree to my participation in this experimental study.

Signature Date Date of Birth

If you would like to participate in future studies, please prov ide us w ith your 
email:
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Appendix B. Dictator Game Instrument
Participants in Study 1 of Chapter 2 made their economic decisions using the Dictator 

Game instrument depicted below. Distribution amounts were written inside the boxes.

* * *

Distribute the Participant U:

10 tokens:

oooooooooo
Allocator

(You)
Receiver

(Them)
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Appendix C. Third Party Punishment Game (TPG) 
instrument & Questions

The TPG instrument was provided to participants in Study 2 of Chapter 2 to help them 

understand the format of the third party punishment game. The TPG questions were 

administered after participants made their economic decision.

- TPG Instrument -

Basic Game Format:

\

Third-Partv
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- TPG Questions -

In a sentence or two, how did you go about making your decision? In other 
words, what factors influenced your decision and why did you make the 
decision that you did?

What emotion(s) did you experience when making your decision? (You can 
check more than one)

I I Anger O Anxiety EH Guilt EH Shame EH Excitement 

EH Righteousness EH Fear or worry EH Admiration EH Contempt 

EH Pride EH Outrage EH Envy EH None
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Appendix D. Factor Analysis of Relational Aggression 
Scale & Social Network Matrix

The information below includes the results of a principal components factor analysis of 

the relational aggression measures and the social network instrument used in the pilot 

study reported in Chapter 4. The relational aggression scale was comprised of 20 items 

adapted mainly from Bjorkqvist et al.’s (1992) Direct and Indirect Aggression Scale 

(DIAS), Bjorkqvist et al.’s (1994) scale of rational-appearing aggression, and Forrest et 

al/s (2005) Indirect Aggression Scale (IAS) to assess two indices of relational 

aggression: reputation manipulation (9 items; Factor 1) and social exclusion (11 items; 

Factor 2). The factor analysis (using Varimax rotation) mostly confirmed the two factor 

structure of the scale. The initial analysis revealed four components with eigenvalues 

greater than 1, explaining 66.9% of the total variance. However, Factors 3 and 4 

contained only two items each, and were therefore eliminated. The remaining Factors 1 

and 2 accounted for 52.6% of the total variance. Removing the items that failed to load to 

Factors 1 or 2 only slightly improved the internal reliability of the scales, which were 

already at an acceptable level (Cronbach’s a = .86, .87, respectively). Thus, the initial 20 
items were retained in the study. However, future studies may consider eliminating these 

items.

* * *
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- Factor Analysis of Relational Aggression Scale -

Item
Factor

1 2
1. Someone made up stories to get me in trouble .54 .20
2. Someone made negative comments about my appearance .47 .51
3. Someone spread rumors about me .84 .22
4. Someone gossiped about me behind my back .90 .14
6. Someone disclosed personal secrets I shared with them to 
others

M .30

8. Someone blackmailed me with personal information I 
disclosed to them

4)5 .16

16.1 was called names behind my back .74 .24
17. Someone lied about me to others .72 .30
18. Someone spread negative information about me to my 
friends

.73 .19

5. Someone told others not to associate with me .48 A6
7. Someone gathered others to their side against me .38 .68
9. Someone turned other people against me because of 
something I said

.45 .53

10. Someone made me feel that I don’t fit in .38 .53
11. Someone made other people not talk to me .25 .80
12. Someone intentionally embarrassed me around others .00 .32
13.1 was withheld information the rest of the group was let in .24 .72
on
14.1 was omitted from conversations on purpose .13 .78
15. Someone stopped talking to me .49 A4
19.1 was interrupted by someone on purpose .17 -.08
20.1 was purposefully left out of social activities .21 .85
Note. Factor 1 = Reputation Manipulation. Factor 2 = Social Exclusion. Figures in bold 
type illustrate the factor to which each item belongs. Figures underlined denote those 
items that theoretically belong to the subscale, but failed to load above .50.
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- Social Network Matrix Page 1 -

Part A

Instructions: List 10 people (friends or family) with whom you talk 
to on a regular basis (i.e., at least several hours a week), either face- 
to-face, over the telephone or over the Internet. List them in any 
order. To protect identities, use only the person’s initials. For 
example, if the person’s name is John Smith, write “JS” in the 
space provided. Also write down if they are a “friend” or “family 
member.” If you cannot come up with 10 people, that’s fine - just 
list as many people as possible that fit the above criteria. After you 
have listed 10 people, estimate the number of hours you spend 
talking to each person during the course of a week, and write it in 
the space provided. When you are done, turn the page.

Initials of contact

1._____________________________

2._____________________________

3. _____________

4. _____________

5. _____________

6. _____________________________

7._____________

8 _____________

9. _____________

10. _________________

Time spent talking

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

_______ hours in a week

[Continue to next page]
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- Social Network Matrix Page 2 -

Part A (continued)

Instructions: (1) Enter the initials of the 10 people (from previous 
page) across the top of the empty grid below (see ‘Example grid’). 
(2) In the same order, repeat step (1) down the left side of the grid 
(see ‘Example grid’). (3) Place an “X” at the intersection of people 
who personally know each other. In other words, if two people from 
your list are likely to talk to one another, mark the intersecting box 
with an “X.” For example, if DF is likely to talk to JM, put an ‘‘X” in 
both boxes where DF and JM intersect (see ‘Example grid’). Do this 
for every person.

Example grid:

- JD BM IL DF JM TF PH WB JP SC
JD
BM - - - - - - - - -

IL - - - - - - - -

DF - - - - - - -

JM X - - - - - -

TF - - - - -

PH - - - -

WB - - -

JP - -

SC -

[Continue to Part B when finished]
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Appendix E. Online Informed Consent
The following items are screen shots of the informed consent forms used in the online 

studies reported in Chapter 5. Similar forms were used in all online studies conducted by 

the author. Because participants’ signatures could not be obtained online, a modified 

informed consent procedure was used following the ethical guidelines outlined by 

Internet researchers, including having a ‘withdraw’ button visible at all times, which 

allowed participants to exit the study, assuring participants of the confidentiality of their 

responses, and having participants declare their legal age (see Hewson, 2003).

- Informed Consent Screen 1 -

Description of Study

Please read the description of the study and give your Informed consent (on the next page) before beginning the 
questionnaire.

Description: This study is an investigation into people's affective reactions to various 
interpersonal events. The questionnaire contains eight two-item questions about how you 
would likely respond to various hypothetical interpersonal events. This questionnaire is 
preceded by a demographics questionnaire and questions about Internet use.

Confidentiality: This research is completely anonymous. You will not be asked to provide your 
name. Responses you provide during the course of this experiment will be kept strictly 
confidential.

Risks and Benefits: There are no Inherent risks or benefits to participating In this study 
beyond the contribution you will be making to cumulative psychological science. If you are 
uncomfortable answering a question, you may select the "I prefer not to say” option.

Voluntary Participation: Your election to participate in this research is completely voluntary.
You are free to withdraw from the study at any time and your decision to withdraw will bring 
you no negative consequences - no penalty to you.

Consent: If you agree to participate in the study, AND YOU ARE EIGHTEEN OR OLDER, please 
proceed with the study.

Investigate rs:
Jared Piazza, PhD Candidate 
jpiazza024bqub.ac.uk 
Institute of Cognition & Culture 
Queen's University, Belfast 
2-4 Fitzwilllam St.
BT7INN

This study has been approved by The History and Anthropology Research Ethics Committee 
(REC) at Queen's University, Belfast.
Contact: Ms Frances Mercer,School Manager and Ethics Review Coordinator, History and 
Anthropology, QUB, 15 University Square, Belfast, Northern Ireland UK 
Ph 044 028 9097 3434 
f. mereerQOq ub. ac. uk 
Office: 028 9097 13 12

Research Supervisor:
Jesse M. Bering, PhD, Institute Director
j. beringgbqub.ac. uk
Office: +44 (0)28 9097 1170

- Informed Consent Screen 2 -

Informed Consent - Please Read!!!!

By continuing to the next page you are declaring:
- that you have read the description of the study on the previous page,
- that you are Informed about the study,
- that you are at least 18 years-of-age,
- and that you have given your consent to participate.
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Appendix F. Adult Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire
(ARSQ)

The following are screen shots of the online version of Downey’s (2008) 9-item Adult 

Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (ARSQ) used in the studies reported in Chapter 5.

- ARSQ Screen 1 -

Part 2 - Main Questionnaire

The items below describe situations In which people sometimes ask things of others. For each Item, Imagine that you 
are In the situation, and then answer the questions that follow it.

11. You ask your parents or another family member for a loan to help you through a 
difficult financial time.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not your family would want to 
help you?

b) I would expect that they would agree to help as much as they can.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

o oooo o 
o oooo o

12. You approach a close friend to talk after doing or saying something that seriously 
upset him/her.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not your friend would want to 
talk with you?

b) I would expect that he/she would want to talk with me to try to work things out.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/
very unlikely very likely

o OOOO o
o oooo o

13. You bring up the issue of sexual protection with your significant other and tell
him/her how important you think it is.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over his/her reaction?

b) I would expect that he/she would be willing to discuss our possible options without 
getting defensive.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

o oooo o o oooo o
14. You ask your supervisor for help with a problem you have been having at work.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not the person would want to 
help you?

b) I would expect that he/she would want to try to help me out.

o oooo o 
o oooo o

15. After a bitter argument, you call or approach your significant other because you 
want to make up.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not your significant other would 
want to make up with you?

b) I would expect that he/she would be at least as eager to make up as I would be.

o
o

oooo o 
oooo o
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- ARSQ Screen 2 -

16. You ask your parents or other family members to come to an occasion important 
to you.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not they would want to come?

b) I would expect that they would want to come.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/
very unlikely very likely

o oooo o 
o oooo o

17. At a party, you notice someone on the other side of the room that you'd like to 
get to know, and you approach him or her to try to start a conversation.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not the person would want to 
talk with you?

b) I would expect that he/she would want to talk with me.

o OOOO o
o oooo o

18. Lately you've been noticing some distance between yourself and your significant 
other, and you ask him/her if there is something wrong.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not he/she still loves you and 
wants to be with you?
b) I would expect that he/she show sincere love and commitment to our relationship no 
matter what else may be going on.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/
very unlikely very likely

o OOOO o
o oooo o

19. You call a friend when there is something on your mind that you feel you really 
need to talk about.

a) How concerned or anxious would you be over whether or not your friend would want to 
listen?

b) I would expect that he/she would listen and support me.

1 - very 6 - very
unconcerned/ 2345 concerned/ 
very unlikely very likely

o oooo o 
o oooo o
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Appendix G. Public Display Instrument

The pencil-and-paper version of the public display instrument used in the study reported 

in Chapter 6 appears below.
* * *

Question 2a Have you ever displayed your work in a public forum (for example, 
performed before a live audience, displayed work in a gallery or exhibition, or had work 
published in a book or journal)? (Circle the number on the scale that best answers the 
question for you: 1 = never, 11 = frequently)

123456789 10 11
Never Occasionally Frequently

Question 2b In the space provided, please describe in what manner your work has been 
displayed in public (examples are given in Question 2a).

(Space for response was provided here]

Question 3a - Have you ever received public attention or recognition for your work (for 
example, had news/media coverage or received awards for your work)?

123456789 10 11
Never Occasionally Frequently

Question 3b In the space provided, please describe in what manner your work has 
received public attention or recognition (examples are given in Question 3a).

[Space for response was provided here]
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Appendix H. Personal Talent Questionnaire
The following is a screen shot of the Personal Talent Questionnaire used in Study 1, 

reported in Chapter 7.
* * *

Answer the following questions:

* 1. Think about a skill or talent that you are best known for, then categorize 
the skill/talent by selecting one of the following choices:

Academics

Athletics

Music

Parenting or homemaking 

Performance arts (drama, dance, etc) 

o Professional skill

Trade or technical skill

Visual arts (photography, painting, film, etc)

Writing

* 2. How satisfied are you with the amount of time you put into developing 
your skill/talent (from question 2)?

3 - Mostly
1 - Not all

, J 2 not
satisfied , .

satisfied
4

5 - Fairly
satisfied

6
7 - Mostly
satisfied

8
9 - Very
satisfied

iam o o o o o o o o o
* 3. Rate the quality of your performance/the work that you do related to 

your skill/talent.
5 - 7 - Mostly 9 - Very

1 - Very 2 3 - Mostly
low quality low quality

4 Average
quality

6 high
quality

8 high
quality

My performance/work
is... o o o o o o

* 4. How do you rank compared to others who share your
1 - I rank 5 - I rank

skill/talent?
9 - I rank

far below 2 3
others

4 about
average

6 7 8 far above
othersirank o o o

* 5. How unique is your skill/talent?
1 - Not at

o o
5 -

o o o o
9 - Very

n 2 3all unique
4 Somewhat

unique
6 7 8

unique

My skill/talent is... o o o o o O
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Appendix I. PANAS Scales - Short Form

The short form of the Positive Affect and Negative Affect scales (PANAS; Watson, 

Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), which is comprised of 10 negative and 10 positive affect terms, 

was used in the pilot study reported in Chapter 7. Participants were asked to report how

they felt at the present moment.

* * *

Please read: This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and 
emotions. Read each and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. 
Indicate to what extent you feel this way RIGHT NOW, that is, at the present moment. 
Use the following scale to record your answers.

1 2 
very slightly a little

3 4 5
moderately quite a bit extremely

interested irritable

distressed alert

excited ashamed

upset inspired

strong nervous

guilty determined

scared attentive

hostile jittery

enthusiastic active

proud afraid
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Appendix J. Post-Experiment Questions
Participants answered the following 7 items after finishing the creative task in Study 3 of 

Chapter 7. The first item assessed level of effort satisfaction. The remaining items were 

used to assess participants' explicit self-promotion, following the creative task. However, 

three items (2-3, 5) were dropped, due to insufficient internal reliability. The remaining 

items (4, 6-7) had an acceptable internal reliability (Cronbach’s a = .72).

* * *

Instructions: On a 9-point scale, rate how much you agree with the following statements 
(1 = strongly disagree, 3 = disagree, 5 = neither agree nor disagree, 7 = agree, 9 = 
strongly agree):

1. I am satisfied with the amount of effort I put into the creative task.

123456789 
Strongly Disagree Neither Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree

2. I have no doubt that my creation will be among the top ten selected.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Strongly Disagree Neither
Disagree

Agree Strongly
Agree

3. My creation is not original or unique.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Strongly Disagree Neither
Disagree

Agree Strongly
Agree

4.1 consider myself to be a creative person.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Strongly Disagree Neither
Disagree

Agree Strongly
Agree

5. My skills and talents are not different from my friends.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Strongly Disagree Neither
Disagree

Agree Strongly
Agree
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6.1 personally place a high value on new ideas and creative thinking.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Strongly Disagree Neither Agree
Disagree

7. Others value me for my individuality and my unique perspective.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Strongly Disagree Neither Agree
Disagree

9
Strongly
Agree

9
Strongly
Agree
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Appendix K. Sculpture Examples
Examples of sculptures coded as (a) representational and (b) nonrepresentational; 

examples of sculptures depicting (c) social engagement themes and (d) social 

disengagement themes (see Chapter 7, Study 3).

***

(a) Representational

V 1 ■ i

(b) Nonreipresentational
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(c) Social Engagement Theme

(d) Social Disengagement Theme


