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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
Shame is the emotion that deals with our notion of self. It arises 

when we make mistakes that reveal some negative aspect of who we are; 
when we perform poorly, fail to meet our own or others’ expectations, 
or behave role-inappropriately (Keltner & Buswell, 1996). Experiences of 
shame involve feelings of being small, incompetent, and worthless, and 
feeling like you could sink through the floor and wanting to disappear 
(Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Because shame directly relates to how we 
feel about ourselves, it is one of the most painful and intense emotions 
(Lewis, 1971). The nature of shame as the principal emotion concerning 
the self may lead to the conclusion that this emotion holds few secrets 
for us. However, nothing would be further from the truth.  

A look at the empirical work on shame quickly shows that 
shame is a rather complex emotion. For example, shame can arise for 
severe moral mistakes (such as stealing money from the elderly), but also 
for less serious social mistakes (such as arriving underdressed at a 
cousin’s formal wedding), and even for mistakes in performance (such as 
flunking a driver’s test for the fourth time, Keltner & Buswell, 1996; 
Sabini, Garvey, & Hall, 2001). Shame can be felt privately (Tangney, 
Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996), but can also increase in intensity with 
increasing public exposure (Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 2002). 
Probably the most striking example of its complexity is the fact that 
shame – the prototypical emotion that deals with the self – can be 
experienced for the mistakes of other people (e.g. Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, 
Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). These examples illustrate the complex nature 
of shame. The question is to what extent separate accounts are necessary 
for different instances of shame or whether all findings can be 
understood from a single, underlying principle. This thesis proposes the 
latter.  

 

 

A Short History of Shame 

 

From the earliest scientific writings on shame, the self has been 
identified as a central concern of this emotion. Early scholars, such as 
Darwin (1872), Bain (1875), and Sartre (1956), approached shame mainly 
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from a social perspective. Shame was argued to occur in reaction to 
negative evaluations of the self by others. Thus, shame was said to arise 
in response to how other people see us. Yet over time, the emphasis 
shifted from shame’s social nature to shame’s personal, internal nature. 
Piers and Singer (1953) and Tomkins (1963) argued that shame involved 
an internal disapproval of the self by the self. Shame was said to arise in 
response to internal discrepancies between on the one hand how people 
feel they should be and on the other hand how people perceive 
themselves to actually be. In 1971, Lewis definitely established this view 
by labeling shame a self-conscious emotion. According to her, the main 
source of shame was not so much public exposure, but rather the 
exposure of personal shortcomings before the self. In a similar vein, 
Izard (1977) argued that shame arises in response to people’s own 
negative self-evaluations. 

Contemporary research on shame builds mainly on Tangney’s 
extended theoretical and empirical work on shame as a self-conscious 
emotion (e.g., Tangney, 1990, 1991; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney 
& Fischer, 1995). Experiences of shame were found to involve people 
wanting to undo aspects of who they were (Niedenthal, Tangney, & 
Gavanski, 1994). It was also found that shame, traditionally thought of as 
typically arising in public situations (Ausubel, 1955; Benedict, 1946), was 
actually frequently experienced in private situations (Tangney et al., 
1996). Furthermore, shame was found to be distinct from both guilt and 
embarrassment. It could be distinguished from these two closely related 
emotions both in terms of antecedents and experiences and in terms of 
its associations with other aspects of psychological functioning, most 
notably maladaptive behaviors (for an overview Tangney & Dearing, 
2002). 

Research has also focused on the behavioral consequences of 
shame. Shame has often been argued to motivate people to withdraw 
from the shameful situation and to hide from others (Lindsay-Hartz, De 
Rivera, & Mascolo, 1995; Tangney & Fischer, 1995). This view of shame 
as a maladaptive emotion was mainly corroborated by studies of shame-
proneness, revealing that the propensity to experience shame is 
associated with a range of negative psychological consequences (for an 
overview Tangney & Fisher, 1995). Recent research has shown that 
shame can also have beneficial consequences. It was argued that shame 
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might lead to withdrawal so that people could behave self-sufficiently in 
order to deal with the threatened self (Chao, Cheng, & Chiou, 2011). De 
Hooge, Breugelmans, and Zeelenberg (2008) found that shame can even 
lead to pro-social approach behaviors in order to restore the threatened 
self. Only when restoring the self is too risky did shame motivate 
withdrawal behavior in order to protect the self from further damage 
(De Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2010, 2011). 

So, it can be concluded that knowledge concerning shame, its 
antecedents, experiences, and consequences has accumulated over the 
past decades. Yet, the final word on this emotion has not yet been said. 
Though most researchers agree about the centrality of the self in shame, 
our understanding of this emotion is obscured by the question whether 
shame is about one’s own or other people’s devaluation of the self, by 
the unclear role of public exposure, and by the apparent inconsistencies 
in the behavioral consequences of shame. This thesis aims to integrate 
these seemingly contradictory findings by focusing on the threatened 
self-image as the core concern of shame. Experiences of vicarious shame 
– in which self-conscious shame is experienced for others – are studied to 
gain more insight in the fundamental processes of shame. Furthermore, a 
model of shame is forwarded to accommodate a wide range of instances 
and manifestations of this emotion. If successful, this approach would 
not only increase our understanding of shame, but it would also have 
important consequences for discrete emotion theories, for the 
functionality of emotions, and for theories on vicarious emotions. 

 

 

Discrete Emotion Theories 

 

 Emotions can be approached from different angles; for example, 
through affective dimensions, expressions, physiological correlates, or 
linguistic categorizations. A currently popular approach is to see 
emotions as discrete psychological phenomena, each differentiated from 
each other through their unique effects on behavior. For long, 
researchers have sought for the essential element that could distinguish 
among the different emotions (Breugelmans & Poortinga, 2006). 
Nowadays, most researchers take a more pragmatic perspective, 
assuming that there is not one single element to differentiate among all 



12 
 

emotions. Instead, contemporary emotion theories take a componential 
approach, implying that in order to understand emotions we should look 
at changes in several components at once (Scherer, 1984). Thus, the full 
phenomenological experience (comprising appraisals, expressions, bodily 
arousal, motivational goals, as well as action tendencies) should be taken 
into account when trying to disentangle emotions (Lazarus, 1991; 
Mesquita, Frijda, & Scherer, 1997; Roseman, 1994). The communality of 
these experiences can be captured in a single, central concern (Frijda, 
1986). When situations are appraised as threatening or satisfying this 
concern an emotion arises. Hence, the elicitation of a specific emotion 
signals that a specific concern is at stake.  

The strength of discrete emotion theories lies in the assumption 
that every emotion can motivate behavior according to its own central 
concern. Emotions prioritize behavior in order to deal with the specific 
concern at stake (Frijda, 1986, 1988; Zeelenberg, Nelissen, Breugelmans, 
& Pieters, 2008; Zeelenberg & Pieters, 2006). The consequence of this 
view is that knowing the central concern of the emotion means 
understanding ensuing emotion-driven behaviors. However, such ideas 
have not gone undisputed.  

Some approaches do not concur with such functional emotion-
behavior links as proposed by discrete emotion theory. For example, 
approaches using core affect – explaining emotions according to two bi-
polar dimensions – pose that specific emotions do not represent discrete 
psychological phenomena (Russell, 2003; Russell & Feldman Barrett, 
1999). Findings that emotions do not always map one-to-one to behavior 
also seem to challenge the usefulness of discrete emotion theory 
(Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, & Zhang, 2007; Frijda & Zeelenberg, 2001). 
This begs for a test of discrete emotion theory. I propose that shame is 
the prime candidate for such a test.  

Because shame has multiple antecedents, different 
manifestations, and divergent consequences, understanding how all of 
these relate to the same central concern would provide strong validation 
of discrete emotion theory. As mentioned above, shame has been both 
associated with withdrawal behaviors (Lindsay-Hartz et al., 1995; 
Tangney & Fischer, 1995) and approach behaviors (De Hooge, 
Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2008), illustrating perfectly that divergent 
actions can be motivated by the same emotion. Following a discrete 
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emotion approach, our understanding of behaviors following from 
shame starts at its central concern, which in shame is a threatened self 
(Lewis, 1971). When this central concern can reliably explain different 
antecedent, experiences, and behaviors associated with shame, this would 
make a strong case for discrete emotion theory. There are many more 
emotions in the field that are still not yet fully understood. Solving the 
puzzle for such an intricate emotion as shame may guide efforts into 
understanding these others emotions as well.  

 
 

Vicarious Shame 

 

Vicarious shame refers to all instances of shame that we 
experience for the behavior of others, irrespective of how we behaved 
ourselves; someone else makes a shameful mistake and we feel ashamed. 
The existence of vicarious shame seems puzzling: shame is a self-conscious 

emotion but it can also be experienced vicariously over the behavior of 
others. The question is how to make sense of this. Building upon shame’s 
central concern this would boil down to the question of how the 
behavior of others can bring about a self-threat. In the literature, two 
distinct processes can be identified that describe how shame for 
someone else can arise: empathic perspective taking and social identity 
threat, eliciting respectively empathic shame and group-based shame. 

 
 Empathic Shame. Cognitive empathy is one process that 
enables us to experience emotions for other people. When we 
empathically take someone else’s perspective, we can experience 
emotions as if we ourselves actually are in that person’s situation 
(Batson, 2011; Davis, 1994). Perspective taking has been studied mostly 
in relation to general affects such as (other-focused) empathic concern 
and (self-focused) personal distress (Batson et al., 1989; Batson, Early, & 
Salvarani, 1997; Betancourt, 1990; Davis, 1983; Schaller & Cialdini, 1988; 
Stotland, 1969), but theoretically every emotion could be experienced 
vicariously. Work on discrete empathic emotions is still rare. Emotions 
that have been studies are empathic anger and empathic embarrassment 
(e.g., Batson et al., 2007; Hawk, Fischer, & Van Kleef, 2011; Miller, 1987; 
Stocks, Lishner, Waits, & Downum, 2011). Until now, no research on 
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empathic shame has been done, although this is exactly the emotion that 
can demonstrate the strength of our empathic abilities.  

If this thesis can reveal that people can also empathically 
experience self-conscious shame for others – perhaps even strangers – 
then this demonstrates how social our emotional lives actually are. 
Moreover, this would imply that current emotion theory can be 
extended; emotions do not only arise in response to people’s own 
concerns but also in response to empathically felt concerns. Specifically, 
this condensates into questions about how the self can exactly be 
threatened in empathic shame and – perhaps more interestingly – how 
this self-threat is dealt with. 

 
Group-based Shame. Another process that can lead people to 

experience emotions for others is group membership. In recent years, 
the research on group-based emotions (also referred to as collective or 
vicarious emotions) has increased considerably. The main assumption of 
group-based emotions is that when people identify with a group, the 
group becomes internalized and part of one’s identity (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979). This so-called social identity enables people to experience 
emotions on behalf of the group (or its members) (Mackie, Silver, & 
Smith, 2004). Studies on group-based guilt have indeed demonstrated 
social identity to be the underlying process (e.g., Branscombe & Doosje, 
2004; Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998). Specifically, 
group-based shame reacts in response to being confronted with flawed 
aspects of one’s social identity. It can be experienced for specific ingroup 
members (Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004; Lickel et al., 2005) and 
for groups as a whole (i.e., like national groups and even temporary 
groups, Brown, González, Zagefka, Manzi, & Čehajić, 2008; Iyer, 
Schmader, & Lickel, 2007). However, it is still unclear what exactly 
happens to the self in experiences of group-based shame. 

When trying to apply the central concern of a threatened self to 
group-based shame, one encounters some problems. It is unclear 
whether the misbehavior of group members affect the way we think 
about ourselves similarly as our own misbehaviors would. If the self is 
differently affected in group-based shame than in regular shame, does 
this then mean that group-based shame is a different emotion than 
shame (see Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2009)? Or perhaps group-based 
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shame too can be incorporated into a parsimonious model of shame. 
The answer to this question does not only benefit theories of shame, but 
also theories of group-based emotions. If group-based manifestations of 
shame can be integrated into the same single model of shame, this means 
that also group-based emotions can be understood using a discrete 
emotion framework.  

In general, studying vicarious shame can increase our 
understanding of shame. It helps us to better comprehend shame via its 
central concern of a self threat. When the two routes to vicarious shame 
– empathic perspective taking and social identity threat – are distinct 
processes leading to shame, they might also affect the central concern 
differently. Accordingly, each process might have its own emotional 
antecedents, phenomenological experiences, and behavioral 
consequences. Understanding how the emotional correlates of both 
types of vicarious shame can be explained and integrated into one model 
using shame’s central concern, would solve the confusion of self-
conscious shame being experienced for others. Additionally, studying 
vicarious shame can teach us about more about the processes that enable 
us to experience emotions for others and it can teach us how vicarious 
emotions can motivate behavior in ourselves.  

 
 

Explaining Shame 

 

In this thesis I will explain how the divergent findings on shame 
can be understood from a single, underlying principle: the central 
concern of a self-threat. In the next four chapters, a series of 18 studies 
will reveal how various antecedents, experiences and consequences of 
shame can be understood from a single, central concern. The empirical 
chapters are based on individual papers that have been published or that 
have been submitted for publication. I have chosen to keep the “we” in 
these chapters, instead of using “I” because the original papers were 
coauthored. All chapters were designed in such a way that they can be 
read individually, explaining the partial overlap between chapters. Below, 
I summarize these chapters to show the reader what can be expected in 
the remainder of this thesis. 
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Chapter 2. This chapter investigates two routes leading to a self-
threat caused by someone else. In these studies the antecedents and 
experiences of two types of vicarious shame are identified. It is revealed 
that both empathic perspective taking and social identity threat can lead 
to a self-threat. The variation in the subsequent experience of empathic 
shame and group-based shame is described and explained using the 
specific self-threat. This chapter provides the first insights into how 
types of vicarious shame could be integrated into a general account of 
shame.  

 
Chapter 3. This chapter focuses on the process and the 

functionality of empathic shame. Specifically, it investigates why people 
are able to experience this painful emotion for the mistakes of strangers. 
The process of empathic perspective taking is unraveled and a learning 
function of empathic shame is put to the test; the studies investigate 
whether people, when they have just experienced empathic shame for 
another’s mistakes, behave in ways to avoid making similar shameful 
mistakes themselves. This chapter demonstrates that empathic shame is 
functional in serving people’s own concerns. 

 
Chapter 4. In this chapter the central concern of shame is 

investigated. Several ambiguities in the shame literature are identified that 
obscure the relation between the self and shame. A model of shame is 
proposed to solve these confusions. The model suggests that the self can 
be threatened by two sources, a personal source and a social source. 
Consequently, it can explain how shame can involve both personal and 
social self-devaluations and what the exact role of public exposure is. 
Furthermore, the process of group-based shame (in this chapter referred 
to as vicarious shame) is incorporated into the model. 

 
Chapter 5. This chapter investigates the functionality of shame 

and group-based shame (referred to as vicarious shame in this chapter). 
The argument is made that by studying the interaction between shame’s 
central concern and the context, behaviors ensuing from different 
instances of shame can be understood and predicted. This chapter 
provides insights into the shame-behavior link by using the threatened 
self as a starting point.  
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Finally, in Chapter 6 the empirical findings from the previous 

chapters are combined into a parsimonious view of shame. General 
conclusions are drawn regarding shame’s key principles – its concern, its 
experience, and its behavioral consequences. The model of shame 
proposed in Chapter 4 is discussed in the light of all the findings, 
illustrating how instances of shame can be integrated using the core 
elements of the emotion. Implications for discrete emotion theory, the 
functionality of emotions, and vicarious emotions theory are discussed 
and promising research topics for future shame research are identified. 
With this thesis, I hope to contribute to our understanding of this 
fascinating emotion by showing that shame is not as complex as it might 
have seemed.  
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Chapter 2 

Vicarious Shame 

 

In this chapter an account of vicarious shame is examined that explains 
how people can experience this self-conscious emotion for the behavior 
of another person. Two divergent processes have been forwarded to 
explain how another’s behavior links to the self. The group-based 
emotion account explains vicarious shame in terms of an ingroup 
member threatening one’s social identity by behaving shamefully. The 
empathy account explains vicarious shame in terms of empathic 
perspective taking; people imagine themselves in another’s shameful 
behavior. In three studies using autobiographical recall and experimental 
inductions, it is revealed that both processes can explain why vicarious 
shame arises in different situations, what variation can be observed in the 
experience of vicarious shame, and how all vicarious shame can be 
related to a threat to the self. Results are integrated in a functional 
account of shame. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on: Welten, S. C. M., Zeelenberg, M., & Breugelmans, 
S. M. (2011). Vicarious shame. Cognition & Emotion, in press. 
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Chapter 2: Vicarious Shame 

Shame is a self-conscious emotion, arising when people evaluate 
themselves negatively (Tangney, 1991). People can feel shame over a 
variety of actions, such as performing poorly, failing to meet personal 
standards, or showing role-inappropriate behavior (Keltner & Buswell, 
1996). Common to all shame experiences is the centrality of the self. 
Shame makes people focus on their threatened self-image (De Hooge, 
Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2008; De Hooge, Zeelenberg, & 
Breugelmans, 2010; H. B. Lewis, 1971). There is ample empirical 
evidence supporting the view that shame is the self-conscious emotion par 
excellence (M. Lewis, 2000). Hence, it is intriguing that shame can arise 
not only from the evaluation of one’s own behavior, but also from the 
evaluation of other people’s behavior. Put differently, people can feel 
shame vicariously.  

Vicarious shame refers to all instances of shame that people 
experience for the behavior of others, irrespective of how they behaved 
themselves. The existence of vicarious shame may seem puzzling 
because it implies that we experience a self-conscious emotion over the 
wrongful behavior of someone else. The other person is thus the object 
of the emotion, which contrasts strongly with the typical shame 
experience where the self is the object. If we accept the centrality of the 
self in the experience of shame, a process is required that connects the 
behavior of others to one’s own self-concept. In our reading, the current 
literature puts forward two very different processes for linking a person’s 
self-concept to other people’s behavior. In this chapter we try to 
integrate both processes into a single account of vicarious shame, 
thereby combining these hitherto separate lines of research. We present 
data revealing that two processes can independently lead to experiences 
of vicarious shame (Study 2.1), that these processes can explain why 
experiences of vicarious shame emerge in very distinct situations (Study 
2.2), and how there can be distinct experiences of vicarious shame that 
nevertheless all relate to the notion of the self (Study 2.3). Let us now 
elaborate on those two processes that link the shameful behavior of 
others to the self and thereby elicit shame vicariously.  

The first process is social identity threat. The social groups that 
people belong to and identify with can shape their self-image (Tajfel & 
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Turner, 1979). When people identify with groups, emotions can be 
experienced on their behalf (Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 2004). In such 
group-based emotions, people’s self-concept is affected via their social 
identity. This process has been amply demonstrated in studies of group-
based guilt, where sharing a social identity with a transgressor group 
leads to vicarious experiences of guilt (e.g., Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, 
& Manstead, 1998). Research on group-based shame has shown that shame 
can indeed arise when the actions of the ingroup confirm or reveal a 
flawed aspect of people’s social identity (Brown, González, Zagefka, 
Manzi, & Čehajić, 2008; Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004; Lickel, 
Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005).  

The second process leading to vicarious shame is cognitive 
empathy. When people take another person’s perspective they can 
experience emotions as if they were in that situation themselves (Batson, 
2011; Davis, 1994). This process has been demonstrated in studies of 
empathic anger and empathic embarrassment, where imagining oneself 
in another’s situation leads to vicarious experiences of the emotion 
relevant to the other’s situation (Batson et al., 2007; Miller, 1987; Stocks, 
Lishner, Waits, & Downum, 2011). Generalizing this reasoning to 
empathic shame, people’s self should be affected by the shameful actions of 
others because – through perspective taking – they experience an 
imagined self-threat.  

The literature thus documented the existence of vicarious 
shame, but offers different explanations for how and why this emotion is 
elicited. Social identity and cognitive empathy seem both plausible as 
underlying processes but, interestingly, they also suggest very different 
antecedents of vicarious shame. This raises the following questions: Do 
social identity threat and empathic perspective taking both lead to 
different experiences of vicarious shame, or are they two routes that lead 
to the same emotion?  

In order to understand vicarious shame, it seems sensible to start 
with regular (non-vicarious) shame. The core concern of shame is a 
negative focus on one’s notion of self (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Thus, 
we could expect that any type of vicarious shame also involves a threat 
to the self. Both accounts are compatible with this perspective. People’s 
social identity can be threatened by the bad behavior of an ingroup 
member (e.g., seeing a colleague giving a very bad presentation at a 
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conference that may reflect badly upon them), but people may also 
experience an imagined self-threat if they empathically put themselves in 
another’s position (e.g., imagining how they would feel if they were 
standing on stage giving a bad presentation). Both are thus plausible 
processes linking the behavior of others to one’s self. Because of their 
distinct nature, however, we expect both processes to be (1) independent 
predictors of vicarious shame, (2) related to different antecedent events, 
and (3) associated with distinct phenomenological experiences. These 
expectations were tested in three studies. 

Study 2.1 examined whether social identity threat and empathy 
could be independent predictors of naturally occurring experiences of 
vicarious shame. Participants’ free recalls of vicarious shame experiences 
were first coded as relating to familiar or non-familiar others who elicited 
the vicarious shame (hereafter named “transgressor”). The type of 
transgressor could be a moderating factor of the type of vicarious shame 
that was experienced. In situations with familiar transgressors, one’s 
social identity is typically shared so social identity threat may lead to 
vicarious shame. In situations with non-familiar transgressors, one’s 
social identity mostly is not shared so empathy may lead to vicarious 
shame. To test these expectations we related the intensity of vicarious 
shame to the extent that the participants’ identity was threatened by the 
transgressor and to the extent that the participants took the perspective 
of the transgressor. We expected that social identity threat would mainly 
predict vicarious shame for familiar transgressors and that empathy 
would mainly predict vicarious shame for non-familiar transgressors. 

Study 2.2 experimentally manipulated whether a transgressor 
was an ingroup or outgroup member and assessed identity threat and 
empathy. We again expected vicarious shame to be elicited by social 
identity threat in the ingroup condition and by empathic perspective 
taking in the outgroup condition. Sharing an identity with ingroup 
transgressors allows for the behavior to reflect badly upon the self; with 
outgroup transgressors no identity is shared, so only empathy can lead to 
vicarious shame. 

Study 2.3 investigated whether social identity threat and empathy 
would lead to distinct experiences of vicarious shame. Participants 
recalled personal experiences of vicarious shame and rated them on 
different emotion components: feelings, thoughts, and action tendencies 
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(e.g., Breugelmans & Poortinga, 2006; Frijda, 1986; Roseman, Wiest, & 
Swartz, 1994; Zeelenberg & Breugelmans, 2008). Based on the type of 
self-threat, we expected group-based social identity shame to be 
characterized by concerns about the other harming one’s own social 
identity, as well as by negative feelings about the transgressor and 
aversive behavioral tendencies towards the transgressor. The threat 
experienced by damage to a person’s social identity can result in a 
negative attitude towards the perpetrator of that threat: the transgressor. 
Empathic shame was expected to be characterized by empathizing with 
the other’s negative situation and positive behavioral tendencies. The 
threat experienced by imaginary damage to a person’s self-esteem can 
help to understand the transgressor’s shameful position, resulting in a 
positive attitude towards the transgressor. 

 
 

Study 2.1 

 

Method. Visitors of the Tilburg University Alumni Day (59 
females, 80 males, Mage = 25.59, SD = 6.39) participated voluntary by 
filling out a short questionnaire. Participants read: “This study is about 
the shame that we feel over other people’s behavior. This is what we call 
vicarious shame [in Dutch: plaatsvervangende schaamte]. Please recall an 
event in which you felt ashamed over the behavior of someone else.” 
Participants provided a short description of the situation and indicated 
how much social identity threat, how much empathy, and how much 
shame they experienced (all questions were to be answered on 7-point 
scales, with 1 = not at all and 7 = a lot). Social identity threat was 
measured by two items: “The behavior of the other reflected badly upon 
me”, and “The other’s behavior made me look bad”, r = .61, p < .001. 
Empathy was measured by two items: “I imagined myself in the other 
person’s situation”, and “I thought how painful it would be to be in the 
other person’s shoes”, r = .60, p < .001. Shame was measured by two 
items: “I felt ashamed” and “I felt awkward”, r = .47, p < .001. Situations 
were coded as having a familiar or non-familiar transgressor. This 
resulted in 84 familiar and 55 non-familiar situations.  
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Results. Participants clearly experienced shame, both with 
familiar (M = 5.05, SD = 0.98) and non-familiar others (M = 4.69, SD = 
1.32), though this was slightly more intense with familiar transgressors, 
F(1, 137) = 3.34, p = .070,  η2 = .02. In order to examine whether 
vicarious shame was differentially associated with the two processes we 
regressed shame on Transgressor (0 = non-familiar, 1 = familiar), Social 
Identity Threat, Empathy (both variables mean centered) and the 
interaction terms Social Identity Threat × Transgressor and Empathy × 
Transgressor. There was no main effect for Transgressor (β = .14, p = 
.078). There was a main effect for Social Identity Threat (β = .21, p = 
.059), which was not qualified by a Social Identity Threat × Transgressor 
interaction effect (β = .11, p = .350). There was also a main effect for 
Empathy (β = .32, p = .013), which was qualified by a significant 
Empathy × Transgressor interaction (β = -.34, p = .008), R2= .16, F(5, 
132) = 5.17, p < .001. Thus, depending on transgressor familiarity, 
shame was differentially predicted by Empathy, warranting separate 
regression analyses for different transgressors. Social Identity Threat and 
Empathy were significantly correlated (r = -.214, p = .012) requiring to 
control for Social Identity Threat when studying the true effects of 
Empathy on shame. Therefore, both variables were entered as predictors 
in the following regression analyses on shame for the different 
transgressors. 

For the familiar transgressor, Social Identity Threat predicted 
shame (β = .37, p = .001) and Empathy did not (β = -.15, p = .168), R2= 
.19, F(2, 80) = 9.22, p < .001. The opposite pattern was found for the 
non-familiar transgressor, R2= .11, F(2, 52) = 3.04, p = .056. Empathy 
predicted shame (β = .28, p = .040), while Social Identity Threat did not 
(β = .21, p = .118). Simple slope analyses on shame were performed for 
the different transgressors with low and high scores on Empathy and 
Social Identity Threat. To estimate the regression lines, data points were 
selected 1 standard deviation above and below the standardized means 
(cf. Aiken & West, 1991). Figure 2.1 shows that vicarious shame 
increased when people reported a transgression of a non-familiar other 
and they scored higher on Empathy, p = .013. This was not the case for 
familiar others, p = .240. Figure 2.2 shows that when people scored 
higher on Social Identity Threat, vicarious shame increased, irrespective 
of whether the transgressor is familiar, p = .003, or not, p = .059. This 
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confirms the non-significant interaction effect for Social Identity Threat 
× Transgressor reported above.  
 

Figure 2.1. Study 2.1: Vicarious shame scores for low and high perspective taking 

participants and for familiar and non-familiar transgressors. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2. Study 2.1: Vicarious shame scores for low and high social identity threat 

participants for familiar and non-familiar transgressors.  
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Together, Study 2.1 reveals that both social identity threat and 
empathic perspective taking may lead people to experience vicarious 
shame. Furthermore, both processes seem to be linked to different types 
of antecedent events, namely those where the transgressor was a familiar 
person and those where the transgressor was non-familiar. In Study 2.2 
we manipulated whether the transgressor was an ingroup or outgroup 
member, as an alternative factor that could influence the social link with 
the transgressor. 

 

 

Study 2.2 

 

Method. Undergraduate students (89 females, 75 males, Mage = 
20.77, SD = 2.22) participated voluntarily in exchange for 5 Euros. They 
were randomly assigned to the ingroup or outgroup transgressor 
condition. Participants read a scenario in which an ingroup [outgroup] 
member transgressed a social norm. Participants imagined that they were 
watching a news item about the honesty of citizens from different 
countries. A hidden camera crew was filming in a store in The 
Netherlands [Greece]. A male Dutchman [Greek] who was shopping in 
the store was obviously given back too much change and kept it to 
himself. Outside the store he was confronted with his dishonest 
behavior. The reporter told to the camera that in stores in different 
countries citizen’s honesty was being measured and that this Dutchman 
[Greek] perfectly illustrates how honest the Dutch [Greek] are. 

Participants continued with the dependent measures (1 = not at 

all; 7 = a lot). Social identity threat was measured with three items (α = 
.77): “The behavior of the young man reflected badly upon me”, “The 
young man’s behavior made me look bad” and “The young man’s 
behavior harmed my identity as a Dutchman”. Empathy was also 
measured with three items (α = .77):  “I imagined how I would feel in 
the young man’s situation”, “I projected myself into the young man’s 
situation” and “I thought about how painful it would be to be in the 
young man’s shoes”, r = .60, p < .001. Finally, participants indicated to 
what extent they experienced vicarious shame, embarrassment (in Dutch: 
gêne), anger at the transgressor, and compassion.  
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Results. Participants in the ingroup condition (M = 3.32, SD = 
1.78) and the outgroup condition (M = 3.56, SD = 1.83) did not differ 
on ratings of vicarious shame, F(1, 162) < 0.75, p = .388, η2s = .01, 
ensuring that both conditions evoked vicarious shame to the same 
extent. No differences were found on other emotion ratings, Fs(1, 162) 
< 2.25, ps > .135, η2s < .02. Overall, vicarious shame (M = 3.44, SD = 
1.80) was rated higher than embarrassment (M = 3.04, SD = 1.65) and 
anger at the transgressor (M = 2.51, SD = 1.48), ts(163) > 3.60, ps < 
.001, and not different from compassion (M = 3.61, SD = 1.88), t(163) = 
-1.16, p = .248.  

Next, we regressed vicarious shame on Condition (0 = Greek 
transgressor, 1= Dutch transgressor), Social Identity Threat, Empathy 
(both mean centered), and the interaction terms Social Identity Threat × 
Condition and Empathy × Condition.1 We found the expected Social 
Identity Threat × Condition interaction (β = .29, p = .021) and Empathy 
× Condition interaction (β = -.20, p = .059), R2= .16, F(5, 158) = 5.78, p 
< .001. There was a significant main effect of Empathy (β = .33, p = 
.002), but no main effects of Condition (β = -.10, p = .185) and Social 
Identity Threat (β = .02, p = .900). Thus, across conditions, vicarious 
shame was differentially sensitive to social identity threat and empathy, 
allowing us to perform separate regression analyses for each transgressor 
condition to see which process was associated with vicarious shame. It is 
important to note that, similar analyses for the emotions embarrassment, 
anger at transgressor, and compassion yielded no significant interactions, 
showing that these effects are unique to vicarious shame. 

The regression model for the Dutch transgressor was significant, 
R2= .20, F(2, 79) = 9.72, p < .001, revealing that Social Identity Threat 
predicted vicarious shame (β = .43, p < .001) and that Empathy did not 
(β = .04, p = .718). The opposite pattern was found for the Greek 
transgressor, R2= .11, F(2, 79) = 4.72, p = .012, revealing that Empathy 
predicted vicarious shame (β = .33, p = .003) and that Social Identity 
Threat did not (β = .01, p = .904). Simple slope analyses on vicarious 

                                                           

1 A model in which gender was also considered as a predictor revealed no significant 
interaction effects for gender and the other predictors. A significant main effect of 
gender was revealed with women scoring higher than men. Only adding the main effect 
of gender to the model minimally increased the explained variance, R2change= .03, p = 
.029. Adding gender did not change the others results. 



29 
 

shame were performed for the different transgressors with low and high 
scores on Empathy and Social Identity Threat. Figure 2.3 shows that 
when people read about a transgression of an outgroup member and 
when they scored higher on Empathy, vicarious shame increased, p = 

.002. This was not the case when people read about ingroup 
transgressors, p = .729. Figure 2.4 shows that when people read about a 
transgression of an ingroup member and when they score higher on 
Social Identity Threat, vicarious shame increased, p < .001. This was not 
the case when people read about outgroup transgressors, p = .900. 

The results support the general idea that vicarious shame is 
elicited both by social identity threat when an ingroup member 
transgresses and by empathic perspective taking when an outgroup 
member transgresses. This replicates the pattern of results obtained in 
Study 2.1 and provides more support for the idea that vicarious shame 
can be the result of two different psychological processes. These results 
beg the question to what extent experiences of vicarious shame – when 
elicited by different antecedents and processes – are also distinct. This 
we examined in our final study.  

The results support the general idea that vicarious shame is 
elicited both by social identity threat when an ingroup member 
transgresses and by empathic perspective taking when an outgroup 
member transgresses. This replicates the pattern of results obtained in 
Study 2.1 and provides more support for the idea that vicarious shame 
can be the result of two different psychological processes. These results 
beg the question to what extent experiences of vicarious shame – when 
elicited by different antecedents and processes – are also distinct. This 
we examined in our final study.  

 

 

Study 2.3 

 

Method. Members of the general public were recruited through 
snowball sampling (aged 13 to 72 years, 168 females, 132 males, Mage = 
31.86, SD = 14.11) and participated voluntarily in this study. Participants 
were handed out a questionnaire via which they were asked to describe a 
vicarious shame situation in such detail that someone who was not 
present could understand what had happened and why they felt the way 
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they did. Completing the “autobiographical recall” questionnaire took 
about 15 minutes.  
 

Figure 2.3. Study 2.2: Vicarious shame scores for low and high perspective taking 

participants for ingroup and outgroup transgressors. 

 

 

Figure 2.4. Study 2.2: Shame scores for low and high social identity threat 

participants for ingroup and outgroup transgressors. 
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Participants continued with our dependent measures (1 = not at 

all; 7 = a lot). They indicated the extent to which they experienced 12 
emotion components: feelings, thoughts, and action tendencies (see 
Table 2.1). Items were pretested in a study (N = 86) in which we 
sampled group-based shame and empathic shame experiences by 
instructing half of the participants to recall an instance of vicarious 
shame where they felt ashamed for the behavior of someone else that 
they shared an identity with (group-based) and the other half to recall an 
instance in which they imagined themselves in another person’s shoes 
(empathic). Items that reliably differentiated between conditions in this 
pretest were selected for Study 2.3. Superscripts in Table 2.2 indicate 
whether an item was hypothesized to measure group-based shame or 
empathic shame on the basis of the pretest. 

To check whether the classification of emotion components into 
group-based shame or empathic shame based on the pretest was correct, 
we performed a principal components analysis with oblimin rotation. 
This analysis showed a clear two factor solution (see Table 2.1 for the 
items and factor loadings of the Pattern matrix). The first factor, Group-
based shame components (Eigenvalue = 4.13), explained 34% of the 
variance. The second factor, Empathic shame components (Eigenvalue 
= 2.39), explained 20% of the variance. Finally, participants indicated to 
what extent they experienced shame, embarrassment, anger, and 
compassion.  

Situation descriptions were categorized into one of four 
categories by four independent raters, all blind to the study’s hypotheses 
(Cohen’s Kappas ranging between 0.77 and 1.00). Raters were also 
unaware of the scores on the dependent measures (i.e., the emotion 
components), further assuring an unbiased categorization. Situations 
were coded as group-based shame (212 situations, 70.7%) when the 
transgressor was clearly identifiable as ingroup member (e.g., colleagues, 
family members, friends, the Dutch). Situations were coded as empathic 
shame (46 situations, 15.3%) when the transgressor was not clearly 
identifiable as an ingroup member (e.g. strangers, movie characters, 
people on TV). Other situations were coded as (non-vicarious) shame 
(16 situations, 5.3%) or as a rest category that consisted of situations that 
could not be assigned to any of the other categories (26 situations, 8.7%). 
The latter two categories were not used in further analyses.  
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Table 2.1. Study 2.3: Items and factor loadings of the emotion components. 

 

Item 
Factor loadings 

Empathic 
shame 

Group-based 
shame 

Feel annoyed with the other -.24 . 62 

Feel that it was painful for me .21 . 81 

Think that the other’s behavior 
made me look bad 

.04 . 81 

Think that others would get a bad 
impression of me 

.04 . 78 

To punish the other -.30 . 43 

To distance myself from the other -.27 . 64 

Feel sorry for the other .71 -. 16 
Feel connected with the other .48 . 33 
Think how I would feel in the 
other’s position 

.68 -. 09 

Think how painful it was for the 
other 

.76 - 12 

To support the other .82 -. 03 
To comfort the other .80 . 05 

Note. Bold factor loading indicate items load highest on the targeted factor. 

 

Results. Shame was rated higher than all other emotions, both 
for situations coded as group-based shame, ts(210) > 9.30, ps < .001, and 
for those coded as empathic shame, ts(44) > 2.65, ps < .011. Only for 
empathic shame situations, did ratings of shame not differ significantly 
from scores on compassion, t(44) = -0.82, p = .416. A between-subjects 
ANOVA using Situation (Group-based Shame vs. Empathic Shame) as 
between-subjects factor and shame intensity as the dependent variable 
showed that group-based shame participants (M = 5.90, SD = 1.33) 
scored significantly higher than empathic shame participants (M = 4.69, 
SD = 1.96) on shame, F(1, 254) = 25.68,  p < .001, η2 = .09. For this 
reason, shame intensity was entered as a covariate in further analyses. 
Controlling for shame intensity ensures that the differences we would 
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find on emotion components reflect real differences between the types 
of vicarious shame, instead of mere intensity differences.  

A MANCOVA with Situation (Group-based vs. Empathic) as 
the independent variable, Shame Intensity as covariate, and the 
phenomenological content items as dependent variables showed a 
significant multivariate effect, Wilks’ Lambda = .71, F(12, 242) = 8.38, p 
< .001, η2 = .29, and a significant covariate, Wilks’ Lambda = .61, F(12, 
242) = 13.14, p < .001, η2 = .40. Results of ANCOVAs for each item are 
presented in Table 2.2. When the two situations are compared, the 
experience of Group-based Shame was characterized by feeling annoyed 
with the transgressor, feeling that the situation was painful for oneself, 
thinking about the damage the transgressor’s behavior caused to one’s 
reputation, punishing the transgressor, and distancing oneself from the 
transgressor; the experience of Empathic Shame was characterized by 
feeling sorry for the transgressor, thinking how they would feel when 
they were in the transgressor’s painful shoes, and supporting and 
comforting the transgressor. Thus, while in group-based shame the self 
seems damaged through the social link with the transgressor, in empathic 
shame the self seems damaged through imagining being in the other’s 
shameful position. 

 In order to corroborate our observations of differences in 
phenomenological content between Group-based Shame and Empathic 
Shame situations, we performed a discriminant function analysis. We 
expected that such an analysis – predicting membership of one of two 
groups on the basis of the scores on the phenomenological content 
items – would replicate the classification of the situations into Empathic 
Shame or Group-based Shame. The discriminant function discriminated 
the groups well, χ2 (12, N = 258) = 109.14, r = .60, p < .001. More 
importantly, on the basis of the phenomenological content items, the 
function classified 89.8% of the participants in the same categories as 
our raters did on the basis of the situational characteristics. This 
corroborates the observation that different antecedents lead to distinct 
experiences of vicarious shame.  
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Table 2.2. Study 2.3: Means (and standard deviations) for emotion component items 

in two types of vicarious shame and results of ANCOVAs with shame intensity as 

covariate. 

 

Items 

Group-based 
Shame  
M (SD) 

(n = 210) 

Empathic 
Shame  
M (SD) 

(n = 46) F(1, 254) η2 
Feelings     

Feel annoyed with the other g 5.62 (1.66) 4.11 (1.97) 10.33 ** .04 

Feel sorry for the other e 2.66 (1.94) 4.91 (2.04)  41.49 ** .14 

Feel that it was painful for me g 4.77 (1.93) 2.98 (1.90)  14.85 ** .06 

Feel connected with the other g 3.76 (2.21) 2.91 (1.64) 3.27  .01 
Thoughts     

Think that the other’s behavior 

made me look bad g 
3.87 (2.04) 1.61 (1.13)  34.28 ** .12 

Think how I would feel in the other’s 

position e 

3.07 (2.10)

4.83 (2.06) 

24.66 **

.09 

Think that others would get a 

bad impression of me g 
4.23 (2.05) 2.02 (1.75)  26.25 ** .09 

Think how painful it was for the other e 3.21 (2.12) 5.28 (2.02) 29.95 ** .11 

Action 

Tendencies 

 

 

 

 

To punish the other g 2.93 (1.83) 1.85 (1.55)  13.89 ** .05 

To support the other e 2.53 (1.88) 3.43 (2.34) 7.94 * .03 

To distance myself from the 

other g 
4.85 (1.98)

3.24 (2.30)  

7.33 **

.03 

To comfort the other e 1.97 (1.54) 2.80 (2.05) 5.94 * .02 

Note. e item hypothesized to be characteristic for empathic shame. g item hypothesized 

to be characteristic for group-based shame. Boldface items are characteristic for 

group-based shame, italic items are characteristic for empathic shame. Participants 

indicated the extent to which they had experienced these emotion components and 

emotions using 7-point scales (1 “not at all”, 7 “a lot”). * p < .05. ** p < .01.  

 

 

General Discussion 

 

Vicarious shame is the emotion that people experience when 
their self is (imaginarily) threatened by the behavior of others. The 
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emotion literature showed that experiences of vicarious shame can be 
frequently observed, but it remained unclear what process could account 
for such experiences. We believe that our studies show that different 
antecedents (whether the other person is a familiar, ingroup member or 
an unknown person) activate distinct processes (social-identity threat or 
empathy) that lead to phenomenologically distinct experiences of 
vicarious shame. Importantly, in spite of these distinctions both 
experiences represent a self-threat (through social identity or through 
empathic experience) and thus qualify as instances of vicarious shame.  

We believe that our findings are important because they confirm 
two distinct accounts of vicarious shame in the emotion literature (e.g., 
Brown et al., 2008; Lickel et al., 2005; Miller, 1987). More importantly – 
both accounts can be integrated into a single account of how we can 
experience shame over the behavior of others. This account expands our 
understanding of the experience of shame, which has hitherto mainly 
been studied from a first-person, non-vicarious perspective. 
Understanding the processes through which people can experience a 
self-conscious emotion such as shame for the behavior of others also 
expands our understanding of the role of social relations in the elicitation 
of emotions. Furthermore, our studies suggest what the role of vicarious 
shame may be in motivating our social behavior.   

From a functional perspective, the central concern in shame is 
to deal with self-threats by protecting or restoring the threatened self (De 
Hooge et al., 2010). Thus, types of vicarious shame can also be expected 
to motivate behavior aimed at protecting or restoring the self. However, 
behaviors ensuing from vicarious shame caused by a threatened social 
identity (group-based shame) are likely to differ from behaviors caused 
by an imagined self-threat (empathic shame) since the nature of the self-
threat differs. Suggestions of the nature of such differences can be found 
by examining the phenomenological content of emotions in relationship 
to the situations in which they emerge (see Roseman et al., 1994; 
Zeelenberg, Nelissen, Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008). 

Group-based shame is elicited by the behavior of an ingroup-
member. The phenomenological content of the emotion revolves around 
negative evaluations of the ingroup member responsible for the damaged 
self. Hence, one would expect people experiencing group-based shame 
to punish their ingroup member to deal with the threatened self. Group-
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based shame could then explain the phenomenon that people punish 
norm transgressing ingroup members – with whom a social identity is 
shared – in order to maintain the ingroup norms (Marques, Abrams, & 
Serodio, 2001). Group-based shame could thus function as an ingroup 
correction device, preventing group members to make a fool of 
themselves (and with that their group). 

Where group-based shame could induce people to prevent 
others from acting like a fool, empathic shame could prevent people 
themselves from acting like a fool. Empathic shame is elicited by 
empathically imagining the behavior of another. The phenomenological 
content of the emotion revolves around imagining what it would feel like 
to experience another’s shameful situation. Hence, one would expect 
people experiencing empathic shame to learn from other’s shameful 
situations to deal with the threatened self. Empathic shame could then 
explain vicarious learning (Bandura, 1986) in order to not having to 
make the same painful mistakes themselves. Empathic shame could thus 
function as a learning mechanism, facilitating learning about potentially 
harming situations. We are currently conducting research to investigate 
the functions of vicarious shame. 

 Interestingly, people reported both types of vicarious shame 
when asked to provide a personal experience, showing the validity of this 
distinction. We do find that group-based shame was more frequently 
reported than empathic shame. This could mean that group-based shame 
is experienced more frequently in daily life than empathic shame. 
However, group-based shame could also be more easily recalled because 
it was more intensely experienced than empathic shame. The intensity 
difference makes sense, since group-based shame arises in reaction to 
real self-relevant threats (behaviors of others that reflect badly upon us), 
whereas empathic shame arises in reaction to imagined events. On the 
basis of our data, we cannot decide on the cause of differences in 
prevalence, although it is an interesting topic for further research. 

Other constructs related to vicarious shame might have also 
played a role in our studies. One example of such a construct is empathic 
embarrassment (Miller, 1987). Shame and embarrassment are distinct 
emotions that nevertheless share several characteristics (e.g. 
Breugelmans, 2009; Miller & Tangney, 1994; Sabini & Silver, 1997; 
Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996). Although shame was rated 
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significantly higher than embarrassment in both Studies 2.2 and 2.3, 
ratings of embarrassment were substantial. Another construct related to 
vicarious shame are feelings of awkwardness. Of course, awkwardness in 
itself is not an emotion and feelings of awkwardness are part of the 
general self-threat experienced in shame (Welten, Breugelmans, & 
Zeelenberg, 2011). Still, feelings of awkwardness might also arise 
separately in response to witnessing other people’s transgressions. The 
relations between vicarious shame, vicarious embarrassment, and feelings 
of awkwardness suggest that our conclusions might also be relevant for 
these adjacent constructs.  

Future research could also focus on the role of ingroup 
identification in empathic shame. We found that ingroup identification 
led to group-based shame. We think this is because group-identity was 
salient in our studies, eliciting vicarious shame because the other’s 
transgression reflected badly upon the self. In situations where group-
identity is less salient empathic shame may more easily become apparent. 
When people identify with a group, they feel more similar to its 
members; perceived similarity increases empathy.   

To summarize, vicarious shame occurs when people’s self-image 
is affected by the shameful behavior of others. In situations where a 
social identity is shared, people’s self is mainly affected by a social 
identity threat. In situations were no social identity is shared, people’s 
self is mainly affected by an empathically imagined event. This may 
explain why vicarious shame arises in very different situations, what 
variation can be observed in the experience of vicarious shame, and how 
all vicarious shame can be related to a threat to the self. 
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Chapter 3 

A Functionalist Account of 

Empathic Shame 

 
In this chapter it is examined why people can experience the painful self-
conscious emotion shame for someone else, even when they do not 
know this person. Four studies, using dispositional measures and 
manipulations of empathic perspective taking, showed that people can 
experience shame when they empathically imagine themselves in 
another’s shameful situation. The studies also showed that empathic 
shame served a learning function. People learned from the other’s 
mistakes such that they avoided making similar shameful mistakes 
themselves. Manipulations of empathic shame led to increased 
motivations to perform well and even to actual improvement of 
students’ academic performance. Empathic shame proves to be a 
powerful tool for learning.  
 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on: Welten, S. C. M., Zeelenberg, M., & Breugelmans, 
S. M. (2011). Learning from other people’s mistakes: A functional account of 

empathic shame. Manuscript under review. 
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Chapter 3: A Functionalist Account of Empathic Shame 

 

Sometimes we feel emotions that are hard to understand. Take 
for example vicarious shame. Why would we feel ashamed when we see 
a stranger making a fool of himself on national television, when we see 
someone acting drunk in the middle of the street, or when we see 
someone messing up a performance? When we are related to this person 
(e.g., our father, a close colleague, or a member of our sports team) we 
could feel ashamed because we think that their behavior reflects badly 
upon ourselves (Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, 
Scarnier, & Ames, 2005; Welten, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2011). 
Such group-based shame is clearly functional because it motivates us to 
prevent damage to our reputation (Brown, Gonzalez, Zagefka, Manzi, & 
Cehajic, 2008; Welten, Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2011). However, we 
can also be vicariously ashamed for people with whom we have no 
relationship at all (e.g., strangers on TV). Such instances of empathic 
shame can arise when we imagine ourselves in another person’s shameful 
situation. The function of such empathic shame is not as evident. Why 
would we feel this painful emotion for the shameful behavior of 
strangers? 

We propose that empathic shame serves a learning function such 
that people vicariously learn from others’ shameful mistakes, without 
having to make them themselves. Empathic shame motivates learning 
behavior because, just like in regular shame, it involves a self-threat. 
Shame signals that one’s self-image is threatened and it motivates people 
to protect or restore their threatened self-image (De Hooge, Zeelenberg, 
& Breugelmans, 2010, 2011; Lewis, 1971). When people picture 
themselves performing another’s misbehavior, an imagined self-threat 
arises (Welten Zeelenberg et al., 2011). We propose that the signal in 
empathic shame (i.e., that one’s self would be threatened in such a 
situation) motivates the person to avoid similar situations. Thus, people 
will try to prevent experiencing a real self-threat in the future. As such, 
empathic shame facilitates vicarious learning (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 
1961, 1963). Evidently, this makes empathic shame a pro-active emotion, 
being felt before one has even made a mistake.  

An important condition for shame to arise at all is that a 
situation is self-relevant (Lewis, 1971; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). 
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Emotional situations of others can become self-relevant through 
perspective taking (Batson, 1991). However, there are two types of 
perspective taking that both can lead people to experience empathic 
emotions; these are imagine-self perspective taking and imagine-other 
perspective taking (Batson, 2009; Davis, et al., 2004; Stotland, 1969). In 
imagine-self perspective taking people imagine themselves in a situation and 
experience the situation as if it happened to them. In imagine-other 

perspective taking people imagine what the situation feels like for the other 
person. Although previous research on other empathic emotions did not 
always distinguish between both perspectives (Batson et al., 2007; Miller, 
1987), we think this distinction is crucial for empathic shame. The self-
threat that is necessary for shame can only occur when the self is 
involved, which happens when we adopt an imagine-self perspective. It 
is like Adam Smith (1759) already said “We blush for the impudence and 
rudeness of another, (…) because we cannot help feeling with what 
confusion we ourselves [emphasis added] should be covered, had we 
behaved in so absurd a manner”. Instead, when adopting an imagine-
other perspective we observe the situation as a spectator, and do not get 
involved ourselves. Taking such perspective will not leave us cold-
hearted, though; feelings for the other’s fate, such as empathic concern, 
sympathy, or compassion can be invoked (Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 
1997; Stocks, Lishner, Waits, & Downum, 2011). To summarize, we 
predict that empathic shame only occurs when adopting an imagine-self 
perspective, not when adopting an imagine-other perspective. 

We present four studies that reveal the functionality of empathic 
shame. First, using dispositional perspective taking measures (Study 3.1) 
and a manipulation of perspective taking (Study 3.2), we find that shame 
arises through imagine-self perspective taking and not through imagine-
other perspective taking. Next, in Study 3.3 we find that empathic shame 
leads to learning by altering people’s behavioral intentions. Finally, Study 
3.4 takes empathic shame out of the lab, into the real world. We find that 
inducing empathic shame improves students’ grades for actual 
assignments. 
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Studies 3.1 and 3.2: Empathic Shame and Perspective Taking 

 

Study 3.1 

Method. Seventy-five students from Avans University (41 
women, Mage = 19.81, SD = 1.75) read a scenario about a student giving 
a bad presentation about an important project before their classmates 
and teacher (based on De Hooge et al., 2008). Participants indicated how 
much shame they felt when reading the scenario (1 = not at all; 7 = a lot) 
on the following nine items (α = .95): “I felt… that the situation was 
painful for me, weak, ashamed, small, stupid”, and “I wanted to… 
distance myself from the situation, sink through the floor, avoid the gaze 
of others, and disappear from the situation”. An unrelated questionnaire 
assessed dispositional imagine-self (α = .62) and dispositional imagine-
other tendencies (α = .79, adapted from the perspective taking subscale 
of Davis’ Interpersonal Reactivity Index, 1980, see Table 3.1). Because 
studies show that men and women sometimes differ with respect to 
empathy, we controlled for gender effects in all studies (see Eisenberg & 
Lennon, 1983; Hoffman, 1977). 

 
Results. A regression analysis with shame as dependent and 

with imagine-self tendencies, imagine-other tendencies, and gender as 
predictors was significant, R2 = .16, F(3, 71) = 4.45,  p = .006. Imagine-
self perspective taking significantly predicted shame, β = .36, t(71)= 2.34, 
p = .022, whereas imagine-other perspective taking did not, β = -.01, 
t(71)= -0.09, p = .926. Also, men scored higher on shame than women as 
shown by a significant gender effect, β = -.49, t(71)= -3.47, p = .001. 
Gender did not interact with the other predictors. Thus, Study 3.1 found 
that empathic shame becomes more intense as the tendency to imagine 
oneself in the situations of others increases. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



44 
 

Table 3.1. Study 3.1: Dispositional imagine-self and imagine-other perspective taking 

tendencies.  

 
Imagine-other perspective taking tendency scale: 

1. I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the other’s point 
of view. (-) 

2. I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before I make 
a decision. 

3. I try to understand my friends better by imagining how things 
look from their perspective. 

4. If I’m sure I’m right about something, I don’t waste much time 
listening to other people's arguments. (-) 

5. I often bear in mind that other people see things differently.  
6. When I’m upset at someone, I usually try to look at things from 

his/her point of view for a while. 
Imagine-self perspective taking tendency scale:  

1. Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how I would feel if 
I were in their place.  

2. I regularly try to imagine myself in the position of other people.  
3. When someone is in an emotional situation, I can easily imagine 

myself being in that situation. 
4. At moments when I see someone doing something stupid, I can 

easily imagine doing something stupid myself.  
5. Generally, I find it hard to “put myself in another person’s 

shoes”. (-) 
6. Usually, I can easily imagine what it is like to be in another’s 

situation.  
Note. All items were rated on 5-point Likert scales (1 = not at all, 5 = a lot).  

(-) = item reversely coded.  

 

 

Study 3.2 

 

Method. One hundred and eight members of the general public 
recruited using snowball sampling (62 women, Mage = 38.78, SD = 14.11) 
were randomly assigned to imagine-self, imagine-other, or objective 
perspective conditions. The objective perspective condition was used as 
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a control condition where people do not take a personal perspective. 
Participants read a similar scenario as used in Study 3.1 describing a 
professional setting. Participants in the imagine-self perspective 
condition imagined how they would feel themselves in the situation of 
the person. Participants in the imagine-other perspective condition 
imagined how the person in the situation would feel. Participants in the 
objective perspective condition read the situation as objectively as 
possible (based on Davis, Conklin, Smith, & Luce, 1996).  

Participants filled out the shame scale of Study 3.1 (α = .95) and 
an empathic concern scale (8 items, α = .91). Empathic concern was 
measured with “I felt… the situation was painful for the other, 
concerned for the other, empathy for the other, sorry for the other, 
moved by what the other was going through, and I wanted to… support 
the other, help the other, and comfort the other” (1 = not at all; 7 = a lot).  

 

Results. As expected, participants in the imagine self 
perspective (M = 3.60, SD = 1.63) experienced more shame than those 
in the imagine-other perspective (M = 2.07, SD = 1.09) or objective 
perspective conditions (M = 1.30, SD = 0.36), F(2, 102) = 36.34, p < 
.001, ηp2 = .42, (see Figure 3.1). Empathic concern also differed between 
conditions, F(2, 105) = 5.37, p = .006, ηp2 = .09, such that participants in 
the imagine-other perspective condition  experienced more empathic 
concern (M = 4.78, SD = 1.15) than those in the imagine-self perspective 
(M = 4.00, SD = 1.28) or objective perspective conditions (M = 3.78, SD 
= 1.56). Women (M = 4.58, SD = 1.27) reported more empathic concern 
than men (M = 3.67, SD = 1.36), F(1, 102) = 14.59, p < .001, ηp2 = .13, 
but there was no interaction effect, F(2, 102) = 1.12, p = .329, ηp2 = .02. 
No main or interaction effect of gender was found on shame, Fs(1 or 2, 
102) < 1.14, ps > .324, ηp2s < .02. 
 

 

Study 3.3: Empathic Shame Promotes Motivations to Perform Well 

Ourselves  

 

Studies 3.1 and 3.2 revealed that people who imagine themselves 
in the position of someone else are more likely to experience empathic 
shame than people who imagine how it feels for the other or people who 
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watch objectively. Study 3.3 examined the function of these feelings. 
More specifically, it tested whether empathic shame leads to vicarious 
learning from the other’s mistakes. If it is true that empathic shame 
motivates learning, then only people in an imagine self-perspective 
should be more motivated to not end up in a similar situation 
themselves. 
 

Figure 3.1. Study 3.2: Mean scores shame and empathic concern for perspective 

taking conditions. Bars with different letters per emotion differ significantly in Tukey 

post-hoc tests, p < .05.   

 

 
 

Method. Ninety-four members of the general public recruited 
using snowball sampling (67 females, Mage = 37.22, SD = 15.28) were 
randomly assigned to an imagine-self or an imagine-other condition 
(based on Davis et al., 1996). Participants read an anecdote of someone 
singing aloud in front of a TV-camera crew after being approached on 
the street. They either imagined how they would feel themselves in that 
situation (imagine-self), or imagined how the person who had been 
singing would feel (imagine-other). The person ended up being made fun 
of in a popular TV show for singing a children’s song completely out of 
tune. Participants indicated how much shame they felt using the shame 
scale from Study 3.1 (α = .97; 1 = not at all; 10 = very much). Learning was 
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measured via motivations to perform well in situations involving social 
pressure to sing in public: When I would have to sing a song at a 
wedding, I would consider taking singing classes beforehand; When I 
would go to a karaoke bar with my colleagues, I would practice 
beforehand; When I would have to record a song, I would do the song 
over and over again until it would sound nice (α = .58; 1 = not at all; 10 = 

very much).  
 
Results. Shame was significantly higher in the imagine-self 

condition (M = 5.78, SD = 1.98) than in the imagine-other condition (M 
= 3.35, SD = 2.46), F(1, 90) = 19.67, p < .001, η2 = .18. No main or 
interaction effects of gender were found, Fs(1, 90) < 0.65, ps > .424, η2s 

< .01. Learning was significantly higher in the imagine-self condition (M 
= 5.33, SD = 1.66) than in the imagine-other condition (M = 4.56, SD = 
1.58), F(1, 92) = 5.28, p = .024, η2 = .05. The effect of perspective taking 
on learning was fully mediated by shame. The relationship of perspective 
taking and learning (b = 0.77, t = 2.30, p = .024) became non-significant 
(b = .31, t = .84, p = .405) when shame was added to the regression 
equation (b = .19, t = 2.57, p = .012). Mediation was confirmed in a 
bootstrapping analysis at a 95% CI. 

 
 

Study 3.4: Empathic Shame Promotes Real Learning Behavior 

 

Study 3.3 demonstrated that the shame that people experience 
when they imagine themselves in the situation of a stranger motivates 
them to perform better in similar situations. Study 3.4 took this learning 
function outside the lab and found that people not only get more 
motivated to improve their performance but also actually perform better. 

 
Method. One hundred and five first year psychology students 

(81 females, Mage = 20.09, SD = 3.98) participated for course credit. All 
students took the course “Introduction to psychology.” For this course 
they had to hand in essay assignments spaced at an interval of two 
weeks. Our study was done in between the first and second assignment.  

Under the pretext of a study on student experiences, all 
participants watched a movie clip from a video diary study of a freshman 



48 
 

from the previous year (gender of the freshman was matched to that of 
the participant). Before watching the video, participants received 
perspective-taking instructions: watch objectively, imagine-other, or 
imagine-self (based on Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 1997). The 2:25 
minute video featured the freshman who had taken the same 
introductory course as the participants were currently taking and 
recorded a video right after getting back the grade for the first 
assignment of the course. (S)he told about difficulties in making the first 
assignment for the introductory course. First, (s)he had had a good idea 
for the assignment, but when starting at the night of the deadline, it 
turned out to be more difficult than expected. Right before making the 
video entry, the freshman together with his/her parents had just found 
out the grade: 4 points out of 10 (passing requires 6 points or more). The 
freshman had performed badly academically and disappointed his/her 
parents (typical shame antecedents, see Keltner & Buswell, 1996).  

Participants indicated how much shame they felt on the scale as 
described in Study 3.1 (1 = not at all; 7 = a lot, α = .94). They continued 
with filler questions before they were asked to give consent for the 
anonymous linking of their data from the experiment to their results for 
the introductory course. Nine participants did not agree and were 
excluded from further analyses.  

One week after our study, participants handed in their second 
course assignment. Grades of the first two assignments were recorded. 
To compare the effectiveness of the three intervention conditions 
(imagine-self, imagine-other, and objective perspective taking) on 
performance, a non-intervention control condition was required. Not all 
students who took the introductory course participated in our 
experiment. The grades for both assignment 1 and assignment 2 of 353 
other freshmen students who had not participated and thus had not seen 
the shameful video served as a baseline performance measure. The only 
intervention condition that should score significantly higher on the 
second assignment than this non-intervention condition should be the 
imagine-self condition.  

The course teacher who entered the grades and the teaching 
assistants who graded the assignments were blind to experimental 
conditions. The experimenter worked in the complete data file without 
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student identification numbers, guaranteeing absolute anonymity of all 
participants. 

 
Results. Shame differed significantly, F(2, 90) = 18.10, p < .001, 

η2 = .29; it was higher in the imagine-self condition (M = 3.98, SD = 
1.32) than in the imagine-other (M = 2.35, SD = 1.02) and objective 
condition (M = 2.10, SD = 0.93), ps < .001. The imagine-other and 
objective conditions did not differ significantly, p = .617. No main or 
interactions effects of gender were found Fs(1 or 2, 90) < 2.06, ps > 
.155, η2s < .02. 
 To test for learning-effects an ANCOVA was performed on the 
scores of assignment 2, with condition (imagine-self, imagine-other, 
watch objectively, control) as independent variable and scores on 
assignment 1 as covariate to control for pre-existing differences in 
performance. The covariate was significant, F(1, 425) = 23.32, p < .001, 
η2 = .05. Although the overall main effect of condition did not reach 
significance, F(3, 425) = 1.68, p = .171, η2 = .01, simple contrast tests – 
comparing the effect of each experimental intervention condition to the 
non-intervention control condition – revealed that only people in the 
imagine-self condition had a significantly higher grade on the second 
assignment (M = 7.40, SD = 1.17) than the control condition (M = 6.66, 
SD = 1.59), p = .033, showing a medium effect, d = -0.46, (marginal 
means are depicted in Figure 3.2). Imagine-other (M = 7.02, SD = 1.28) 
and watch objectively (M = 6.64, SD = 1.59) conditions did not differ 
significantly from the control condition, p = .420, d = -0.15 and p = .957, 
d = 0.01, respectively. 

Study 3.4 tested the learning function of empathic shame 
measuring real behavior. It revealed that a manipulation of empathic 
shame led to improvement of students’ academic performance. 
Participants who took an imagine-self perspective while watching a two 
and a half minute video of a student failing his/her assignment 
experienced more empathic shame. The behavioral effects of this 
intervention were truly pronounced: one week later, the grades for these 
participants’ assignments were almost a full grade point higher compared 
to participants who had not seen the video. These results reveal that 
empathic shame can be a powerful learning mechanism. 
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Figure 3.2. Study 3.4: Grade for assignment 2 (marginal means) for perspective 

taking conditions with the control condition as a reference category and grade for 

assignment 1 as covariate. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 

  
 

General Discussion 

 

A series of studies showed that people can experience shame for 
strangers when they take an imagine-self perspective and less so when 
taking an imagine-other or objective perspective (Studies 3.1 and 3.2). 
Such feelings are functional. Manipulations of empathic shame were 
related to increased motivations to perform well (Study 3.3) and to actual 
improvement of people’s performance (Study 3.4). Taken together, these 
studies show that empathic shame motivates people to not end up in 
shameful situations similar to those of strangers. Empathic shame thus 
promotes vicarious learning from others’ mistakes without people first 
having to make the same mistake themselves. 

Empathic shame can be such a powerful learning mechanism 
because the emotion is closely tied to the self, making the learning follow 
almost automatically. Being confronted with the unfortunate situation of 
others can also lead to other emotions, such as empathic concern and 
Schadenfreude. However, these emotions are more other-focused than 
self-focused and thus have distinct functions. Empathic concern for 
someone who is in an unfortunate situation increases the motivation to 
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help the other (Batson, 1991; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987) and 
Schadenfreude leads to self-enhancement (Van Dijk, Ouwerkerk, 
Wesseling, & Koningsbrugge, 2010). Importantly, empathic shame 
functions similarly to regular shame. Regular shame is also a negative 
reinforcer of bad behavior serving to protect the self from increased 
threat (De Hooge et al., 2010, 2011; Lewis, 1971). Thus, both shame and 
empathic shame share the central concern of dealing with possible self-
threats. The difference between the emotions can be found in 1) the 
person responsible for the behavior causing the emotion, that is self or 
other, and 2) the way in which people learn from the emotion, that is 
through first-hand experience or vicariously. 

The fact that emotions can arise in response to empathically felt 
concerns and motivate behavior accordingly extends current emotion 
theories which state that emotions arise and motivate behavior in 
response to personal concerns (Frijda, 1986; Zeelenberg, Nelissen, 
Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2007). In empathic emotions, people’s personal 
concerns are not directly affected but the emotions do motivate 
behavior. This important discovery deserves to be included in our 
knowledge of how emotions shape behavior. Empathic emotions are an 
extremely efficient way to learn the customs, norms, and rules of society. 
As demonstrated here, especially empathic shame – because of its 
aversive nature – can be an effective reinforcer of normative behavior. 

Since empathic shame has such a powerful behavioral impact, 
applications of the emotion to other behavioral domains can be really 
promising. Our approach of taking an imagine-self perspective of a 
peer’s shameful behavior might be an especially useful tool in the field of 
health intervention programs. If empathic shame can change people’s 
health behaviors as effectively as it changed their academic performance, 
our approach could be a simple and cost-efficient strategy to affect 
people’s health behaviors such as smoking, high-caloric food intake, and 
practicing unsafe sex.  

To conclude, empathic shame initially seems to be a negative 
emotion (it feels bad), but in the end it turns out to be an extremely 
efficient learning mechanism. Experiences of empathic shame for others’ 
mistakes prevent us from having to feel actually ashamed in the future. 
Thus, people can become more successful by observing others making 
mistakes, without having to make those same mistakes themselves.  
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Chapter 4 

The Self in Shame 

 

For many years shame has been considered to be the key emotion when 
it comes to our self-view. However, the relationship between the self and 
shame is not yet fully understood, as can be illustrated by three debated 
issues: (1) whether shame is a self-conscious emotion or a social 
emotion, (2) how we can understand the relationship between the self 
and shame in instances where we feel shame vicariously for others, and 
(3) the role of public exposure in experiences of shame. In this chapter 
nine experiments are presented to show that a distinction between a 
personal self and a social self can solve each of these issues. Results are 
integrated into a single formal model of shame.   

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
This chapter is based on: Welten, S. C. M., Breugelmans, S. M., & 
Zeelenberg, M. (2011). The self in shame. Manuscript under review. 
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Chapter 4: The Self in Shame 

 

Shame is both prevalent and painful because it reflects our 
mistakes, failures, and inadequacies. Of course, other emotions also 
reflect negative self-thoughts – such as guilt, embarrassment, and regret 
– but shame is unique in the extent to which it is tied to our self-concept. 
This link to the self is apparent both in how shame is evoked (i.e., when 
our self-view is threatened) and in how shame is felt (i.e., it reflects on 
our whole self; Lewis, 1971). Having a positive self-view is one of the 
most fundamental human needs (Alexander & Knight, 1971; Schlenker 
& Leary, 1982; Taylor & Brown, 1988) and shame is the prime emotion 
protecting this concern. It signals that our self-view is threatened and it 
motivates us to protect or restore this self-view (De Hooge, Zeelenberg, 
& Breugelmans, 2010, 2011). This role puts shame at the center of much 
of our social lives. 

To fully comprehend shame we need to understand precisely 
how it is related to the self. The current state of the literature, 
unfortunately, is inconclusive with regard to at least three relevant issues. 
First of all, it is debated whether shame is intrinsically a more individual 
emotion or a more social emotion. Second, the relationship between the 
self and shame is obscured by the fact that we can also feel shame 
vicariously (i.e., over the behavior of others). Third, there are different 
findings on the role that audiences (i.e., other people witnessing an 
event) play in the elicitation of shame. Thus, the role of the self in shame 
is not yet fully understood.  

In this chapter we propose and test a view of the self in shame 
that integrates all manifestations of shame and solves the three issues 
noted above. The core idea is that experiences of shame can involve a 
devaluation of both the personal self and the social self. This simple idea 
allows us to establish the fundamental principles of shame and to 
understand the motivational and behavioral consequences ensuing from 
shame (following Zeelenberg, Nelissen, Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008). 
We illustrate the three issues regarding the role of the self in shame that 
can be observed in the field and describe nine experiments to show how 
incorporating a personal and social self-aspect in shame may solve these 
issues. Finally, we integrate all findings into a single formal model of 
shame. 
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A Short History of Shame 

 

Shame has long been recognized as the emotion that plays a 
pivotal role in our preservation of self-worth. However, ever since shame 
has been scientifically studied has the relation between the self and 
shame been subject to different interpretations. Early approaches mainly 
emphasized the public nature of shame. For example, Darwin (1872), 
Bain (1875), and Sartre (1956) all described shame as an indicator of 
others’ disapproval. Later developments showed a trend to emphasize 
the more private nature of shame. Shame was said to involve an internal 
disapproval of the self by the self (Piers & Singer, 1953; Tomkins, 1963). 
A major breakthrough occurred when Lewis (1971) coined the term self-
conscious emotions, emphasizing that self-devaluation in shame is not 
necessarily caused by public exposure. She proposed that inadequacies of 
the self are exposed before the self, making the source of shame mainly 
one’s own private, negative self-thoughts (see also Izard, 1977).  

Spearheaded by Tangney, contemporary researchers have 
provided ample empirical support for the self-conscious view of shame 
(e.g. Tangney, 1990, 1991; Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 
1992). For example, in one study, Tangney and colleagues asked 
undergraduates to report personal experiences of shame, embarrassment, 
and guilt. After each experience, participants rated 111 
phenomenological experiences, self-appraisals, and other-appraisals. 
Their findings confirmed Lewis’ (1971) view on shame. In comparison 
to embarrassment and guilt, experiences of shame were more intense, 
consisted of feelings of being small and inferior, and made people 
disgusted with themselves. Shame was also more strongly associated with 
self-appraisals of being morally wrong and disappointed in oneself than 
with equivalent other-appraisals (Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 
1996). In another study, shame was found to be related to all types of 
self-discrepancies, showing that it involves a global negative evaluation 
of the self (Tangney, Niedenthal, Covert, & Barlow, 1998). Despite these 
clear and indisputable contributions to the psychology of shame, some 
ambiguity regarding the role of the self in shame has remained until this 
day. We elaborate upon three issues below. 
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Shame as a Self-Conscious and as a Social Emotion 

 

The relation between the self and shame can be understood in 
different ways. Two approaches, each emphasizing different self-aspects, 
can be observed: a self-conscious emotion approach and a social 
emotion approach. Although most researchers endorse both approaches 
to a certain degree, discussions in the field tend to focus either on one 
approach or the other.  

The self-conscious emotion approach emphasizes the way in which 
people negatively scrutinize themselves after a moral transgression. This 
way of thinking about shame originated mainly from a rich empirical 
tradition comparing shame to guilt, another prominent self-conscious 
emotion. The core argument is that guilt is associated with a negative 
evaluation of one’s bad behavior, while shame is associated with a negative 
evaluation of the self (H. B. Lewis, 1971). Shame is the result of 
“individuals’ evaluation of their actions in regard to their standards, rules, 
or goals and their global evaluation of the self” (M. Lewis, 1993, p. 628-
629). 

Evidence supporting the self-conscious view on shame has been 
provided by Niedenthal, Tangney, and Gavanski (1994) who induced 
shame in participants through scenario and autobiographical recall 
procedures and asked them to change something in themselves, their 
behavior, or the situation, so that they would not have felt ashamed. 
They found that participants predominantly changed aspects of the self 
to undo the shame. A recent conceptual paper by Gausel and Leach 
(2011) also suggested that especially appraisals of self-defect are related 
to feelings of shame. Additionally, in research on dispositional shame, 
negative self-evaluations have been related to shame proneness. For 
example, Cohen, Wolf, Panter, and Insko (2011) measured people’s 
response tendencies to a range of personal transgressions and found that 
feelings of shame were best measured by dispositional negative self-
evaluations.  

So, shame is elicited when negative events are ascribed to 
internal, stable, uncontrollable, and global attributions of the self (Izard, 
1977; Piers & Singer, 1953; Tracy & Robins, 2006). Cross-cultural 
research has shown that such experiences are to a large extent similar 
across cultures. People from different cultures around the world 
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associated shame with feeling incompetent, aroused, small, worthless, 
stupid, and inferior (Breugelmans et al., 2005; Breugelmans & Poortinga, 
2006; Fontaine et al., 2006). 

The social emotion approach emphasizes the interpersonal aspects 
of shame. Central to this approach is the way in which people are 
sensitive to negative scrutinizing of the self by others. Darwin (1872) 
proposed that people can feel ashamed in private, but only because they 
are thinking about how other people evaluate them (i.e., shame as a 
reaction to an implicit other; De Rivera, 1977). So, according to Sartre 
(1956), a basic element in shame is how people appear in the eyes of 
others.  

More recent theories also argue that a negative public evaluation 
plays a central role in shame. Shame’s goal for the self is “the 
maintenance of others’ respect and/or affection”, and it concerns the 
“preservation of positive self-regard” (Barrett, 1995, p. 42). Importantly, 
the claim is that it is not whether people perceive themselves negatively 
or that others actually evaluate them negatively, but that it is about 
whether people believe that others evaluate them negatively (Ausubel, 1955; 
Campos, Barrett, Lamb, Goldsmith, & Sternberg, 1983; Crozier, 1998; 
Gehm & Scherer, 1988; Sabini & Silver, 1997). Cross-cultural research 
also found that ashamed people in a variety of societies feel as if others 
attend to their self; they report wanting to disappear from view, sink 
through the floor, and hide from others (Breugelmans & Poortinga, 
2006; Fontaine et al., 2006).  

Comparing the approaches of shame as a self-conscious 
emotion and as a social emotion illustrates how the relationship between 
the self and shame is still opaque. From a self-conscious perspective 
shame stems from internal evaluations; the self is threatened by a 
comparison of one’s behavior with one’s own, individual standards. 
From a social emotion perspective shame stems from external 
evaluations; the self is threatened by a comparison of one’s behavior 
with other people’s standards. The differential source of shame raises 
questions about the nature and function of shame. Is shame mainly 
concerned with maintaining one’s moral integrity or is it about upholding 
a good reputation? Maybe it is both, but that would imply that our 
notion of self can be threatened by two, very different routes. 
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Shame over the Behavior of Others 

 

The unclear relationship between the self and shame becomes 
especially apparent in vicarious shame. Regular (or prototypical) shame 
arises when people hurt others emotionally, are disappointed in oneself, 
fail to meet others expectations, perform poorly, or show role-
inappropriate behavior (Keltner & Buswell, 1996). In vicarious shame 
people feel ashamed for the mistakes or misbehaviors of others, 
irrespective of how they behaved themselves (Welten, Zeelenberg, & 
Breugelmans, 2011). Much research has shown that people’s self can be 
linked to others’ transgressions via shared group-membership, enabling 
them to experience emotions on behalf of their group (Branscombe & 
Doosje, 2004; Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). For 
example, pioneering work by Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, and 
Manstead (1998) found that when people were reminded of the harm 
caused to others during historical transgressions of fellow countrymen, 
people could experience vicarious guilt. Shame can also be experienced 
vicariously; it can be experienced for a specific ingroup member (e.g., 
Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004; Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, & 
Scarnier, 2005; Welten et al., 2011) and it can be experienced for groups 
as a whole, including temporary groups and national groups, also 
referred to as group-based or collective shame (e.g., Brown, González, 
Zagefka, Manzi, & Čehajić, 2008; Doosje et al., 1998; Iyer, Schmader, & 
Lickel, 2007). 

The possibility of experiencing shame vicariously for other 
people’s behavior is another illustration of how the relationship between 
the self and shame is still unclear. In comparison to prototypical shame, 
which always deals with personal shortcomings (be it of a personal or 
social nature), experiences of vicarious shame can be puzzling. Shame – 
the emotion that deals with our self – apparently can also be experienced 
for others; but how can the behaviors of other people affect how we feel 
about ourselves? There may be two possible answers to this question. 
The first answer is that vicarious shame represents a fundamentally 
different emotion than regular shame. In that case the confusion would 
merely exist because the same emotion label – shame – is used to denote 
two very different processes. An alternative answer would be that 
vicarious shame does represent genuine experiences of shame in which 
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the self is affected through an additional process of, for example, social 
identity. The latter alternative would seem to be more parsimonious, 
needing only one emotion theory to explain all instances of shame. 
However it would also require a more explicit account of how the self is 
involved in shame after personal transgressions as well as by 
transgressions of others.  

 
 

Shame Following Public Exposure 

 

A third debated issue is the role of public exposure in 
experiences of shame. Some researchers argue that shame is dependent 
upon public exposure whereas others argue that it is not. Public 
exposure was important in the theorizing of Ausubel (1955) who said 
that shame requires a disapproving other, be it real or fantasized. 
Benedict (1946) also emphasized how public disapproval and exposure 
regulate moral behavior in her description of the notion of shame 
cultures. An example of modern support for the role of exposure is 
found in research by Gruenewald, Kemeny, Aziz, and Fahey (2004) who 
found that public exposure of a bad performance leads to increases in 
the stress hormone cortisol as well as shame.  

Of special interest here is the work by Smith, Webster, Parrott, 
and Eyre (2002) who systematically examined the intensity of felt shame 
at different levels of exposure and found across four studies a positive 
association between exposure and shame. For example, in their crucial 
Study 1, shame was induced by having undergraduates read scenarios in 
which a person committed a moral transgression. The publicity of the 
event was varied such that the person’s transgression was discovered by 
the person who was harmed by the transgression (explicit public 
condition), or that the person came across or was reminded of someone 
who would disapprove of the transgression (implicit public condition), 
or that no mention of others was made (private). Participants indicated 
their feelings of guilt and shame. It was found that shame increased in 
intensity when transgressive behavior was more attended to by 
(imagined) others whereas guilt was found to be insensitive to exposure. 

At the same time, shame has been argued to be internalized and 
not require an audience (Piers & Singer, 1953; Tomkins, 1963). Helen 
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Block Lewis (1971) stated that shame does not have to originate from 
awareness of others, since it only requires self-awareness. Michael Lewis 
(1993, p. 629) concurred, saying “Shame is not related necessarily to the 
event’s being public or private. Although many hold that shame is a 
public failure, this need not be so. Failure attributed to the whole self, 
can be either public or private. Shame may be public, but it is as likely to 
be private”. In their 1996 paper, Tangney and colleagues also 
investigated the role of public exposure. After undergraduates reported 
personal shame, embarrassment, or guilt experiences, they indicated how 
many others were present during the described event. They found that 
18.2% of shame experiences occurred in private settings, contradicting 
the notion that shame is necessarily a public emotion.  

Though the views on the role of exposure in experiences of 
shame are not necessarily contradictory, they do again illustrate the 
complex relationship between the self and shame. How should we 
understand that public exposure of one’s failures on the one hand is not 
a necessary condition for the elicitation of shame but on the other is a 
factor that can amplify feelings of shame? In other words, if shame is 
about one’s failures vis-à-vis one’s own standards, why should other 
people’s knowledge of those failures increase shame if it does not add to 
the failure? At least, the complex relationship between feelings of shame 
and exposure suggests that the self can be affected by multiple factors, 
each contributing to self-threat and hence to the experience of shame.  

To summarize, each of the three issues that we discussed (i.e., 
shame as a self-conscious or social emotion, the existence of vicarious 
shame, and the role of public exposure in shame) illustrates that the 
relationships between the self and shame may not be fully understood. 
Of course, these three issues are not independent of one another. A clear 
common theme in all three is the distinction between more individual, 
intrapersonal sources of self-threat and shame and more social, 
interpersonal sources. Shame is a self-conscious emotion, experienced 
over personal failures even when these are private. Shame is also a social 
emotion, experienced over the behavior of others or over exposure of 
one’s flaws to an audience. Any full account of shame should be able to 
accommodate both the personal and the social sources of self-threat. We 
think that it is possible to formulate such an account by distinguishing 
between the personal self and the social self. 
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Personal Self and Social Self in Shame 

 

We propose that in, order to understand how the self is involved 
in shame, the whole self needs to be considered; that is, both personal 
and social aspects of the self. A distinction between personal and social 
self-aspects allows for a solution for the confusions in the field and 
allows for an integrated understanding of shame in all its manifestations. 
The core idea is that shame can involve a devaluation of the personal 
self, the social self, or both. This idea is grounded on contemporary 
theories of the self.  

Virtually all self-theories acknowledge the existence of a 
personal self and a social self, sometimes labeled by different terms such 
as private self or interpersonal/public self, (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; 
Brown, 1998; Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975; Greenwald & Breckler, 
1985; Leary, Barnes, Griebel, Mason, & McCormack, 1987; Leary, Terry, 
Allen, & Tate, 2009; Robins, Tracy, & Trzesniewski, 2008). The personal 
self concerns people’s beliefs about their traits, values, and abilities; in 
short, how they view themselves. It is about their personal aspirations 
and standards and is monitored by self-esteem. The social self concerns 
people’s beliefs about their social roles and reputation; in short, how 
others view themselves. It is about other people’s standards, evaluations 
by significant others, public recognition and praise and is monitored by 
social-esteem. Clearly, any comprehensive approach to shame should 
incorporate both the personal self and the social self and should have 
something to say about how both are involved in the experience of this 
emotion.  

It should be noted that in previous theorizing about shame, the 
distinction between personal and social aspects of the self has been 
acknowledged. Until now, however, these ideas have not been elaborated 
upon nor put to the empirical test. Shame has been described as a two-
edged sword, making people concerned about themselves as well as 
about others’ evaluations of the self (Harré, 1990; Smith et al., 2002; 
Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983). As Niedenthal et al. (1994, p. 586) put 
it shame implies “worthlessness in the eyes of both the self and others”. 
Similarly, two aspects of shame have been proposed in psycho-analytical 
theory: one aspect concerning an individual’s anxiety about personal 
mental functioning and another aspect concerning anxiety of being 
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excluded from a group (Tisseron, 1993). Related is the distinction 
between shame before oneself and shame before another (Castelfranchi & Poggi, 
1990), which has been linked to a loss of one’s own self-esteem and a 
loss of self-esteem in the eyes of others (Crozier, 1998). Our research 
not only puts the dual self-focus to the empirical test, but it also aims to 
integrate hitherto separate findings into a single model of shame. 

 
 

An Integrated View on Shame 

 

By considering the personal and social self-focus of shame it can 
be explained how shame can be both a self-conscious and a social 
emotion, why people can experience shame vicariously, and how public 
exposure affects shame without being a necessary precondition of this 
emotion. First, the fundamental question whether shame is intrinsically a 
self-conscious or a social emotion needs to be addressed. Thus, is shame 
focused on internal or external self-evaluations? Our proposal is that 
shame can be about both. When the whole self is involved, shame has a 
simultaneous focus on the personal and social self; it should entail both a 
personal and social self-devaluation. However, when only one part of the 
self is involved, experiences of shame should follow in suit. The 
possibility of a partial self-devaluation also explains the second confusion 
about why people can experience vicarious shame. 

Because vicarious shame is experienced for others, we can 
expect the personal self, responsive to personal evaluations of our own 
traits, values, and abilities, not to be affected. Common to most instances 
of vicarious shame is that they are experienced for others with whom 
one has a social link. Hence, we can expect that the social self, 
responsive to reputational concerns, is affected. When a social link exists 
with transgressors, their behavior can reflect badly upon our social 
standing. Thus, the threat to our social self can explain how behaviors of 
others make us feel ashamed. We predict that vicarious shame involves 
devaluation of the social self, not of the personal self.  

Likewise, a distinction between a personal and social self can 
solve confusions regarding the findings on public exposure. The social 
self-aspect can explain why shame is sensitive to exposure (e.g., exposure 
of a failure threatens the social self and amplifies shame), and the 
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personal self-aspect can explain why shame may be experienced privately 
(e.g., failure, also when experienced privately, induces shame by 
threatening the personal self). Thus, we predict that increasing public 
exposure amplifies experiences of shame via a threat to the social self 
while it does not affect the personal self. 

 
 

Overview of the Current Research 

 

Taken together, we propose a conceptualization of shame in 
terms of personal and social self-devaluation. This conceptualization may 
help to solve the complexities associated with (1) shame being both a 
self-conscious and a social emotion, (2) the existence of vicarious shame, 
and (3) the confusing findings regarding public exposure. We present 
three sets of three studies that test this conceptualization.  

Study 4.1 to 4.3 show that both types of self-devaluation are 
present in prototypical shame. In these studies experiences of shame are 
compared with those of vicarious shame and of control experiences. 
Each study uses different self-related measures, all showing the same 
pattern of results. In regular shame, both personal and social self-aspects 
were affected, but in vicarious shame only social self-aspects were 
affected. Studies 4.4 to 4.6 build upon these findings by showing that 
different instances of vicarious shame, namely group-based and 
collective shame, can all be explained by a devaluation of the social self. 
Finally, Studies 4.7 to 4.9 show that the exposure of a shameful event 
only affects the social self and not the personal self.  

 
 

Studies 4.1 – 4.3: Shame and Two Types of Self-Devaluation 

 

The aim of Studies 4.1 to 4.3 was to answer the question how 
shame can be both intrapersonally and interpersonally focused. The 
experiments provide a first test of the idea that experiences of shame are 
associated with a devaluation of both the personal and social self, 
whereas vicarious shame is only associated with a devaluation of the 
social self compared to control experiences. A range of shame inductions 
and dependent variables were used to test these predictions.  
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Study 4.1: Shame and Self-Evaluation 

 

Method. Seventy six members of the general public recruited 
using snowball sampling (39 females, 37 males, Mage = 29.08, SD = 
13.78) volunteered and were randomly assigned to a shame, vicarious 
shame, or a control condition. Participants in the [vicarious] shame 
condition read: 

 
Imagine that you have to work together with a colleague on a 
project for your supervisor. You [your colleague] sent an email 
to your supervisor with the project report, but attached the 
wrong file. A draft version was attached, containing some 
insulting remarks about the supervisor made by you [your 
colleague]. It read that the supervisor was a lazy dog for letting 
you do all the hard work, while he was just playing video games 
in his office all day long. At a general staff meeting the draft is 
opened by the supervisor and is projected onto a main screen. 
Everyone, including the supervisor, can see the nasty remarks 
made by you [your colleague]. 
 
Participants in the control condition read that they sent a wrong 

attachment together with their colleague, but it was just an old version 
(not containing any insulting remarks). They brought the right file on a 
memory-stick and solved the problem immediately.   

Participants imagined how they would feel in this situation and 
filled out the personal and social self-evaluation scale (PSS) we 
developed, see Table 4.1. Both personal and social self-evaluation were 
measured with 8 items (1 = not at all and 5 = completely). Higher scores 
indicate more positive self-evaluations. Personal self-evaluation (α = .76) 
contained items like “I felt like a loser” (reverse coded), whereas social 
self-evaluation (α = .82) contained items like “I thought that others 
thought of me as a loser” (reverse coded). Finally, participants indicated 
how much shame they would experience (1 = not at all and 5 = very 

strongly).  
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Table 4.1. Personal and social self-evaluation scale (PSS) 

 

Items 
1. I felt like a loser 
2. I thought that others thought of me as a loser  
3. I thought that I was incompetent 
4. I thought that others found me incompetent 
5. I doubted my skills 
6. I thought that others doubted my skills 
7. I got a more negative impression of myself 
8. I thought that others got a more negative impression of me 
9. I was worried about whether I did well 
10. I was worried about whether I made a good impression 
11. I felt confident about my abilities 
12. I felt confident about what others thought of my abilities 
13. I thought that I was good 
14. I thought that others thought I was good 
15. I was satisfied with myself  
16. I was satisfied with the image that others had of me 

Note. Reverse coded: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10. Ranging from “not at all” to 

“completely” Personal Self-evaluation consists of the mean score of all odd items. 

Social Self -evaluation consists of the mean score of all even items. 

 

Results. The shame induction was successful, F(2, 72) = 18.47, 
p < .001, η2 = .34. Post-hoc tests showed that shame scores were 
significantly higher in the shame (M = 4.22, SD = 1.01) and vicarious 
shame conditions (M = 4.04, SD = 1.00) than in the control condition 
(M = 2.50, SD = 1.10), ps < .001. The shame and vicarious shame 
conditions did not differ significantly, p = .781.1  

                                                           

1 Across all nine experiments participants also rated the extent to which they experienced 
six other emotions, namely anger, pride, schadenfreude, embarrassment, guilt, and 
satisfaction. Shame was the only emotion across all studies that showed the pattern that 
could account for the results. For brevity, the results of other emotions are not included 
in this text. Results can be obtained from the first author. 
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A MANOVA with condition (shame, vicarious shame, vs. 
control) as independent variable and personal and social self-evaluation 
as dependent variables showed a significant effect, Wilks’ lambda = .64, 
F(4, 144) = 8.94, p < .001, η2 = .20. Univariate tests revealed these 
differences for both personal self-evaluation, F(2, 73) = 3.21, p = .001, η2 

= .18, and social self-evaluation, F(2, 73) = 8.74, p < .001, η2 = .19 (see 
Figure 4.1). 

Post-hoc tests (Tukey) revealed that personal self-evaluation was 
significantly lower for shame (M = 2.98, SD = 0.74), than for vicarious 
shame (M = 3.42, SD = 0.58), p = .03, and control (M = 3.70, SD = 
0.57), p = .001. Vicarious shame did not differ significantly from control, 
p = .307. Social self-evaluation was significantly lower for shame (M = 
2.63, SD = 0.83) and vicarious shame (M = 2.47, SD = 0.66), than for 
control (M = 3.32, SD = 0.69), p < .001 and p = .005 respectively. Shame 
and vicarious shame did not differ, p = .698.   

 
 

Study 4.2: Shame and Self-esteem 

 
Method. Students from Avans University (37 females, 46 males, 

Mage = 20.59, SD = 2.12) participated voluntarily and were randomly 
assigned to a shame, vicarious shame, or control condition. Participants 
completed an autobiographical recall instruction of personal experiences 
of shame, vicarious shame (an event in which they felt ashamed for 
someone with whom they were associated), or a regular day (see De 
Hooge, Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2008). Participants worked for 
approximately 10 minutes on this task. Participants in the shame 
condition wrote about situations such as hurting close others, 
performing badly at school or in sports, or acting inappropriately while 
being drunk. Participants in the vicarious shame condition wrote about 
situations in which close others (friends or family members) or other 
Dutchmen misbehaved (stealing, behaving impolitely or foolishly, or 
acting inappropriately while being drunk). 

Participants filled out Heatherton and Polivy’s (1991) 
performance self-esteem (α = .74) and social self-esteem (α = .72); both 
7 items; 1 = not at all and 5 = extremely). Performance self-esteem served 
as a proxy for personal self-esteem and consists of items like “I felt 
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confident about my abilities” and “I felt frustrated or rattled about my 
performance”. Social self-esteem consists of items like “I was worried 
about whether I was regarded as a success or failure” and “I was worried 
about what other people thought of me”. Participants also indicated the 
intensity of their shame (1 = not at all and 5 = very strongly).  

 
Results. The shame induction was successful, F(2, 75) = 40.71, 

p < .001, η2= .52. Post-hoc tests revealed that shame scores were 
significantly higher in the shame (M = 3.69, SD = 1.00) and vicarious 
shame conditions (M = 3.37, SD = 1.01) than in the control condition 
(M = 1.48, SD = 0.82), ps < .001. The shame and vicarious shame 
conditions did not differ significantly, p = .459. 

A MANOVA with emotion condition (shame, vicarious shame, 
vs. control) as independent variable and performance and social self-
esteem as dependent variables showed a significant difference, Wilks’ 
lambda = .79, F(4, 150) = 4.62, p = .001, η2 = .11. Separate ANOVAs 
revealed differences between conditions on both performance self-
esteem, F(2, 76) = 6.00, p = .004, η2 = .14, and social self-esteem, F(2, 
76) = 5.42, p = .006, η2 = .13 (see Figure 4.1). 

Performance self-esteem was significantly lower for shame (M = 
3.40, SD = 0.75) than for vicarious shame (M = 3.86, SD = 0.67), p = 
.032, and control (M = 3.98, SD = 0.49), p = .005. Vicarious shame did 
not differ significantly from control, p = .793. Social self-esteem was 
significantly lower for shame (M = 3.35, SD = 0.75) and vicarious shame 
(M = 3.48, SD = 0.79) than for control (M = 3.95, SD = 0.52), 
respectively p = .006 and p = .049. Shame and vicarious shame did not 
differ, p = .774.  
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Figure 4.1. Study 4.1 to 4.3: Personal and social self-evaluation, performance and 

social self-esteem, and personal and social shame components for shame, vicarious 

shame and control conditions. Bars with different letters differ significantly in Tukey 

post-hoc tests at p < .05. 
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Study 4.3: Experience of Shame 

 

Method. Students from Tilburg University (85 females, 22 
males, Mage = 19.87, SD = 2.17) participated voluntarily. The 
experimental design and shame induction were identical to Study 4.2.  

Items commonly regarded as emotion components of shame 
were selected from the emotion literature (Breugelmans & Poortinga, 
2006; Fontaine et al., 2006; Tangney, et al., 1996). Items measuring 
personal shame were: I felt... small, weak, incompetent, powerless, and 
stupid (α = .87). Items measuring social shame were: It felt like... 
everyone was watching me, others disapproved of what I did, my 
reputation was damaged, and I wanted to... avoid other people’s gaze, 
sink through the floor, and distance myself from others (α = .89); all 
items 1 = not at all and 5 = completely. Participants also indicated their 
shame (1 = not at all and 5 = very strongly). 

 

Results. The shame induction was successful, F(2, 104) = 
161.99, p < .001, η2= .76. Post-hoc tests revealed that shame scores were 
significantly higher in the shame (M = 4.03, SD = 0.86) and vicarious 
shame conditions (M = 4.06, SD = 0.78) than in the control condition 
(M = 1.34, SD = 0.58), ps < .001. The shame and vicarious shame 
conditions did not differ significantly, p = 984.  

A MANOVA with condition (shame, vicarious shame, vs. 
control) as independent variable and personal and social shame 
component scales as dependent revealed a significant effect of condition, 
Wilks’ lambda = .43, F(4, 206) = 26.88, p < .001, η2 = .34. Univariate 
tests revealed these differences on both personal shame, F(2, 104) = 
32.03, p < .001, η2 = .38, and social shame components, F(2, 104) = 
51.72, p < .001, η2 = .50, (see Figure 4.1). 

Personal shame components were significantly higher for shame 
(M = 3.46, SD = 1.02) than for vicarious shame (M = 2.56, SD = 0.95) 
and control (M = 1.75, SD = 0.75), ps < .001. Vicarious shame also 
differed significantly from control, p = .001. Social shame components 
were significantly higher for shame (M = 3.38, SD = 1.01) and vicarious 
shame (M = 3.10, SD = 0.92) than for control (M = 1.55, SD = 0.49), ps 
< .001. Shame and vicarious shame did not differ, p = .348.  
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Studies 4.1 – 4.3: Discussion 

 

Studies 4.1 to 4.3 provided support for the differential role of 
the personal self and social self in shame. In regular shame, both the 
personal and social self are affected, whereas in vicarious shame only the 
social self is affected. This effect was robust across all experiments using 
different inductions (via a scenario and via autobiographical recall) and 
different measures. Self-evaluation, self-esteem, and experienced 
emotion components all confirmed the differential role of the personal 
and social self in shame. Together, Studies 4.1 to 4.3 solve the question 
how shame can be both a self-conscious and social emotion, by showing 
that both the personal and social self are involved in shame. 

 
 

Studies 4.4 – 4.6: Generalizing to Different Types of Vicarious 

Shame 

 

The aim of Studies 4.4 to 4.6 was to generalize and extend the 
findings of Studies 4.1 to 4.3 to different types of vicarious shame that 
are commonly identified in the literature. Types of vicarious shame that 
were induced were relational shame, group-based shame, and collective 
shame. What we here refer to as group-based shame can also be referred 
to as collective shame via a temporary shared identity. What we refer to 
here as collective shame refers to collective shame via a national identity. 
It is important to extend our study to these types of vicarious shame, 
since predictions regarding what happens to the self differ. 

 It was argued that in collective shame, just like in regular shame: 
“the negative essence and the reputational components [italics added] of shame 
will often elide each other” (Brown et al., 2008, p. 77). It has also been 
argued that “when group-membership is salient, the group functions as a 
part of the self, and therefore (…) situations appraised as self-relevant 
trigger emotions just as they always do” (Smith, 1993, p. 303). However, 
based on our theorizing that vicarious shame is possible because of a 
reputational link with the social self, we would predict otherwise. As 
hinted at in Studies 4.1 to 4.3, we would expect that every type in the 
vicarious shame spectrum mainly involves a social self-devaluation. 
Studies 4.4 to 4.6 systematically tested this prediction and used emotion 
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inductions and dependent measures that are typically used in studies of 
collective shame.  

Study 4.4 systematically varied (1) the type of vicarious shame 
experienced and (2) whether participants were identifiable as belonging 
to a transgressor or not. Types of vicarious shame that were induced 
were relational shame, group-based shame, and collective shame. Effects 
on both self-evaluation and self-esteem were measured. We expected 
only evaluations of the social self to be sensitive to having an identifiable 
link with transgressors. When the outside world cannot identify us as 
being linked to transgressors, it can also not evaluate us more negatively. 
In such cases, the social self should be less threatened. The personal self, 
however, should not be sensitive to having an identifiable link with the 
transgressor because it concerns our private evaluations. This differential 
effect of identifiability on the personal self and social self should hold for 
all types of vicarious shame. 

Studies 4.5 and 4.6 used a common induction of collective 
shame (Doosje et al., 1998; Iyer et al., 2007; Lickel et al., 2004; Zebel, 
Zimmerman, Viki, & Doosje, 2008) and measured how self-evaluation 
and self-esteem were affected. The findings of Study 4.4 were extended 
by using self-measures that are especially fit to measure collective 
emotion processes. Studies 4.5 and 4.6 measured – both on a personal 
and social level – how the specific collective identity shared by the 
transgressor and the participants was evaluated and to what extent 
people experienced collective shame. Collective identity was measured 
such that we could tap more directly into the specific damaged self-
concept that linked the shameful situation to the self. Collective shame 
components were measured such that we could directly measure the 
collective emotion (Brown et al., 2008). When looking at these collective 
shame components, again the distinction can be made between personal 
and social aspects. We expected that collective shame would involve a 
higher social self-threat than a control condition on all measures 
assessing the social self. On measures assessing the personal self, we 
expected no differences between collective shame and a control 
condition.  
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Study 4.4: Self-measures in Different Types of Vicarious Shame 

 

Method. Students from Tilburg University (131 females, 39 
males, Mage = 19.49, SD = 2.35) participated in exchange for course 
credit. They were randomly assigned to a 3 (Transgressor: collective, 
group, vs. relational) × 2 (Identifiable link with transgressor: yes vs. no) 
design.  

Participants read about a group member behaving 
inappropriately in a church while taking a tour. This group member was 
another Dutchman (collective), another member of the same tour group 
(group), or the best friend of the participant (relational). The participant 
was either identifiable as belonging to the transgressors (by the same 
national flag sticker in the collective condition, by the same blue tour 
group sticker in the group condition, or by wearing the same bright T-
shirt of their favorite hometown bar in the relational condition) or not 
identifiable (the stickers just ran out in collective and group conditions 
and in the relational condition participants were wearing different shirts).  

Participants in the collective {group} [relational] conditions read 
that they were on holiday abroad and were doing some sightseeing. They 
took a tour in a famous old church. When they entered the church with 
their group, a service was being held. They noticed that another group of 

Dutch tourists {their blue tour group} [their best friend] was not really 
enjoying their tour. They were not paying attention to their guide, were 
very noisy and were taking pictures in restricted areas. The participant 
read that he/she was standing a bit on the side and noticed that the 
visitors of the service were getting annoyed with the Dutch tourists {the 
other members of their blue tour-group} [their best friend]. Then, 
another tourist approached the transgressor(s) and said that they should 
be quiet and should stop taking pictures.  

Participants indicated how they would feel using the personal 
self-evaluation scale (α = .89), the social self-evaluation scale (α = .88), 
the performance self-esteem scale (α = .80), and the social self-esteem 
scale (α = .77) used in Studies 4.1 and 4.2. Finally, they indicated their 
experienced shame (1 = not at all and 5 = very strongly). 

 
Results. A 3 (Transgressor) × 2 (Identifiability) ANOVA on 

shame scores revealed no significant interaction effect, F(2, 162) = 1.26, 
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p = .286. A main effect of identifiability was found, F(1, 162) = 16.84, p 
< .001, η2 = .09, with significantly higher shame ratings for identifiable 
conditions (M = 4.22, SD = 0.83) than for non-identifiable conditions 
(M = 3.66, SD = 1.00), Also, a main effect of transgressor was found, 
F(2, 162) = 7.63, p = .001, η2 = .09, such that shame was significantly 
higher for relational transgressor conditions (M = 4.27, SD = 0.70) than 
for collective transgressor conditions (M = 3.62, SD = 1.03), p < .001. 
Group transgressor conditions (M = 3.91, SD = 1.02) did not differ 
significantly on shame from collective and relational transgressor 
conditions, p = .188 and p = .087 respectively.  

 

Personal and social self-evaluations. A 3 (Transgressor) × 2 
(Identifiability) MANOVA was performed on personal and social self-
evaluation. No interaction effect between transgressor and identifiability 
was found, Wilks’ lambda = .99, F (4, 326) = 0.57, p = .687. Most 
importantly, a significant main effect of identifiability was found, Wilks’ 
lambda = .87, F(2, 163) = 12.14, p < .001, η2 = .13. On personal self-
evaluation no significant differences emerged between identifiable (M = 
3.55, SD = 0.70) and non-identifiable conditions (M = 3.65, SD = 0.77), 
F(1, 164) = 1.10, p = .296. But as predicted social self-evaluation was 
lower for identifiable (M = 2.71, SD = 0.71) than for non-identifiable 
conditions (M = 3.14, SD = 0.75), F(1, 164) = 16.58, p < .001, η2 = .09. 
Results for Tukey post-hoc tests for each transgressor condition are 
displayed in Figure 4.2. 

Besides, a significant main effect of transgressor was found, 
Wilks’ lambda = .92, F (4, 326) = 3.34, p = .011, η2 = .04. Significant 
differences were found on personal self-evaluation, F(2, 164) = 4.95, p = 
.008, η2 = .06, and on social self-evaluation, F(2, 164) = 5.74, p = .004, η2 

= .07. Personal self-evaluation was significantly lower for relational 
transgressors (M = 3.41, SD = 0.78) than for collective transgressors (M 

= 3.83, SD = 0.71), p = .007. Personal self-evaluations for group 
transgressors (M = 3.56, SD = 0.66) did not differ significantly from 
relational and collective transgressors, p = .52 and p = .12, respectively. 
Social self-evaluation was significantly lower for relational transgressors 
(M = 2.78, SD = 0.73) and group transgressors (M = 2.84, SD = 0.75) 
than for collective transgressors (M = 3.18, SD = 0.75), respectively p = 
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.009 and p = .031, Relational and group transgressors did not differ 
significantly from each other, p = .890. 

 
Figure 4.2. Study 4.4: Personal and social self-evaluation, performance and social 

self-esteem for non-identifiable and identifiable collective transgressor, group 

transgressor and relational transgressor conditions. Bars with different letters within 

each transgressor condition differ significantly. 

 

 
 

Personal and social self-esteem. The same analyses were 
performed on personal and social self-esteem measures. A 3 
(Transgressor) × 2 (Identifiability) MANOVA was performed and 
showed that there was no significant interaction effect between 
transgressor and identifiability, Wilks’ lambda = .99, F(4, 326) = 0.47, p 
= .758, η2 = .01. More interestingly, a significant main effect of 
identifiability was found, Wilks’ lambda = .89, F(2, 163) = 10.42, p < 
.001, η2 = .11. On performance self-esteem no significant differences 
emerged between identifiable (M = 3.52, SD = 0.65), non-identifiable 
conditions (M = 3.59, SD = 0.61), F(1, 164) = 0.58, p = .447. But, as 
predicted, social self-evaluation was significantly lower for identifiable 
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(M = 2.81, SD = 0.61) than for non-identifiable conditions (M = 3.17, 
SD = 0.66), F(1, 164) = 14.73, p < .001, η2 = .08. Results for Tukey post-
hoc tests for each transgressor condition are displayed in Figure 4.2. 

Furthermore, a significant main effect of transgressor emerged, 
Wilks’ lambda = .93, F(4, 326) = 2.86, p = .024, η2 = .03. Significant 
differences were found on performance self-esteem F(2, 164) = 5.06, p = 
.007, η2 = .06, and social self-esteem, F(2, 164) = 4.58, p = .012, η2 = .05. 
Performance self-esteem was significantly lower for relational 
transgressors (M = 3.38, SD = 0.68) than for collective transgressors (M 

= 3.75, SD = 0.60), p = .005. Group transgressors (M = 3.53, SD = 0.55) 
did not differ significantly on performance self-esteem from relational 
and collective transgressors, p = .410 and p = .146, respectively. Social 
self-esteem was significantly lower for relational transgressors (M = 2.81, 
SD = 0.72) than for collective transgressors (M = 3.16, SD = 0.65), p = 
.010. Group transgressors did not differ significantly on social self-
esteem (M = 3.00, SD = 0.56) from relational and collective 
transgressors, p = .254 and p = .360, respectively. 

In sum, Study 4.4 showed that when participants were 
identifiable as belonging to a transgressor (group) they showed lowered 
social self-evaluations and social self-esteem compared to when they 
were not identifiable. Participants’ personal self-evaluations and personal 
self-esteem were not affected by identifiability. The effects were the same 
for transgressors with whom participants had a relational link, a 
temporary group link, or a collective identity link. 

 
 

Study 4.5: Collective Self-Measures in Collective Shame 

 

Method. Students from Tilburg University (47 females, 18 
males, Mage = 20.37, SD = 2.18) participated in exchange for course 
credit or 7 Euros and were randomly assigned to the collective shame or 
control condition. 

Participants read an excerpt from an “internationally acclaimed 
history book” on the Srebrenica Massacre in 1995 (procedure adapted 
from Doosje et al., 1998; Zebel et al., 2008). In the Bosnian war in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Dutch soldiers from the UN had to protect the 
Bosnian Muslim enclave in Srebrenica from the Bosnian Serbs. When 
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the pressure became too high, the Dutch army surrendered and let 
Colonel Mladic and his troops enter the enclave leading to a massacre of 
8000 men. For this historical event the Dutch army has been frequently 
criticized. It even led to the fall of the Dutch government in 2002.  

The two pages excerpt described the event differently dependent 
on conditions. In the collective shame condition participants read that 
the Srebrenica massacre was caused by the bad and cowardice character 
of the Dutch UN soldiers (procedure cf. Lickel et al., 2004), whereas 
participants in the control condition read that Dutch UN soldiers could 
not protect the enclave due to external circumstances. Participants in the 
collective shame condition also read a statement of an eyewitness who 
described the tragic events and ascribed them to the weak character of 
the Dutch. The flaws in the group-identity were meant to evoke 
collective shame (cf. Iyer et al., 2007). Control participants did not read 
the witness statement. In all conditions a picture of a Dutch Lieutenant-
colonel toasting with Mladic was shown. In the collective shame 
condition the header was: Colonel Mladic toasting with Dutch UN 
Lieutenant-colonel Karremans. In the control condition the header was: 
Colonel Mladic toasting on victory.2 

 

Dependent measures. After reading the excerpts, participants 
indicated how they felt on the personal (α = .79) and social (α = .86) self-
evaluation measures (see Study 4.1). Next, we assessed how people 
evaluated their own Dutch identity (personal Dutch identity evaluation) 
and how they thought others would evaluate their Dutch identity (social 
Dutch identity evaluation). Items were the same as the personal self-
evaluation and social self-evaluation as displayed in the Table 4.1, but 
were customized to measure evaluation of the Dutch identity. This 
yielded personal Dutch identity evaluation items like “I thought of 

                                                           

2 Another control condition in which participants read about a neutral mission of the 
Dutch Army in Cambodia was also run (n = 25). Comparing personal self-evaluations 
and social self-evaluations from the Srebrenica shame condition to the Cambodia control 
condition again revealed significant effects on social self-evaluations and no significant 
differences on personal self-evaluations. In yet another experiment we compared a 
Srebrenica shame condition (n = 37) to a control Cambodia condition (n = 27) and found 
the same significant results for Dutch identity evaluation and collective shame 
components as when comparing the Srebrenica shame condition to a Srebrenica neutral 
condition. 
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myself as a bad Dutchman” and “I was satisfied with myself as a 
Dutchman” (α = .83). It yielded social Dutch identity evaluation items 
like “I thought that others thought of me as a bad Dutchman” and “I 
was satisfied with the image others had of me as a Dutchman” (α = .79). 

Participants continued by indicating to what extent they 
experienced collective shame components. We selected components by 
Brown and colleagues (2008). On these collective emotion components a 
distinction between personal shame components and social shame 
components could be made. We selected four items for each scale that 
best represented the construct. Personal collective shame components 
were selected when they contained a personal condemnation of the 
Dutch identity; “I feel ashamed to be a Dutchman for the way we have 
treated the Bosnian Muslims”, “It shames me when I realize that the 
Dutch could be cowards by nature”, “When I think of the manner in 
which the Bosnian Muslims have been treated, I sometimes think that 
the Dutch are cowardly and wicked”, and “Due to the history of 
Srebrenica, I think that we Dutch are predisposed to be cowards”, (α = 
.88). Social collective shame components were selected when they 
contained a possible condemnation of the Dutch identity by others;  “I 
feel bad because the behavior of the Dutch towards the Bosnian 
Muslims has created a bad image of the Dutch in the eyes of the world”, 
“Sometimes it shames me how others can think for the manner in which 
we Dutch have harmed the Bosnian Muslims”, “To think how the 
Netherlands are seen for their treatment of the Bosnian Muslims makes 
me feel ashamed”, and “I feel humiliated when I think of the negative 
manner that the Netherlands are seen by the rest of the world for how 
they have treated the Bosnian Muslims”, (α = .88). Finally, participants 
rated how much shame they felt (1 = not at all and 5 = very strongly). 

 
Results. An ANOVA showed that, as expected, shame scores 

were significantly higher in the collective shame condition (M = 3.24, SD 
= 1.04) than in the control condition (M = 2.42, SD = 1.28), F(1, 63) = 
8.02, p = .006, η2 = .11.  

 
Personal and social self-evaluation. A MANOVA with 

condition (collective shame, vs. control) as independent variable on 
personal and social self-evaluation revealed a significant effect, Wilks’ 



79 
 

lambda = .87, F(2, 62) = 4.68, p = .013, η2 = .13. Results of the 
univariate tests are displayed in Figure 4.3. No differences on personal 
self-evaluations emerged between collective shame (M = 3.74, SD = 
0.61) and control (M = 3.81, SD = 0.82), F(1, 63) = 0.16, p = .690. But, 
in line with the predictions, social self-evaluations were lower for 
collective shame (M = 3.34, SD = 0.69) than for control (M = 3.73, SD 
= 0.81), F(1, 63) = 4.22, p = .044, η2 = .06.  

 

Personal and social Dutch identity evaluation. A MANOVA 
on personal and social Dutch identity evaluation scales revealed a 
significant effect of condition, Wilks’ lambda = .87, F(2, 62) = 4.62, p = 
.013, η2 = .13. Results of the univariate tests are displayed in Figure 4.3. 
On personal Dutch identity evaluation no differences emerged between 
collective shame (M = 3.62, SD = 0.68) and control (M = 3.94, SD = 
1.03), F(1, 63) = 2.22, p = .140. Again, as expected, social Dutch identity 
evaluation was lower for collective shame (M = 3.05, SD = 0.73) than 
for control (M = 3.68, SD = 0.95), F(1, 63) = 9.04, p = .004, η2 = .13.  

 

Personal and social collective shame components. A 
MANOVA with condition as independent variable on personal and 
social collective shame components revealed a significant effect of 
condition, Wilks’ lambda = .85, F(2, 62) = 5.60, p = .006, η2 = .15. The 
results of the univariate tests are displayed in Figure 4.3. On personal 
collective shame no differences emerged between collective shame (M = 
2.13, SD = 0.78) and control (M = 1.84, SD = 0.96), F(1, 63) = 1.78, p = 
.187. As expected, social collective shame was higher for collective 
shame (M = 3.00, SD = 0.80) than for control (M = 2.25, SD = 1.06), 
F(1, 63) = 10.37, p = .002, η2 = .14.  

Study 4.5 revealed that social self-evaluations and social Dutch 
identity evaluations were significantly lower for collective shame than for 
neutral conditions. On personal self-evaluations and personal Dutch 
identity evaluations no significant differences were found. Experiences 
of social collective shame components were significantly stronger in the 
collective shame condition than in the neutral condition. No differences 
appeared on personal collective shame components. 
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Figure 4.3. Study 4.5: Personal and social self-evaluation, personal and social Dutch 

Identity evaluation, and personal and social collective shame components for collective 

shame and a control condition. Bars with different letters differ significantly. 
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Study 4.6: Collective Shame and Self-esteem 

 

In Study 4.6 we replicated Study 4.5 using performance (α = .64) 
and social (α = .60) self-esteem as dependent variables (see Study 4.2). 
Participants from Tilburg University (41 females, 22 males, Mage = 21.65, 
SD = 6.55) were randomly assigned to the collective shame condition or 
control condition and went through the same procedure as in Study 4.5. 
A MANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition, Wilks’ lambda = 
.87, F(2, 60) = 4.50, p = .015, η2 = .13. On performance self-esteem no 
differences emerged between collective shame (M = 3.90, SD = 0.46) 
and control (M = 3.99, SD = 0.41), F(1, 61) = 0.61, p = .436. As 
expected and replicating the results of Study 4.5, social self-esteem was 
lower for collective shame (M = 3.69, SD = 0.51) than for control (M = 
4.03, SD = 0.32), F(1, 61) = 8.69, p = .005, η2 = .13. 

 
 

Studies 4.4 – 4.6: Discussion 

 

Studies 4.4 to 4.6 generalized and extended our findings on the 
self of Studies 4.1 to 4.3 to several types of vicarious shame. We 
systematically measured the personal and social self-threat in collective, 
group-based and relational types of vicarious shame. And, inductions 
and measures were used that were specifically designed for collective 
emotions.  

Study 4.4 revealed that in vicarious shame the social self is 
especially threatened when an identifiable link between the self and the 
transgressor is noticeable by others. The personal self is not sensitive to 
this link. The effect of identifiability on the social self replicated across 
different types of vicarious shame. Studies 4.5 and 4.6 revealed that even 
with a common collective shame induction, collective shame involves 
only a threat to people’s social self, not their personal self. Though in 
previous work on collective shame it has been argued that also the 
personal self is affected, we reveal for self-evaluations, self-esteem, 
Dutch identity evaluations, and collective shame components that in all 
instances of vicarious shame predominantly the social self is affected and 
not the personal self. By demonstrating that vicarious shame works on 
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the social self, the findings of Studies 4.4 to 4.6 solve the question why 
people can experience shame vicariously.  

 
 

Studies 4.7 – 4.9: How Public Exposure Affects Shame and its 

Motivations 

 

Now that we have established that both the personal and the 
social self are basic elements of shame, we should be able to understand 
the final issue in the psychology of shame: the confusing findings of 
public exposure on the experience of shame. On the one hand, shame 
has been shown to increase with public exposure (Smith et al., 2002), but 
on the other hand private experiences of shame have been reported 
(Tangney et al., 1996). The aim of Studies 4.7 to 4.9 was to explain how 
this should be understood. The level of public exposure of a shameful 
event was varied and effects on the self and motivations related to shame 
were measured.  

Study 4.7 tested the influence of public exposure on experiences 
of shame, staying close to the procedure of Smith and colleagues (2002). 
Instead of measuring shame with one item as in the original study, we 
distinguished between personal and social shame components to 
examine which aspects of the self are sensitive to public exposure. 
Following our approach and findings thus far, we predicted that 
increasing public exposure should mainly threaten the social self – being 
sensitive to other’s evaluations; leading to higher ratings of social shame 
components. The amount of public exposure should not affect the 
experience of personal shame components.  

Study 4.8 replicated Study 4.7 with a different exposure 
manipulation. It tested how personal and social shame components are 
related to the overall experienced level of shame. We predicted that with 
increasing public exposure, social shame components should be more 
strongly related to the amount of shame experienced.  

In Study 4.9 we tested whether the differential effects of public 
exposure on personal and social shame components also translate to 
motivations associated with shame. Research by De Hooge et al. (2010, 
2011) showed that the experience of shame involves two motivations: to 
restore and protect the threatened self. The restore motivation makes 
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people actively repair their shameful situation by approach behaviors and 
the protect motivation induces people to protect the self from further 
damage by withdrawal behaviors. Usually after shame people are more 
inclined to restore than to protect. But when the situation makes it too 
difficult or too risky to restore, this restore motivation becomes less 
strong and the protect motivation becomes dominant since the protect 
motivation is not influenced by riskiness of the situation. On the basis of 
findings by De Hooge et al., we expected that the more a shameful event 
involves public exposure, the more threatening the situation becomes for 
the social self. The public threat should thus reduce restore motivations. 
Protect motivations should be unaffected by the public nature of a 
shameful event, making withdrawal behaviors more likely. Thus, public 
exposure should decrease the probability that people take the 
opportunity to compensate for their shameful behavior. This effect 
should be mediated by restore motivations and not by protect 
motivations.  

 
 

Study 4.7:  Public Exposure Only Affects the Social Self in Shame 

 

Method. Tilburg University students (114 females, 29 males, 
Mage = 20.05, SD = 3.44) participated in exchange for course credit. They 
were randomly assigned to a private, implicit public, or public condition. 
We used the procedure of Smith and colleagues (2002, Study 1). 
Male/female participants read a scenario about Job/Julia in which 
Job/Julia takes a difficult course, has an average grade point average, and 
is worried about his/her chances of getting into medical school. The 
course is not going well, especially the lab portion. He/she is worried 
about the most recent lab and does not know how to do the next lab 
report. Ultimately, Job/Julia takes the lab report of his/her lab partner 
from the teaching assistant’s mailbox and makes a copy of it.  

In the private condition, the scenario ended here. In the implicit 
public condition, shortly after taking the report, Job/Julia comes across 
the lab partner who greets him/her cheerfully. In the public condition, 
Job/Julia gets a note from the lab partner indicating that she saw 
Job/Julia take the report. She tells Job/Julia that she won’t tell the 
teaching assistant what happened as long as he/she puts the report back 
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in the box. All participants indicated to what extent they would 
experience personal shame components (α = .75) and social shame 
components (α = .73), as used in Study 4.3.  

 

Results. A MANOVA with condition (private, implicit public, 
vs. public) as independent variable on the dependent personal and social 
shame scales revealed a significant effect of condition, Wilks’ lambda = 
.93, F(4, 278) = 2.63, p = .035, η2 = .04. On personal shame no 
significant differences emerged between private (M = 3.96, SD = 0.77), 
implicit public (M = 4.16, SD = 0.55), and public conditions (M = 4.21, 
SD = 0.50), F(2, 104) = 2.17, p = .118. On social shame significant 
differences did emerge between conditions, F(2, 140) = 5.38, p = .006, η2 

= .07, (see Figure 4.4). Social shame was significantly lower for the 
private condition (M = 3.98, SD = 0.71) than for the implicit public (M 
= 4.29, SD = 0.47), and public conditions (M = 4.34, SD = 0.52), p = 
.027 and p = .009 respectively. Implicit public and public conditions did 
not differ, p = .917.  
 

Figure 4.4. Study 4.7: Personal and social shame components for private, implicit 

public, and public conditions. Bars with different letters differ significantly in Tukey 

post-hoc tests with p < .05. 
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Study 4.7 revealed that experiences of social shame components 
become stronger when a shameful situation is exposed to public. 
Experiences of private shame components are not affected by the public 
exposure of a shameful event. 

 
 

Study 4.8: Exposure Increases the Influence of Social Components 

on Shame 

 

Method. Fontys University students (49 females, 46 males, Mage 
= 20.51, SD = 3.32) participated voluntarily, received 4 Euros, and were 
randomly assigned to an explicit private condition, an implicit public 
condition, or an explicit public condition. They read the scenario of 
Study 4.7 but now participants were explicitly told that the shameful 
situation remained private (explicit private condition), that there was a 
chance that people would find out (implicit public condition), or that 
people found out about the shameful situation (explicit public 
condition). They read about Job/Julia who copied the lab report for the 
important difficult course. He/she hands in both the report of the lab 
partner and his/her own copy of the report with some minimal changes.  

In the explicit private condition, participants read: “After 
handing in the report, Job/Julia finds out the reports will be checked by 
different teachers. His/her report and that of the lab partner will be 
graded by a different teacher. There is no chance that anyone will find 
out he/she committed fraud.” In the implicit public condition, 
participants read: “After handing in the report, Job/Julia finds out the 
reports will be checked by two different teachers. His/her report and 
that of the lab partner could be graded by the same teacher. There is a 
50% chance that someone will find out he/she committed fraud.” In the 
explicit public condition, participants read: “After handing in the report, 
Job/Julia finds out the teacher wants to speak to him/her in the next 
lecture. During the class the teacher tells Job/Julia in front of the whole 
class that he found out he/she committed fraud.” 

All participants indicated (1 = not at all and 10 = very strongly) to 
what extent they would experience personal shame components (α = 
.82) and social shame components (α = .89) and shame, see Study 4.3. 
Finally, as a check of the manipulation participants indicated to what 
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extent they thought they were judged by others (cf. Smith et al., 2002). 
  

Results. An ANOVA revealed that our publicity manipulation 
was successful, F(2, 92) = 19.27, p < .001, η2 = .30. The explicit public 
condition (M = 7.44, SD = 2.27) scored higher on thinking that they 
were judged by others than the explicit private (M = 3.83, SD = 2.47) 
and the implicit public conditions (M = 5.90, SD = 2.34), p < .001 and p 

= .026 respectively. The implicit public condition also scored higher on 
thinking that they were being judged by others than the explicit private 
condition, p = .003. 

An ANOVA, F(2, 92) = 17.14, p < .001, η2 = .27, showed that 
shame was significantly higher for the explicit public condition (M = 
9.33, SD = 0.96) than for the explicit private (M = 6.67, SD = 2.73) and 
implicit public conditions (M = 7.97, SD = 1.52), p < .001 and p = .011 
respectively. Shame was also higher for the implicit public condition than 
for the explicit private condition, p = .022.  

 

Personal and social shame components. A MANOVA with 
condition (explicit private, implicit private, vs. explicit public) as 
independent variable and personal and social shame as dependent 
variables revealed a significant effect of condition, Wilks’ lambda = .66, 
F(4, 182) = 10.46, p < .001, η2 = .19. Univariate tests showed that 
conditions differed significantly on personal shame, F(2, 92) = 11.91, p < 
.001, η2 = .21. Personal shame was significantly lower for the explicit 
private condition (M = 5.78, SD = 2.23) than for the implicit public (M 
= 7.08, SD = 1.44), p = .016, and explicit public conditions (M = 7.91, 
SD = 1.55), p < .001. Implicit public and explicit public conditions did 
not differ significantly, p = .154.   

Significant differences appeared on social shame, F(2, 92) = 
23.31, p < .001, η2 = .34. Social shame components were rated 
significantly higher in the explicit public condition (M = 8.91, SD = 0.96) 
than in the implicit public condition (M = 7.54, SD = 1.32), p = .007, 
and the explicit private condition (M = 5.94, SD = 2.65) p < .001. Social 
shame components were significantly higher in the implicit public 
condition than in the explicit private condition, p = .002 
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How personal and social components relate to overall 

levels of shame. To understand how the components are related to 
shame we calculated correlations for each condition.3 In the explicit 
private condition, the correlation between scores on shame and the 
personal shame components was significant, r(28) = .56, p = .001. The 
bivariate correlation between shame and the social shame components 
was also significant, r(28) = .44, p = .015. However, when looking at the 
partial correlations (see Table 4.2), only the correlation between shame 
and personal components remained significant when controlling for 
social components, r(27) = .39, p = .037. The correlation between shame 
and social components disappeared when controlling for personal 
components, r(27) = -.03, p = .861.    

In the implicit public condition, the correlation between shame 
and the personal components was marginally significant, r(27) = .33, p = 
.083. The correlation between shame and the social components was also 
significant, r(27) = .66, p < .001. But the partial correlation between 
shame and personal components became non-significant when 
controlling for social components, r(26) = -.11, p = .595. Only the 
correlation between shame and social components remained significant 
when controlling for personal components, r(26) = .61, p = .001.   

In the explicit public condition, the correlation between shame 
and the personal components was significant, r(34) = .38, p = .022. The 
bivariate correlation between shame and the social components was 
significant, r(34) = .59, p < .001. But again, the partial correlation 
between shame and personal components controlling for social 
components was non-significant, r(33) = -.07, p = .691. The correlation 
between shame and the social components controlling for personal 
components remained significant, r(33) = .49, p = .003.  

Study 4.8 thus revealed that in private shame situations, general 
shame feelings are related to personal shame components. When a 
situation increases in public exposure, general shame feelings are related 
to social shame components.  
 

                                                           

3 We did not include a mediation analysis with personal and social shame components as 
predictors of shame scores because shame components are not precursors of shame 
feelings but rather part of the shame experience. In other words, they are not separate 
variables that can be causally modeled. 
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Table 4.2. Study 4.8: Partial correlations (and corresponding p-values) for the 

emotion word “shame”, personal shame components, and social shame components. 

 

 Partial Correlation of Shame with 

Condition 

Personal Components 
(Controlled for 

Social Components) 

Social Components 
(Controlled for 

Personal Components) 

Explicit Private .39  (.037) -.03  (.861) 
Implicit Public -.11  (.595) .61  (.001) 
Explicit Public -.07  (.691) .49  (.003) 
Note. Correlations printed in bold are significant.  

 
 
Study 4.9: Motivations Following from Shame 

 

Method. Tilburg University students (84 females, 18 males, Mage 
= 19.43, SD = 1.51) participated voluntarily in this study. Participants 
received course credit in exchange for participation and were randomly 
assigned to a light public shame, medium public shame, or high public 
shame condition. Participants were asked to read the following scenario 
(based on De Hooge et al., 2010): “Imagine that you are taking a course 
in which everybody has to hand in an assignment. You made an 
assignment and handed it in. In the next lecture, you get personal 
feedback from the teacher.” Participants in the light public shame 
condition then read: “The teacher takes you aside and tells you that your 
story was totally unclear and that he did not get your point. It seems as if 
you have no mastery of the subject at all. He says that you got the lowest 
grade of everyone.” Participants in the medium public shame condition 
read: “The teacher addresses you in front of the whole class of 25 
students. He says that your story was totally unclear and that he did not 
get your point. It seems as if you have no mastery of the subject at all. 
He says that you got the lowest grade of everyone.” Participants in the 
high public shame condition read the same story as the participants in 
the medium public shame condition, but instead of 25 students, 400 
students were present. 

Participants continued with a shortened version of the personal 
self-evaluation and social self-evaluation scale (see Table 4.1) using items 
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1, 3, 13 and 15 for personal self-evaluation (α = .74), and items 2, 4, 14 
and 16 for social self-evaluation (α = .84), all rated on 10-point scales (1 
= not at all and 10 = completely). Participants then read: 

 
At the end of the meeting, the teacher informs you that that the 
content of the next meeting is not decided upon yet. Anybody 
who wants to has the opportunity to make another assignment 
that will be discussed and rated in the next lecture. Please 
consider whether you want to do this. On the one hand, this is a 
second chance to make a good assignment. On the other hand, 
it could also go wrong again. What would you do? 
 
Participants indicated whether or not they would want to make 

another assignment (performance choice). Next, participants filled out a 
shortened version of the restore motivations and protect motivations 
scales (De Hooge et al., 2010, 2011), consisting both of 3 items (1 = not 

at all and 10 = completely). Restore motivations were measured by: 
improve my self-image; show myself I can make an assignment; show 
myself I am good (α = .90). Protect motivations were measured by: avoid 
more damage to my self-image; avoid another bad presentation; did not 
want to get a worse image of myself (α = .84). Participants ended with 
indicating how much shame they would experience. 

 

Results. An ANOVA, F(2, 96) = 0.41, p = .664, showed that 
shame scores did not differ significantly in the light public shame 
condition (M = 7.60, SD = 1.14), the medium public shame condition 
(M = 7.67, SD = 1.71), and the high public shame condition (M = 7.94, 
SD = 1.83).   

 

Personal and social self-evaluations. A MANOVA with 
condition (public shame: light, medium, vs. high) as independent variable 
and personal and social self-evaluation as dependent showed a significant 
effect of condition, Wilks’ lambda = .70, F(4, 198) = 9.85, p < .001, η2 = 
.17. Univariate tests showed that on personal self-evaluation light public 
shame (M = 3.06, SD = 1.12), medium public shame (M = 3.63, SD = 
1.40), and high public shame participants (M = 3.42, SD = 1.50) did not 
differ, F(2, 100) = 1.58, p = .212, (see Figure 4.4). On social self-



90 
 

evaluation significant differences did emerge, F(2, 100) = 6.73, p = .002, 
η2 = .12. Social self-evaluation was significantly lower for high public 
shame (M = 2.73, SD = 1.23) and medium public shame (M = 3.04, SD 
= 1.35) than for light public shame (M = 3.94, SD = 1.67), p = .002 and 

p = .027. High and medium public shame did not differ, p = .649.  
 

Protect and restore motivations. A MANOVA with protect 
and restore motivation scales revealed a significant effect of condition, 
Wilks’ lambda = .88, F(4, 198) = 3.16, p = .015, η2 = .06. Univariate tests 
showed that on protect motivations light public shame (M = 5.25, SD = 
2.20), medium public shame (M = 5.04, SD = 2.08), and high public 
shame (M = 5.11, SD = 2.73) did not differ, F(2, 100) = 0.71, p = .932, 
(see Figure 4.4). On restore motivations significant differences emerged, 
F(2, 100) = 6.40, p = .002, η2 = .12. Restore motivations were 
significantly lower for high public shame (M = 6.20, SD = 2.57) and 
medium public shame (M = 6.73, SD = 2.10) than for light public shame 
(M = 7.96, SD = 1.54), p = .002 and p = .044, respectively. High and 
medium public shame did not differ, p = .556.  

 
Performance. More participants in the light public shame 

condition (97.1%) chose to do a second assignment than participants in 
the medium public shame condition (85.3%) and participants in the high 
public shame condition (70.6%), χ2 (2, N = 103) = 9.295, p = .010, 
Cramer’s V = .30. 

Logistic regression analyses revealed that protect and restore 
motivations had significant effects on performance choice, Wald (1) = 
14.87, b = -0.60, p < .001 and Wald (1) = 20.18, b = 1.01, p < .001, 
respectively. The effects of condition on choice for a second assignment 
was mediated by restore motivations and not by protect motivations. 
The effect of condition on performance choice, Wald (1) = 7.92, b = 
0.41, p = .005, disappeared when restore motivation was added, Wald (1) 
= 1.62, b = -0.82, p = .203, whereas the effect of restore motivation 
remained significant, Wald (1) = 18.33, p < .001, confirmed in a 
bootstrapping analysis (following Preacher & Hayes, 2004) with 1000 
samples, 95% CIs [-2.04, -0.08]. This was not the case when protect 
motivation was added. Though the effect of protect motivation was 
significant, Wald (1) = 14.34, b = -0.63, p < .001, it did not diminish the 
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effect of condition on performance choice, Wald (1) = 8.38, b = -1.37, p 
= .004, confirmed in a bootstrapping test with 1000 samples, 95% CIs [-
0.46, 0.50].   
 

Figure 4.5. Study 4.9: Personal and social self-evaluation, and protect and restore 

motivations for light public, medium public, and high public shame conditions. Bars 

with different letters differ significantly in Tukey post-hoc tests with p < .05. 
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Thus, Study 4.9 revealed that social self-evaluations decreased 
significantly when a shameful event involved public exposure, whereas 
personal self-evaluations were not sensitive to changes in public 
exposure. When a shameful event involved public exposure, also restore 
motivations decreased significantly, whereas protect motivations did not 
change. Choices for a second performance to compensate for the 
shameful transgression decreased with more exposure. This effect was 
mediated by restore motivations and not by protect motivations. 

 

 

Studies 4.7 – 4.9: Discussion 

 

Studies 4.7 to 4.9 allow us to explain the specific effects of 
public exposure on shame. Study 4.7 revealed that public exposure of 
shame situations intensifies only the experience of social shame 
components and not of personal shame components. Study 4.8 found 
that in private shame situations, personal shame components are related 
to shame. When a shame situation is exposed to public, social shame 
components are related to shame. Study 4.9 found that when a shame 
situation involves public exposure, social self-evaluations and restore 
motivations decrease, making people less inclined to actively restore their 
shameful behavior. The results of the three experiments together showed 
that public exposure in shame affects the social self and its social restore 
motivations. The personal self and protect motivations are unaffected by 
variations in public exposure. Thus, Studies 4.7 to 4.9 solve the question 
how public exposure can intensify shame, without being a precondition 
for shame.  

 
 

General Discussion 

 

Shame is the emotion that is most closely tied to our sense of 
self. However, until now, the exact relation between shame and the self 
remained obscured. This was illustrated by three issues: It was unclear 
how shame can be both a self-conscious and a social emotion, how 
shame can be experienced vicariously, and how public exposure affects 
shame without being a precondition for this emotion. We proposed and 
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tested the view that shame can involve devaluation of personal as well as 
of social aspects of the self. This simple idea has far-reaching 
consequences because it may elucidate several confusions and 
complexities in shame literature. Nine studies consistently revealed that 
both evaluations made by the self about the self and evaluations made by 
others about the self are important in shaping shame (Studies 4.1 to 4.3), 
that different manifestations of vicarious shame can be understood 
through the social self-threat (Studies 4.4 to 4.6), and that public 
exposure affects only the social self and its motivations and not the 
personal self (Studies 4.7 to 4.9). Thus, what is new and important in the 
present research is that we now know more about “how” shame is 
related to the self. 

This chapter contributes to the extant knowledge of shame. It 
offers a unified perspective on hitherto separated theories and findings. 
We confirm that scholars like Lewis (1971) and Tangney (Tangney & 
Dearing, 2002; Tangney & Fischer, 1995) were right in typifying shame 
as a self-conscious emotion, but that scholars like Darwin (1872) and 
Ausubel (1955) were also right in typifying shame as a social emotion. 
Because the core concern in shame is the self, and because the self can 
be influenced by two sources of evaluation, experiences of shame follow 
in suit. So, we do not need distinct models of shame for private and 
public situations nor for experiences of regular and vicarious shame.  

The distinction between the personal and social self may guide 
research on issues that are currently still unresolved in shame. For 
example, it may help us understand why there is – to our knowledge – 
hardly any research reporting the positive effect of self-affirmation after 
shame. This lacuna is surprising since self-affirmation reduces threats to 
one’s self-image (Steele, 1988). In shame, people want to restore their 
harmed self-view vis-à-vis the audience that has witnessed the original 
shameful event (De Hooge et al., 2010, 2011), thus boosting the social as 
well as the personal self. An exclusively personal restore opportunity, 
such as self-affirmation – typically focused on affirming one’s personal 
values – would not be as effective in boosting one’s self-view. It only 
affirms the personal self and does not fix the damage done to the social 
self. When considering the personal and social self after shame, we 
predict that a combination of personal and social self-affirmation should 
work as a remedy against the self-threat present in shame. 
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The emphasis on personal as well as social aspects of the self 
can also help to further our notion of vicarious emotions. Emotions that 
are vicariously experienced for group-members have been argued to be 
distinct from regular emotions, in the sense that vicarious emotions are 
emotions experienced for group-members (e.g., Brown et al., 2008; 
Doosje et al., 1998). People have been shown to experience different 
emotions depending on whether they consider themselves as an 
individual or as a group member (Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2007). Our 
findings on vicarious shame add to these observations by showing how 
vicarious emotions are of a qualitatively different nature than regular 
emotions. The central concern in vicarious shame is the same as in 
regular shame, namely dealing with the threatened self. However, this 
concern is only affected through the social route which distinguishes 
experiences of vicarious shame from its regular cousin.  

Studying both aspects of the self may also increase our 
understanding of other emotions. For example, in emotions like guilt and 
regret both the personal and social self can be at stake (Zeelenberg & 
Breugelmans, 2008). Guilt is mainly an interpersonal emotion arising in 
situations of relational harm, centered around the social self, whereas 
regret can be both interpersonally and intrapersonally focused, centered 
on both aspects of the self. Another, self-conscious, emotion closely 
linked to shame is embarrassment. Embarrassment emerges when people 
behave socially awkward, clumsy, or conspicuously (Breugelmans, 2009). 
It typically implies feelings of exposure; People feel that everyone’s 
attention is focused on what reasonably seems to be a personal flaw, but 
they themselves do not think it is a flaw (Sabini, Garvey, & Hall, 2001; 
Sabini & Silver, 1997). There has been a discussion about whether 
embarrassment is a distinct emotion or just a mild form of shame. 
Descriptions of embarrassment and the distinct expressions associated 
with embarrassment seem to imply that the emotion consists of a social 
self-devaluation, but not of a personal self-devaluation. Using the 
personal and social self-aspects to study embarrassment may reveal if 
and how embarrassment is different from shame. Finally, a distinction 
between personal and social aspects of the self could also be relevant to 
studies of pride. Along with shame, pride is considered to be the 
emotion that directly taps into evaluations of the self (Brown & Marshall, 
2001). Research on pride has mainly focused on distinct expressions of 
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pride (Tracy & Robins, 2004), on the distinction between authentic and 
hubristic pride (Tracy & Robins, 2007a), and on its behavioral effects 
(Williams & DeSteno, 2008, 2009). Surprisingly, not much work has 
focused on the role of the self in pride, though pride is often considered 
as the positive mirror image of shame, involving high self-esteem and 
high status (Tracy & Robins, 2007b). The distinction between personal 
and social self-aspects proposed here, can serve as the ideal testing 
ground for this idea. And, incorporating a personal and social self-aspect 
also suggests that pride can be experienced vicariously (see Stipek, 1998), 
just like shame.  

Over the years there have been several approaches to the study 
of emotions. Traditionally, emotions have been studied from an 
intrapersonal perspective, meaning that research has mostly focused on 
personal experiences and behaviors associated with distinct emotions. 
Recently, researchers have started to focus more on the interpersonal 
aspects of emotions, for example, the role that emotions play in 
interpersonal relations and prosocial behavior (see Parkinson, Fischer, & 
Manstead, 2005). Our research illustrates how both intrapersonal and 
interpersonal elements affect the same emotion. In other words, the 
consideration of both personal and social elements can explain how the 
same emotion both contributes to our intrapersonal and interpersonal 
lives.  

 
 

A Model of Shame 

 

Having identified the relationship between the self and shame, 
we are now in the position that we can formulate a more formal model 
of experiences of shame. This model not only includes the two sources 
of self-threat but also other factors that have been described in the 
extant literature on shame. As such, this model integrates previous 
knowledge of shame with the new distinction between the personal and 
social self. Apart from being integrative, the model also pinpoints some 
interesting questions for future research on shame.  
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It describes how experiences of shame (SH) correspond to the 
combined effects of personal self-threats and social self-threats, modified 
by a number of contextual parameters (indicated by Greek letters):  

 
SH = γ(ω1[Ps – Pa] + εω2[Ss – Sa]) 

 
Personal self-threats are denoted by [Ps – Pa], which represents 

the discrepancy between a person’s personal standards for the self (Ps) 
and perceptions of the extent to which these standards are actually 
attained (Pa). Ps covers concepts like personal standards, rules, and goals, 
and social aspects of the ideal self and the ought self (see Higgins, 1987; 
Lewis, 1993). If standards are higher than the actual state of the self (i.e., 
Ps > Pa), this results in an increased personal self-threat, which 
contributes to increased experiences of shame. The effect of personal 
self-threat on experiences of shame is affected by personality 
characteristics, denoted by ω1, that make people more or less sensitive to 
discrepancies between personal standards and actual performance. For 
example, ω1 could be large for people scoring high on private self-
consciousness, reflecting people’s attention to their inner thoughts and 
feelings (Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975), or on narcissism, which is 
characterized by an extremely high self-focus (Emmons, 1984). 
Conversely, ω1 could be smaller for people who score high on self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1977) or on dispositional personal self-esteem. For 
people with large ω1, discrepancies between standards and actual 
performance have a larger impact on experiences of shame.  

Social self-threats are denoted by [Ss – Sa], representing the 
discrepancy between desired social standards (including reputation), 
denoted by Ss, and the extent to which those standards are attained, 
denoted by Sa. Ss covers social standards, rules, and goals, and social 
aspects of the ought self and the ideal self (Higgins, 1987; Lewis, 1993). 
Importantly, Sa denotes people’s assessment of other people’s 
perception of the self. Personal feelings of falling short of (social) 
standards fall under Pa. If standards are higher than the actual social 
position (i.e., Ss > Sa), then this results in an increased social self-threat, 
which contributes to increased experiences of shame. The effect of social 
self-threat on experiences of shame is affected by personality 
characteristics, denoted by ω2, that make people more or less sensitive to 
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discrepancies between social standards and actual performance. For 
example, ω2 could be high for people scoring high on public self-
consciousness, reflecting people’s general awareness of the self as a social 
object (Fenigstein et al., 1975), social anxiety (Fenigstein et al., 1975), 
self-monitoring (i.e. regulating one’s self-presentation; Snyder, 1974), and 
fear of negative evaluation (Leary, 1983; Watson & Friend, 1969). Scores 
on ω2 could be low for people who score high on the autism spectrum, 
being less attentive to how the world looks from someone else’s 
perspective (Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Skinner, Martin, & Clubley, 
2001), or on dispositional social self-esteem.  

The impact of social self-threat on experiences of shame is 
further affected by the level of exposure, denoted by ε. Exposure could 
be seen as a dichotomous modifier, indicating that social self-threat only 
affects shame when [Ss – Sa] is public (i.e., ε = 1), or as a continuous 
modifier, indicating that the contribution of social self-threat to 
experiences of shame becomes stronger as exposure increases. 

A final factor is dispositional shame, denoted by �. Shame-
proneness has been shown to be an important factor in psychological 
functioning that is distinct from proneness to other self-conscious 
emotions, most notably guilt. Furthermore, shame-proneness has been 
shown to be distinct from other personality characteristics, such as self-
esteem (i.e., ω1 and ω2 in our model; for an overview see Tangney & 
Dearing, 2002). For people who are more shame-prone (higher �), self-
threats contribute more strongly to experiences of shame. Please note 
that we decided to put � outside of the brackets to indicate the fact that 
shame-proneness affects sensitivity to all kinds of self-threat. The model 
could also be written as SH = γω1[Ps – Pa] + γεω2[Ss – Sa], showing that 
shame-proneness affects the weight of both personal self-threats and 
social self-threats.  

The model presents an integrated view on the role of self-threats 
in experiences of shame. However, making these relationships explicit 
also pinpoints some areas where our knowledge about shame is still 
wanting. One example, is the question whether the effects of self-threats 
are additive or multiplicative. In other words, is the shame following 
from a conjoint personal and social self-threat merely the sum of the 
shame following from each self-threat separately, or are such experiences 
much stronger? Another example is whether exposure should be seen as 
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a dichotomous factor (exposure/no-exposure) or a continuous factor 
(degrees of exposure). This question is related to the role of an implicit 
or imagined public. A final example is the role of shame-proneness in 
modifying self-threat. We modeled dispositional shame as a modifier of 
both personal and social self-threats. However, dispositional shame 
measures like the TOSCA-3 (Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, & Gramzow, 
2000) and the GASP (Cohen et al., 2011) do not include a social self-
devaluation subscale. This could mean that such measures only modify 
personal self-threat and not social self-threat. We feel that these three 
questions would be promising avenues for further research on shame.  

To summarize, this chapter revealed how experiences of shame 
can follow from both personal self-threats and social self-threats. The 
result is a simple and parsimonious view of shame that helped solve 
three debated issues in the psychology of shame and that could integrate 
all manifestations of shame (including vicarious and collective shame) in 
a single, integrative model. After all, one thing is clear: whether about 
personal or social aspects, shame is truly the emotion that is most central 
to our sense of self.  
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Chapter 5 

Dealing with Shame 

Shame has been associated with contradicting behaviors (withdrawing 
from the emotional event and acting pro-socially towards witnesses of 
the event), complicating the view of shame being a reliable motivator of 
behavior. It was proposed that shame does not map one-to-one to a 
specific behavior and that to understand its behavior shame’s central 
concern needs to be applied to the emotion’s context. The concern was 
manipulated by varying the cause of shame (i.e., self or other): in regular 
shame people are concerned with themselves and their reputation 
whereas in vicarious shame people just are concerned with their 
reputation. Context was manipulated by varying whether the audience 
present was aware or unaware of the shame event. It was hypothesized 
and confirmed in two studies that the concern and the context interact in 
shaping behavior following from shame. Pro-social behavior towards an 
aware audience can alleviate a reputational self-threat and thus ensued 
from both regular and vicarious shame. Pro-selfish behavior can make 
people feel better about themselves and thus only ensued from regular 
shame when the audience was unaware. This chapter shows that 
behavior motivated by shame’s concern is situated in the context.  

 

 

This chapter is based on: Welten, S. C. M., Breugelmans, S. M., & 
Zeelenberg, M. (2011). Dealing with shame. Manuscript in preparation. 
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Chapter 5: Dealing with Shame 

 

Emotions motivate behavior. They signal that our concerns are 
threatened or satisfied and prioritize behavior to act on these concerns 
(Frijda, 1986). Arguably, the fact that emotions motivate behavior is the 
primary reason for studying them in the first place (Zeelenberg, Nelissen, 
Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2007). There is, however, not a simple one-to-
one relationship between emotions and behaviors (Baumeister, Vohs, 
DeWall, & Zhang, 2007; Frijda & Zeelenberg, 2001). Shame is exemplary 
here. It has been argued that shame produces withdrawal, leading to 
separating oneself from others (Lindsay-Hartz, De Rivera, & Mascolo, 
1995; Tangney & Fischer, 1995), whereas more recently shame has been 
shown to be associated with self-sufficient behavior (Chao, Cheng, & 
Chiou, 2011) and with pro-social approach behavior (De Hooge, 
Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2008). With such conflicting behaviors, it 
seems hard to make sense of the motivational function of shame. These 
seemingly ambiguous emotion-behavior links could even make us doubt 
the usefulness of studying this shame at all.  

Here we argue and show that the apparently inconsistent 
behaviors associated with shame are actually consistent with the 
phenomenology of this emotion. Two studies demonstrate that in order 
to understand what behavior is associated with shame we need to 1) 
focus on the central concern in this emotion and 2) to apply this concern 
to the context in which the shame is experienced.  

The central concern in shame is a threat to one’s sense of self 
(Lewis, 1971; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney & Fischer, 1995). 
Having a positive self-view is one of the most fundamental human needs 
(Alexander & Knight, 1971; Schlenker & Leary, 1982; Taylor & Brown, 
1988) and shame is the emotion that signals when this need is 
threatened. Accordingly, shame motivates us to deal with threats to our 
self-view (De Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2010, 2011). But not 
all shame related self-threats can be handled in the same way. We believe 
that how the emotion exactly condensates into a particular course of 
action is influenced by the context of the shame event. Two of such 
contextual factors have been identified before: the cause of the shame 
event (i.e., self or other, Welten, Breugelmans, & Zeelenberg, 2011) and 
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the nature of the situation in which shame is experienced (i.e., 
endogenous or exogenous, De Hooge et al., 2008).    

Which specific behavior is associated with shame depends on 
the cause of the self-threat. People’s own misbehavior can cause them to 
feel ashamed, such that shame is experienced from a first-person 
perspective (hereafter referred to as regular shame). Also the 
misbehaviors of others can cause people to feel ashamed, such that 
shame is experienced vicariously (Welten, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 
2011). Both regular shame and vicarious shame represent a self-threat. 
However, in regular shame this self-threat is different than in vicarious 
shame (Welten, Breugelmans et al., 2011). In regular shame people’s 
personal self and their social self are devaluated, meaning that they think 
badly about themselves (personal standards are violated) and they think 
that others think badly about them (their reputation is damaged). When 
vicarious shame is felt, people have not violated their personal standards 
and thus are not likely to think badly about themselves. People feel 
ashamed because the misbehavior of a group-member allows others to 
think badly about them for belonging to the same group (e.g., Brown, 
Gonzalez, Zagefka, Manzi, & Cehajic, 2008; Iyer, Schmader, & Lickel, 
2007; Lickel, Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004; Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, & 
Scarnier, 2005). In other words, in vicarious shame people only think 
that their reputation is damaged because others think badly about them 
(Welten, Zeelenberg et al., 2011). When shame shapes behavior in order 
to deal with self-threats, behaviors following from regular shame – 
involving a personal and social self-threat – are likely to differ from 
behaviors following from vicarious shame – involving only a social self-
threat. In other words, coping with a combination of a negative self-view 
and a negative reputation (regular shame) requires different behaviors 
than coping only with a negative reputation (vicarious shame). 

A second aspect affecting shame behaviors is the nature of the 
situation in which the self-threat can be dealt with. It has been shown by 
De Hooge et al. (2008) that in order to understand and predict the 
behavior that is associated with shame, it is vital to know whether the 
shame is felt in the presence of the persons towards one feels ashamed 
(and the shame is endogenous to the situation) or whether it is felt in a 
situation that is unrelated to the original shame eliciting event (and the 
shame is exogenous to the situation). Let us illustrate; when you make a 
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huge error at work, the shame that you feel can influence your behavior 
towards your colleagues – who know about the shameful event – but 
also your behavior towards the bus driver on your way home – who 
knows nothing about the shameful event. De Hooge and colleagues have 
shown that people behave pro-socially towards others who know about 
the shame event, but that they do not towards people who know nothing 
about the shameful event. We think this is because behaving friendly 
towards the audience of the shameful event can improve people’s self-
image and thus help to alleviate their self-threat. In situations in which 
the audience knows nothing about the shameful event acting pro-socially 
towards them is useless as it is unlikely to take care of the self-threat. In 
such situations people could withdraw, as would be suggested by 
classical shame theories (Lindsay-Hartz et al., 1995; Tangney & Fischer, 
1995). However, as we will show, this is not the whole story.  

Recently, Chao and colleagues (2011) argued that shame actually 
makes people withdraw in order to feel independent and self-sufficient 
again. We predict that when an audience is unaware of a shameful event, 
shame motivates withdrawal behaviors to engage in self-focused 
activities. Instead of escaping the situation and passively waiting to feel 
good about themselves again, people will actively engage in self-focused 
behavior that might make them feel better again. One way to do that is 
to engage in self-indulgence behavior. People typically engage in self-
indulgence behavior to pleasure themselves and to make themselves feel 
good. We expect that in regular shame situations with an unaware 
audience – meaning reputational repair is not possible – people withdraw 
to engage in self-focused behavior. 

The above mentioned behaviors are proposed for regular shame 
episodes. Interestingly, the same reasoning can also be applied to 
situations in which someone else causes the shame episode. In such 
instances of vicarious shame, the threat changes and so the behavior 
should change accordingly. In vicarious shame, people only feel that 
their reputation is at stake because they think others evaluate them 
negatively. In situations in which the audience is aware of the shameful 
event, this threat can be solved by acting pro-socially towards them. 
Here, vicarious shame motivates behavior in a similar way as regular 
shame. However, in situations where the audience is unaware of the 
shameful event, vicarious shame will not motivate withdrawal and self-
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indulgence as regular shame does. For vicarious shame, these situations 
entail that the threat is gone because the audience knows nothing about 
the shameful event and there is no concern to feel better about the 
personal self.  

To summarize, the cause of the shame event and the situation at 
hand interact with the concern to deal with the self-threat. When it is 
clear what affordances and constraints the situation provides for dealing 
with a self-threat, shame induced behavior is quite predictable. Two 
experiments show how behavior motivated by shame is situated in the 
context. In Study 5.1, participants read about someone behaving 
shamefully in a church. Emotion (shame, vicarious shame, control) and 
Audience (aware, unaware) were manipulated. Donation to the church 
was the behavioral dependent. The interesting thing about the donations 
is that they can reflect pro-social behavior (donating more than the 
norm, represented by the average donation in the control group) as well 
as self-focused behavior and withdrawal (donating less than the norm). 
Study 5.2 replicated Study 5.1 with tipping in a restaurant as the 
dependent. In addition it extended Study 5.1 by presenting people with 
self-focused behavioral options that could be motivated by personal self-
threats: withdrawal and self-indulgence. We expected that in regular and 
vicarious shame conditions an aware audience would receive more 
money than in a control condition, whereas an unaware audience would 
receive less money in shame conditions but not in vicarious shame and 
control conditions. Shame felt in situations with an unaware audience 
should lead to higher withdrawal and self-indulge tendencies, so as to 
focus on dealing with the self-threat.  

 
 

Study 5.1 

 
Method. One hundred and eighty-five members of the general 

public were recruited through snowball sampling (80 women, Mage = 
33.12, SD = 19.88). They were randomly assigned to a 3 (Emotion: 
shame, vicarious shame, control) × 2 (Audience: aware, unaware) 
between-subjects design. Participants read a scenario about taking a 
guided tour in a church abroad during their holiday. A shameful 
transgression was committed by either themselves [shame condition] or 
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by other members of their tour group who were wearing the same 
noticeable tour group sticker [vicarious shame condition]. The 
transgression involved behaving inappropriately by ignoring the guide, 
being very noisy, and taking pictures in restricted areas. The visitors of 
the service got annoyed with the transgressor(s). At that moment, 
another tourist approached the transgressor(s) and ordered them to be 
quiet and to stop taking pictures. In the control condition the tour went 
normally and no one transgressed, but another tourist who was a bit late 
asked to join the tour.  

After the tour, participants imagined passing a donation point. 
The people at the donation point had seen everything [aware audience 
condition] or nothing [unaware audience condition] of what had 
happened during the tour. They asked for a voluntary donation for the 
maintenance of the building. Participants indicated how much money, in 
euros, they would donate in this situation. They also indicated how much 
shame and vicarious shame they experienced, (1 = not at all, 7 = a lot).  
 

Results. The emotion induction was successful, Fs(2, 179) > 
39.36, ps < .001, η2s > .31. Shame ratings were the highest in the shame 
condition (M = 4.74, SD = 1.99), higher than in the control condition, 
(M = 1.85, SD = 1.44) p < .001, and higher – though not significantly – 
than in the vicarious shame condition, (M = 4.05, SD = 2.16) p = .116. 
Vicarious shame ratings were highest in the vicarious shame condition 
(M = 5.36, SD = 1.81), higher than the control (M = 2.61, SD = 1.76) 
and shame (M = 2.82, SD = 2.04), conditions, ps < .001.  

An ANOVA on donated amount with emotion (shame, 
vicarious shame, control) and audience (aware, unaware) as independent 
variables revealed no significant main effect for emotion, F(2, 179) = 
1.87, p = .158, η2 = .02, but a significant main effect for audience, F(1, 
179) = 7.49, p = .007, η2 = .04, and a significant interaction effect 
between emotion and audience, F(2, 179) = 3.17, p = .044, η2 = .03. For 
each emotion condition separately, univariate analyses on donation were 
performed. Means are displayed in Figure 5.1. For the control condition, 
no significant differences between aware (M = 2.32, SD = 2.37) and 
unaware (M = 2.60, SD = 2.72) audiences were found, F(1, 62) = 0.19, p 
= .666, η2 = .00. For vicarious shame, an aware audience (M = 4.00, SD 
= 1.21) resulted in marginally significant higher donations than an 
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unaware audience (M = 2.63, SD = 2.67), F(1, 57) = 3.33, p = .073, η2 = 
.06. For shame, an aware audience (M = 3.69, SD = 3.85) resulted in 
significantly higher donations than an unaware audience (M = 1.35, SD 
= 2.21), F(1, 60) = 8.60, p = .005, η2 = .13. 

 
Figure 5.1. Study 5.1: Donation to an aware or unaware audience of the shame, 

vicarious shame or control event. Bars with different letters per emotion differ in Tukey 

post-hoc tests with p < .05. Bars with different letter per audience condition differ in 

simple contrast tests with p < .05. 

 

 
Simple contrast tests were performed to test the hypotheses that 

vicarious shame behaves similarly to shame in situations with an aware 
audience but similarly to control in situations with an unaware audience. 
Two target contrasts were designed: Contrast 1 – which should be 
significant in aware audience conditions – used the control condition as a 
reference category to compare it to vicarious shame and shame 
conditions (weights of 2, -1, and -1 respectively). Contrast 2 – which 
should be significant in unaware audience conditions – used the shame 
condition as a reference category to compare it to vicarious shame and 
control conditions (weights of 2, -1, and -1 respectively). Competing 
contrasts were also tested (i.e., Contrast 1 in unaware audience situations 
and Contrast 2 in aware audience situations). Unless otherwise specified, 
these competing contrasts were not significant. 
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In conditions where the audience was aware, only Contrast 1 
was significant, t(89) = 2.21, p = .030, such that participants in the 
control condition donated significantly less money than those in the 
vicarious shame and shame conditions. In conditions where the audience 
was unaware, only Contrast 2 was significant, t(90) = -2.25, p = .027, 
such that participants in the shame condition donated significantly less 
money than those in vicarious shame and control conditions.  
 

 

Discussion 

 

Study 5.1 found that both shame and vicarious shame increased 
pro-social behavior – by donating more money to a church – when the 
audience witnessed the shameful event but not when the audience was 
unaware of the event. When the audience was unaware, people 
experiencing shame behaved actually selfishly by keeping more money 
for themselves. In Study 5.2 reasons for these lower donations were 
studied. Study 5.2 replicated Study 5.1 in a different setting. It tested also 
the prediction that people experiencing shame disappear from situations 
with unaware audiences in order to focus more on themselves, in this 
case by engaging in self-indulgence behavior.  

 

 

Study 5.2 

 

Method. One hundred and thirty-one Tilburg University 
students were approached on campus (79 women, Mage = 21.42, SD = 
2.64) and were randomly assigned to a 3 (Emotion: shame, vicarious 
shame, control) × 2 (Audience: aware, unaware) between-subjects 
design. Participants read a scenario about going to dinner in a fancy 
restaurant with their friends. Either they themselves [shame condition] 
or their friends who were wearing the same party hats [vicarious shame 
condition] committed the shameful transgression. The transgressor(s) 
annoyed other guests by being noisy and by throwing coasters. A guest 
from another table interrupted the scene by asking the transgressor(s) to 
stop this childish behavior. In the control condition, the participant and 
friends were also a bit noisy but did not annoy the other guests. A guest 
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from another table interrupted the participant and his friends to ask 
something about the fries.  

After finishing the dinner, participants imagined walking to the 
bar to pay the bill. The waitress at the bar had seen everything [aware 
audience condition]) or nothing [unaware audience condition] of what 
the participant and their friends were doing. Participants read that the 
check was 150 Euros and were asked which amount they would ask the 
waitress to run the card for, such that their tip was made public to her.  

Participants then indicated the likelihood that they would exhibit 
several behaviors (all items measured on 7-point scales, 1 = not at all; 7 = 
very). Withdrawal (α = .78) was measured with the following items: 
“After paying the bill, I would immediately put on my coat and leave the 
restaurant”, “After paying the bill, I would wait outside for my friends 
instead of inside”, and “After paying the bill I would already walk to the 
bar where we were planning to go”. Self-indulgence (α = .46) was 
measured with the following items: “In the bar where we went after the 
restaurant, I would order my favorite but a bit more expensive drink”, 
“In the bar I would request my favorite song”, and “At end of the night, 
I would take a cab home instead of walking home for 25 minutes”. 
Finally, participants indicated how much shame and vicarious shame 
they would experience at the moment when the other restaurant guest 
would approach them (1 = not at all; 7 = a lot). 
 

Results. The emotion inductions was successful, Fs(2, 128) > 
94.00, ps < .001, η2s > .60. Shame ratings were the highest in the shame 
condition (M = 5.84, SD = 1.31), higher than in the control (M = 1.93, 
SD = 1.18), and vicarious shame conditions (M = 5.17, SD = 1.08), ps < 
.026. Vicarious shame ratings were highest in the vicarious shame 
condition (M = 4.98, SD = 1.24), higher than the control (M = 1.93, SD 
= 1.17) and shame (M = 2.33, SD = 0.99), conditions, ps < .001. 

 

Tipping behavior. An ANOVA on the tip people gave the 
waitress with emotion (shame, vicarious shame, control) and audience 
(aware, unaware) as independent variables found a significant main effect 
of emotion, F(2, 125) = 56.38, p < .001, η2 = .47, a significant main 
effect of audience, F(1, 125) = 35.37, p < .001, η2 = .22, and a significant 
interaction effect,  F(2, 125) = 15.71, p < .001, η2 = .20. For each 
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emotion condition separately, univariate analyses on tip were performed. 
Means are displayed in Figure 5.2. For control conditions, no significant 
differences between aware (M = 6, 15, SD = 1.14) and unaware 
audiences (M = 7.09, SD = 2.02) were found, F(1, 40) = 3.36, p = .074, 
η2 = .08. For vicarious shame, an aware audience (M = 14.36, SD = 4.88) 
resulted in significantly higher tips than an unaware audience (M = 10.08, 
SD = 3.19), F(1, 44) = 12.63, p = .001, η2 = .22. For shame, an aware 
audience (M = 8.73, SD = 4.44) resulted in significantly higher tips than 
an unaware audience (M = 1.81, SD = 2.14), F(1, 41) = 41.69, p < .001, 
η2 = .50. 

The same contrasts that were used in Study 5.1, testing whether 
vicarious shame behaved similarly to shame when the audience was 
aware or similarly to control when the audience was unaware, were 
tested. For tips to an aware waitress, only Contrast 1 was significant, 
t(61)= 5.10, p < .001, such that the participants in the control condition 
gave significantly lower tips than those in vicarious shame and shame 
conditions. For tips to an unaware waitress, only Contrast 2 was 
significant, t(64)= -10.15, p < .001, such that the participants in the 
shame condition gave significantly lower tips than those in the other 
conditions.  

 
Withdrawal. An ANOVA on withdrawal behavior with 

emotion and audience as independent variables found a significant effect 
of emotion, F(2, 125) = 32.40, p < .001, η2 = .34, no significant effect for 
audience, F(1, 125) = 0.01, p = .943, η2 = .00, and a significant 
interaction effect, F(2, 125) = 10.13, p < .001, η2 = .14. For each emotion 
condition separately, univariate analyses on withdrawal behavior were 
performed. No significant differences were found for the control 
condition, F(1, 40) = 2.41, p = .128, η2 = .06, between an aware (M = 
2.35, SD = 1.47) and an unaware (M = 1.82, SD = 0.61) audience. For 
vicarious shame conditions, withdrawal behavior was significantly higher 
with an aware audience (M = 3.45, SD = 0.85) than with an unaware 
audience (M = 2.82, SD = 0.67), F(1, 44) = 8.08, p = .007, η2 = .16. For 
shame conditions, withdrawal behavior was significantly higher with an 
aware audience (M = 4.56, SD = 1.15) than an unaware audience (M = 
3.35, SD = 1.42), F(1, 41) = 9.29, p = .004, η2 = .19.  
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Figure 5.2. Study 5.2: Tip to an aware or unaware waitress of the shame, vicarious 

shame, or control event. Bars with different letters per emotion differ in Tukey post-hoc 

tests with p < .05. Bars with different letter per audience condition differ in simple 

contrast tests with p < .05. 

 

 
 
Results for the contrast test are displayed in Table 5.1. In 

conditions with an aware audience, only Contrast 1 was significant, 
t(61)= 3.06, p = .003, such that participants in the control condition 
withdrew less than those in vicarious shame and shame conditions. In 
conditions with an unaware audience, Contrast 2 was significant, t(64)= 
10.16, p < .001, such that participants in the shame condition withdrew 
significantly more than those in the other conditions. However, 
competing Contrast 1 was also significant for unaware audience 
conditions, t(64)= 8.59, p < .001, such that participants in the control 
condition withdrew significantly less than those in the other conditions. 
 

Self-indulgence. An ANOVA on self-indulgence behavior with 
emotion and audience as independent variables revealed a significant 
effect of emotion, F(2, 125) = 23.89, p < .001, η2 = .28, no significant 
effect for audience, F(1, 125) = 1.26, p = .264, η2 = .01, and a significant 
interaction effect,  F(2, 125) = 18.17, p < .001, η2 = .23. For each 
emotion condition separately, univariate analyses on self-indulgence 
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behavior were performed. No significant differences were revealed in the 
control condition between an aware (M = 4.12, SD = 0.47) and unaware 
(M = 3.74, SD = 0.94) audience, F(1, 40) = 2.58, p = .116, η2 = .061. For 
vicarious shame conditions, self-indulgence behavior was marginally 
significantly higher with an aware audience (M = 4.35, SD = 0.81) than 
with an unaware audience (M = 3.83, SD = 0.98), F(1, 44) = 3.76, p = 
.059, η2 = .08. For shame condition, self-indulgence behavior was 
significantly higher with an unaware audience (M = 5.73, SD = 0.23) 
than with an aware audience (M = 4.36, SD = 1.04), F(1, 41) = 34.75, p 
< .001, η2 = .46.  
 

Table 5.1. Study 5.2: Self-focused behavior as a function of emotion condition and 

audience.  

 

  Withdrawal  Self-Indulgence 

Audience 

 Emotion Condition  Emotion Condition 

 Shame 
Vicarious 

Shame Control  Shame 
Vicarious 

Shame Control 

Aware1 3.35 
(1.42) 

= 3.45 
(0.85) 

> 2.35 
(1.47) 

 4.36 
(1.04) 

= 4.35 
(0.81) 

= 4.12 
(0.47) 

Unaware2 4.56 
(1.15) 

> 2.82 
(0.67) 

= 1.82 
(0.61) 

 5.73 
(0.23) 

> 3.83 
(0.98) 

= 3.74 
(0.94) 

Note. Numbers represent means with standard deviations in parentheses. Higher 

scores indicate more self-reported withdrawal or self-indulgence. 1 tested using Contrast 

1 with control as reference category. 2 tested using Contrast 2 with shame as reference 

category. There are no significant differences between means separated by an “=” as 

shown by simple contrast tests tested at p < .05. Means separated by an “>” differ 

significantly as shown by simple contrast tests tested at p < .05. 

 

Results for the contrast test are displayed in Table 5.1. Please 
note that here we expected no significant differences in conditions with 
an aware audience. Only Contrast 2 was expected to be significant in 
conditions with an unaware audience, since self-indulgence should only 
be displayed by shame in these contexts. Indeed, in conditions with an 
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aware audience both Contrast 1, t(61)= 1.09, p = .281, and Contrast 2, 
t(61)= 0.61, p = .544, revealed no significant differences on self-
indulgence. In conditions with an unaware audience, Contrast 2 was 
significant, t(64)= 9.16, p < .001, such that the shame condition scored 
significantly higher on self-indulgence than vicarious shame and control 
conditions. Contrast 1 was also significant, t(64)= 4.96, p < .001, such 
that the control condition scored significantly lower on self-indulgence 
than vicarious shame and shame conditions. 
 

 

Discussion 

 

Study 5.2 replicated Study 5.1 such that people act more pro-
socially – give higher tips – to people witnessing a (vicarious) shameful 
event than to those who did not witness it. It was also replicated that 
people who experienced shame act less pro-socially – give lower tips – to 
people who did not witness the shame event compared to people who 
experienced vicarious shame or no shame. Our results suggest that in 
situations in which the audience is unaware, regular shame increases 
withdrawal behaviors. It even seems that ashamed people do not just 
want to withdraw to leave it at that, but that they actively try to feel 
better about themselves. They were more likely to engage in self-
indulgence behavior than people in vicarious shame or control 
conditions who were confronted with an unaware audience. However, 
the likelihood to withdraw and to self-indulgence did not only increase 
when regular shame was felt in front of an unaware audience, but also 
when vicarious shame was felt, compared to control conditions. Though 
the withdraw-to-self-indulge trend was more pronounced for regular 
shame, we should be cautious arguing these behaviors are exclusive to 
regular shame. Nonetheless, overall the data showed that both the cause 
and the situation in which shame is felt interact in motivating behavior to 
deal with the central concern of shame. 
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General Discussion 

 

In two studies we found that behavior motivated by shame is 
situated in the context. The cause of the shame event and the nature of 
the situation at hand together determine how people can deal with the 
self-threat that shame represents. Shame and vicarious shame both 
motivate pro-social behavior towards audiences who know about the 
shameful event, that is they led to higher donations and higher tips. 
When the audience was unaware of the shameful event, vicarious shame 
participants did not differ from control participants. However, in these 
situations, regular shame led to lower donations and tips to audiences 
who had not witnessed the shameful event. Shame even seemed to lead 
to withdrawal behavior in order to self-indulge, though results were less 
compelling. Taken together, these results suggest that when we know 
how affordances and constraints of the situation allow for dealing with a 
specific self-threat, we can understand how seemingly opposing 
behaviors can be motivated by the same emotion. 

Our findings are important because they integrate classical and 
recent findings on behavioral consequences of shame. Shame can 
promote withdrawal and approach behaviors, whichever serves the goal 
of dealing with the threatened self best in that specific situation. By just 
looking at the central concern in shame – the threatened (social or 
personal) self – and by taking into account how the context allows for 
people to manage the specific self-threat, we can understand and predict 
behaviors following from shame. So, our findings demonstrate that 
shame does not map one-to-one with a certain behavior, be it withdrawal 
or approach. This conclusion might seem to obscure the relation 
between shame and behavior, but in fact it actually strengthens it. The 
fact that there is no one-to-one relationship with a certain behavior is 
really functional. There is a rich variation in situations in which shame 
can arise, and shame needs to be able to serve the concern of having a 
positive self-view in all of them. Our approach makes shame a more 
flexible determinant of our behavior, allowing the emotion to adjust to 
all sorts of situations without losing focus on serving its central concern.  

In line with this idea, shame behaviors do not just have to be 
limited to withdrawal and pro-social behaviors. Technically, any type of 
behavior that can deal with the self-threat at hand should be possible. In 
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Study 5.2 we gave a first illustration of this, using self-indulgence 
behavior. It seemed that simply disappearing from the threatening 
situation at hand without having made some sort of self-reparation is not 
enough when experiencing regular shame. The self-threat people still felt 
made them focus more on themselves by displaying self-indulgence 
behaviors. One can imagine that people can also engage in other types of 
behavior that are aimed at feeling better about the personal self, for 
example personal achievement behaviors. Our point is that all behaviors 
can be employed if they can help to manage the self-threat. 

A question that remains unanswered is what type of self-threat 
gets priority when one feels ashamed in situations in which the audience 
is aware of the shameful event. In our studies, it seemed that the social 
self was first attended to; in these situations repair behaviors followed 
immediately instead of self-indulgence behaviors. This is in line with 
work by De Hooge et al. (2010, 2011) who found that after a shame 
episode, people first and foremost get motivated to actively restore the 
self-threat. In their studies this meant giving a second performance to 
the same people who had witnessed the first failed performance, also 
seeming to indicate a type of social repair. However, one could question 
how these findings should be reconciled with the fact that feelings of 
shame are reliably measured using emotion components such as a desire 
to hide, to sink through the floor, and to disappear (Breugelmans & 
Poortinga, 2006; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  

Frijda’s (1986, 1988) Law of Care for Consequence might shed 
some light on this “Every emotional impulse elicits a secondary impulse that tends 

to modify it in view of its possible consequences” (1988, p. 355,). The first 
impulsive reaction of shame can indeed be withdrawal. However, when 
realizing the concern of a threatened self can be more effectively dealt 
with in that situation by showing pro-social approach behaviors, people 
may adjust their behavior accordingly.  

Here, it was illustrated how different behaviors can follow from 
shame. However, the proposed approach is also applicable to and useful 
for other emotions. An emotion arises when its central concern is 
satisfied or harmed. It then shapes behavior to deal with this concern 
(Frijda, 1986). Thus, to understand the behavior following from an 
emotion, we need to 1) focus on the central concern in that emotion and 
2) to apply this concern to the situation in which the emotion is 
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experienced. Let us illustrate how the current approach might also be 
relevant for guilt 

Guilt is an emotion closely related to shame. It arises when 
people have made a moral transgression by which they have hurt another 
person (Orthony, Clore, & Collins, 1988; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). 
Usually, guilt motivates compensatory reparative behavior towards the 
hurt other in order to repair the damaged relation (Caplovitz Barret, 
1995; Lewis, 1971; Lindsay-Hartz, 1984). However, some situations do 
not allow for these reparative actions. Recent research has shown that 
when opportunities for compensation are not present, guilt may actually 
evoke self-punishment (Nelissen & Zeelenberg, 2009). Punishing the self 
can signal to the hurt other that one really feels bad about the damage 
done. However, people only punished themselves when the hurt other is 
aware of this (Nelissen, 2011). These findings again show that the 
context interacts with the concern in shaping the behavior following 
from the emotion. 

To summarize, our research has shown that shame motivates 
behavior in order to deal with a self-threat. Situations can impose 
restriction or offer opportunities for dealing with shame’s central 
concern. People can adapt to the situation at hand and shape their 
behavior in such a way so as to try cope with the specific self-threat. 
Thus, though overt behaviors may vary, shame always concerns dealing 
with a threat to the self. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Discussion 

 

This thesis started with the observation that, even though shame 
is a well-studied emotion, divergent findings on its antecedents, its 
manifestations, and its behavioral consequences obscured our 
understanding of this emotion. Shame is a complex emotion that 
involves people’s sense of self but can also be experienced vicariously for 
others. The question in this thesis was whether these scattered findings 
require separate accounts or that they can be reconciled using a unified 
shame theory. Ultimately, the goal of this thesis was to create such a 
unified, parsimonious account of shame. Four empirical chapters 
demonstrated that a wide variety of manifestations of shame could be 
integrated by focusing on shame’s central concern: the self-threat.  

 
 

Chapter 2: Vicarious Shame 

 

The purpose of Chapter 2 was to explain how shame – a self-
conscious emotion – can be experienced for others. Specifically, it 
focused on how shameful behavior by others can cause a self-threat in 
us. Two processes could be identified to explain how another’s shameful 
behavior links to the self, that is group-based emotions and empathic 
emotions. The group-based emotion account explains vicarious shame in 
terms of an ingroup member threatening one’s social identity by 
behaving shamefully. The empathy account explains vicarious shame in 
terms of empathic perspective taking; people imagine themselves in 
another’s shameful behavior. Both social identity threat and empathic 
perspective taking seemed to be plausible processes underlying vicarious 
shame, but their distinct nature was expected to be related to different 
antecedents and experiences.  

Indeed, in three studies using autobiographical recall and 
experimental inductions it was revealed that these processes are 
independent predictors of vicarious shame (Study 2.1), that they explain 
why vicarious shame has different antecedents (i.e., arises in very distinct 
situations, Study 2.2), and that they are associated with distinct 
phenomenological experiences (Study 2.3). Whereas group-based shame 
is typically experienced for ingroup transgressors that affect the self via a 
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social identity threat, empathic shame is typically experienced for 
strangers that affect the self via an imagined self-threat. 

Chapter 2 contributes to our general understanding of shame by 
showing how distinct experiences of vicarious shame can exist. However, 
it is also showed that a single central concern of shame – the self-threat – 
underlies both shades of vicarious shame. This means that all instances 
of vicarious shame may be understood from a general theory of shame. 
Thus, Chapter 2 expands our understanding of antecedents and 
experiences of vicarious shame while at the same time integrating the 
thus far separate accounts of this emotion into a single account of 
shame.   

 
 

Chapter 3: A Functionalist Account of Empathic Shame 

 

  Chapter 3 extends our knowledge on the functionality of 
empathic shame. Specifically, in this chapter I investigated why people 
experience such a painful emotion as shame for strangers. First the 
process of empathic perspective taking needed to be clarified. Starting 
from the self’s centrality in shame, it was hypothesized that only a 
specific type of perspective taking could lead to experiences of self-
conscious shame, that is a perspective in which the self was imagined to 
be in another’s shameful situation. The imagined self-threat that follows 
was expected to motivate people to prevent similar self-threatening 
situations in real life. Thus, empathic shame was hypothesized to serve a 
learning function.  

In four studies, using both dispositional measures and 
manipulations of empathic perspective taking, it was shown that people 
can indeed experience shame when they empathically imagine themselves 
in another’s shameful situation (Studies 3.1 and 3.2). More importantly, 
empathic shame’s learning function was confirmed. People learned 
vicariously from the other’s mistakes such that they avoided making 
similar shameful mistakes themselves. Empathic shame led not only to 
increased motivations to perform well (Study 3.3) but also to actual 
improvement of students’ academic performance (Study 3.4).  
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Chapter 3 contributes to our general understanding of shame by 
showing that even painful feelings of empathic shame for strangers are 
functional. They can be understood when applying shame’s self-threat to 
the empathic process. When shame is about a threat to the self, the main 
focus of empathic perspective taking should also be on the self for 
shame to emerge. How the imagined self-threat is then dealt with can be 
derived from regular shame. Regular shame motivates behavior in order 
to deal with a real self-threat. Empathic shame motivates behavior so as 
to prevent having to deal with a possible future self-threat. Thus, both 
manifestations of shame regulate behavior to deal with self-threats. This 
way, Chapter 3 shows how our knowledge of the process and function 
of empathic shame can be derived from regular shame’s key concepts.  

 

 

Chapter 4: The Self in Shame 

 

Chapter 4 zoomed in on shame’s central concern: the self. Its 
purpose was to solve three debated issues in the field: (1) whether shame 
is a self-conscious emotion or a social emotion, (2) how we should 
understand the relationship between the self and shame in instances of 
group-based shame (referred to a vicarious shame in this chapter), and 
(3) the role of public exposure in experiences of shame. In order to solve 
these issues, knowledge from self-theories was introduced to the field of 
shame. The main idea was that experiences of shame can involve a 
devaluation of both the personal self and the social self. This resulted in 
three hypotheses. It was hypothesized that regular shame entails both a 
personal and social self-devaluation. It was also hypothesized that group-
based shame only involves a devaluation of the social self, not of the 
personal self. Finally, it was hypothesized that level of exposure only 
affects the social self and not the personal self.  

Nine studies showed not only that, but also how a distinction 
between a personal self and a social self could solve each of these issues. 
To test the first hypothesis experiences of shame were compared with 
experiences of vicarious shame (and a control condition). Different 
emotion induction methods and self-related measures were employed. 
All measures showed that in regular shame both personal and social self-
aspects were affected, but that in group-based shame only social self-
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aspects were affected (Studies 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3). Building upon these 
findings, the second hypothesis was tested. It was found that instances of 
group-based shame experienced for a range of different transgressors 
could all be explained by a devaluation of the social self (Studies 4.4, 4.5, 
and 4.6). Finally, tests of the third hypothesis showed that the exposure 
of a shameful event only affected the social self and not the personal self 
(Studies 4.7, 4.8, and 4.9).  

Chapter 4 contributes to our understanding of shame by 
showing how incorporating a personal and social self-threat in shame 
can solve key issues that until now obscured this emotion. Not only are 
the roles of shame as a social and self-conscious emotion reconciled, but 
also is the influence of public exposure clarified. It is even explained how 
different manifestations of group-based shame all relate to the self. 
These findings finally allow for a single model of shame to be developed. 
This model demonstrates how divergent manifestations of shame can all 
be integrated when using the central concern specific to that 
manifestation. In sum, Chapter 4 sharpens the image of shame’s central 
concern and accordingly simplifies the field by forwarding one 
parsimonious model.  

 
 

Chapter 5: Dealing with Shame 

 

The aim of Chapter 5 was to understand the different 
motivational and behavioral consequences ensuing from experiences of 
shame. Contradicting behaviors were associated with this emotion, 
complicating the notion of shame as a reliable motivator of behavior. It 
was proposed that shame does not map one-to-one to a specific 
behavior but that to understand its behavior we need to apply shame’s 
central concern to the emotion’s context. The central concern was 
manipulated by varying the cause of the shame (i.e., self or other): in 
regular shame people feel bad about themselves and about their 
reputation whereas in group-based shame people just feel bad about 
their reputation. Context was manipulated by varying whether the 
audience present was aware or unaware of the shame event. It was 
expected that the concern and the context would interact in shaping 
behavior following from shame. Pro-social behavior towards an aware 
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audience can alleviate a self-threat of reputation and was thus expected 
to ensue from both regular and group-based shame. Pro-selfish behavior 
can make people feel better about themselves and was thus expected to 
only ensue from regular shame when the audience was unaware.  

Two studies (Studies 5.1 and 5.2) revealed that shame and 
group-based shame motivated pro-social behavior towards audiences 
who were aware of a shameful event. When the audience was not aware, 
pro-social behavior did not differ between group-based shame and 
control conditions. In these cases, regular shame led to less pro-social 
behavior and even seemed to increase withdrawal behavior in order to 
make people feel better about themselves. 

Chapter 5 contributes to our general understanding of shame by 
showing that shame’s phenomenology needs to be taken into account 
when trying to understand its motivating effects. It shows that behavior 
motivated by shame is situated in the context. The cause of the shame 
event interacts with the nature of the situation at hand in determining 
how people deal with their shame. Together, they can explain why 
seemingly contradicting behaviors can be motivated by the same 
emotion. In short, Chapter 5 increases the knowledge of the function of 
group-based shame while at the same time shows how the behavior 
ensuing from shame is all aimed at dealing with the self-threat that 
shame represents.  

 

 

Refining Shame 

 

I started this thesis by illustrating the complexity of shame. 
Previous scholars had done a tremendous job in identifying the key 
concepts of shame, but their findings sometimes seemed hard to unify. 
This thesis set out to reconcile these findings using shame’s core 
concern. The threatened self proved to be a good starting point for 
creating a parsimonious model of shame as presented in Chapter 4 and 
below.  
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SH = γ(ω1[Ps – Pa] + εω2[Ss – Sa]) 

 
SH = feelings of shame 

γ  = shame-proneness 
ω1 = dispositional sensitivity to personal self-threats 

Ps – Pa = personal self-threat (i.e., the discrepancy between one’s 
personal standards for the self Ps and perceptions 
of the extent to which these standards are 
actually attained Pa) 

ε = exposure 
ω2 = dispositional sensitivity to personal self-threats 

Ss – Sa = social self-threat (i.e., the discrepancy between desired 
social standards, including reputation Ss and the 
extent to which those standards are attained Sa) 

 
Based on the model, the findings in the Chapters 2 to 5, and 

building on previous works on shame, I can now provide a refined view 
of shame. Shame is the emotion about who we are. It arises when we feel 
threatened in our self-view. This self-view can be threatened in two ways: 
personally and socially. A personal self-threat arises when our behavior 
reflects a negative aspect of ourselves, making us negatively evaluate 
ourselves and feel that we are not who we want to be. We typically feel 
small, weak, incompetent, powerless, and stupid. A social self-threat 
arises when we feel that people do not see us the way we want them to 
see us. We feel that others think that our behavior reflects a negative 
aspect of ourselves making them evaluate us negatively. We typically feel 
like everyone is watching us, that others disapprove of what we do, our 
reputation is damaged, and that we want to avoid other people’s gaze, 
sink through the floor, and distance ourselves from others.  

An important key concept that can affect the shame experience 
is exposure. Exposure is defined as the extent to which we feel that 
people are observing the shameful event. It does not necessarily imply 
that people actually observe or disapprove of the event, but it is about 
whether we feel that they are attending to the shameful situation. 
Exposure can increase self-threat, but only affects the social self and not 
the personal self. Accordingly, social self-devaluation intensifies with 
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increasing exposure but personal self-devaluation remains unaffected. 
The dual self explains why exposure affects shame but without being a 
necessary precondition. Just as exposure can affect the two parts of the 
self differently, the experiences of shame can also involve the self 
differently. 

Shame can represent both self-threats or only one. The exact 
configuration is determined by how the shame-eliciting event involves 
the self. Regular experiences of shame typically seem to involve both 
self-threats. When people violate norms, they experience a simultaneous 
devaluation of themselves by themselves and by others. This makes 
sense because in most cases our norms are also the norms of the people 
surrounding us. However, a partial self-threat already suffices to elicit 
shame.  

Experiences of group-based shame lead to a self-threat through 
group-membership (in the broadest sense of the word). People do not 
devaluate themselves but are concerned with how they appear in the eyes 
of others, threatening their social self. Experiences of empathic shame 
lead to an imagined self-threat without people themselves doing anything 
wrong. When people imagine themselves in another person’s shoes they 
can experience shame as if their self was actually threatened. Thus, all 
experiences of shame can be understood when we understand how the 
self is exactly threatened.  

Behavior motivated by shame is aimed at dealing with the self-
threat. Behavior following from personal self-threats is likely to differ 
from behaviors following from a social self-threat and from behavior 
following from an imagined self-threat. However, specific threats do not 
map one-to-one onto specific behaviors. The course of action is 
determined by assessing how the self-threat can be dealt with within a 
specific context – with all its affordances and constraints. Consistent 
with classical shame theories, the first impulse of shame might be to 
disappear from the threatening situation, as is reflected in the experiential 
content of shame itself. However, when seeing an opportunity to 
improve how we or others who witnessed the shameful event feel about 
ourselves, we might handle the self-threat by displaying the behavior that 
accomplishes this (e.g., acting pro-socially towards others, or indulging 
ourselves in luxury).  
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To summarize, I suggest that different manifestations of shame 
and their behavioral consequences can all be understood from the same 
model when taking into account the specific self-threat arising in a 
specific shame event. This parsimonious approach has implications for 
discrete emotion theory, ideas about the functionality of emotions, and 
vicarious emotion theories.  

 

 

Implications 

 

The approach taken in this thesis – unraveling an emotion by 
focusing on its central concern, its phenomenology, and its function – is 
based on discrete emotion theory. Various antecedents, manifestation, 
and even consequences of shame can all be related to a single, underlying 
concern. By demonstrating how this approach worked for such a 
complex emotion as shame, discrete emotion theory has proven to be a 
valuable and effective strategy in the study of emotions. The beauty of 
this approach, in my view, is that it is simple and that it allows us to 
crystallize our emotional lives into core concerns without neglecting the 
diversity of emotional experiences. 

In line with discrete emotion theory, this thesis has 
consequences for ideas about the functionality of emotions. It has 
illustrated how behavior can be predicted when one knows the emotion’s 
concern in a specific situation. Interestingly, this even works for 
instances where the concern was only threatened through imagination 
like in empathic shame. The self-threat resulting from imagination did 
elicit real behavior to deal with the threat. This finding is just one of 
many that illustrate how functional our emotional lives can actually be. It 
also demonstrates that we need to go beyond the mere study of 
emotions as intrapersonal phenomena; after all people’s own concerns 
were affected because someone else made a mistake. I propose to extend 
functional accounts of emotions by incorporating the notion that 
emotions can also arise in response to empathically felt concerns and can 
motivate behavior accordingly. This extension might seem trivial, but the 
powerful motivational force of empathically felt concerns (as 
demonstrated in Chapter 3) affirms its value. 
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This thesis is also relevant for the study of group-based 
emotions. Group-based emotions have been studied as being distinct 
from regular emotions, as has been demonstrated by the use of different 
measures (an emotion being felt for group-members, e.g., Brown, 
González, Zagefka, Manzi, & Čehajić, 2008; Doosje, Branscombe, 
Spears, & Manstead, 1998). It has even been argued that different 
emotions are experienced when appraising an emotion eliciting situation 
as oneself or as a group-member (Smith, Seger, & Mackie, 2007). The 
approach taken in this thesis is a simple way to reveal how group-based 
emotions are simultaneously related to and different from their regular 
counterparts. By looking at how the central concern of the emotion is 
involved in the situation, we can explain what the group-based variant 
feels like. Group-based shame was shown to mainly affect the social self 
and not the personal self, resulting in a negative evaluation of how other 
people might view us (Chapter 4). This is different from the currently 
popular discourse in the group-based emotion field which assumes that 
important groups can be internalized, leading to experiences of emotions 
for our group as if they happened to us (Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 2004). The 
findings in Chapter 4 do not exclude the possibility that for groups that 
are extremely central to people’s identity or for people that are extremely 
high identifiers, the personal self is also affected. For now, however, it 
seems sufficient to assume that group-based shame mainly threatens the 
social self. This thesis demonstrates that to understand emotions in their 
group-based appearance, we can approach them from the regular 
emotion’s central concern. This parsimonious approach demonstrates 
that no new theoretical framework needs to be developed in order to 
understand group-based emotions.  

 

 

Where Do We Go From Here? 

 

 Now that a model of shame has been identified, we can focus on 
future lines of research that may further increase our understanding of 
this fascinating emotion. Below a few suggestions are made. 

Not all people experience a shameful situation in the same way. 
People can differ with regard to relevant traits that affect the shame 
process. Traits that represent the sensitivity to personal self-threats, 
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social self-threats, or public exposure can be investigated so that their 
influence on the shame experience becomes clear. In the model of 
shame that I proposed here these influences are represented as weights 
of the key components. The model’s predictive power could clearly 
improve when they are identified. Of particular interest here is shame-
proneness. Shame has not always been studied as a state emotion arising 
in response to a specific event. People can also differ in the propensity to 
experience shame. When people score high on shame-proneness they 
have a disposition to attribute negative events to their defective self 
(Tangney & Dearing, 2002). This makes it no surprise that shame-
proneness has been associated with numerous maladaptive tendencies 
such as lower levels of self-esteem and empathy and higher levels of 
shyness, social anxiety, and susceptibility to depression (e.g., Gilbert, 
Pehl, & Allan, 1994; Harder, Cutler, & Rockart, 1992). However, the 
exact influence of shame-proneness on discrete experiences of shame is 
yet unclear. Logically, it should affect both the sensitivity to experience a 
personal and a social self-threat, but measures of shame-proneness do 
not always seem to incorporate both personal and social self-devaluation 
constructs (GASP, Cohen, Wolf, Panter, & Insko, 2011, and TOSCA-3, 
Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, & Gramzow, 2000). Just as research on 
“state shame” can benefit from research on “trait shame” it can be also 
be the other way around. The findings of shame’s negative personal and 
social nature might also refine measures of shame-proneness.  
 Studying shame more carefully by my model could also lead to 
the conclusion that something like private shame could exist. Research 
has already shown that private experiences of shame occur (Tangney, 
Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996), but it remains unclear what these 
experiences actually feel like. According to my model, such experiences 
should mainly involve a personal self-threat. However, if one is 
confronted with one’s misbehavior privately, perhaps an internalized 
audience could still lead to a social self-threat (Piers & Singer, 1953; 
Tomkins, 1963). A situation in which people experience a pure personal 
self-threat could be when one’s bad performance or misbehavior is only 
negatively evaluated by ourselves, and not by others (e.g., not scoring in 
the top percent of an online, obscure art-house movie quiz). This 
interesting suggestion for future research could demonstrate to what 
extent the two self-threats can occur separately. 
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Another interesting question regards the role of exposure, which 
was found to affect only the social self-threat. Future research could 
study whether exposure has a dichotomous or continuous effect. Is it so 
that whenever there is exposure – irrespective of the amount – a social 
self-threat is elicited that contributes to the shame experience; or is it so 
that increases in exposure lead to increases in the share of the social self-
threat in the experience of shame? I would suggest the latter since the 
more people are aware of a defective self-aspect, the greater the damage 
to one’s reputation will be. For now, the data are not yet conclusive on 
this matter.  
 Another manifestation of shame that has not yet been discussed 
in detail in the model is the question what happens in terms of personal 
and social self-threats in empathic shame. Chapters 2 and 3 showed 
empathic shame to arise in response to an imaginary self-threat, but what 
type of self-threat was not specified. One option could be that when 
people imagine themselves in another’s shameful situation they 
experience the emotion according to the characteristics of the situation. 
The feelings arising in response to an imagined self-threat would 
probably be less intense than feelings arising in response to an actual 
self-threat, but the pattern in the activation of personal or social self-
threats should be similar. Another option is that people’s actual situation 
influences how ashamed they are about the imagined event. For example, 
when you are in the presence of others while watching someone make a 
shameful mistake on TV, empathic shame might increase compared to 
when you watch alone. This would be because the current exposure 
increases social self-threat. Related to this is the question of whether 
emotions expressed by the observed other influence people’s empathic 
experience. This idea has not yet been tested in this thesis, but I would 
argue that they do not because shame arises from empathic imagine-self 
perspective taking and not from imagine-other perspective. In other 
words, the emotion is about the self and not so much about the other 
person. The pursuit of these questions can be fruitful because feelings of 
empathic shame are intense enough to motivate people’s own behavior 
as was demonstrated in Chapter 3.  
 Behavior following from group-based shame was examined in 
Chapter 5, but only in a limited way. Only behavior towards the audience 
witnessing the shameful event was measured. It would be extremely 
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interesting to see how people deal with the misbehavior of ingroup 
members. People might distance themselves from their group, which is 
easily done with temporary or unimportant groups. When distancing is 
impossible (e.g., from national groups) people might explain the 
shameful action away or subtype the transgressors. Eventually, group-
based shame might serve as an ingroup correction device, punishing 
transgressing ingroup members to stay in line with the group norm 
(Marques, Abrams, & Serodio, 2001). I propose that behaviors following 
from group-based shame could be understood when taking into account 
the specific self-threat (i.e., knowing how important the group member (-
ship) is for the self) and the options of dealing with the threat as offered 
by the context. 

 

 

In Closing 

 

The research presented in this thesis not only demonstrated the 
varieties of shame and its different behavioral manifestations, it is also 
relevant for other closely related emotions. First of all, the findings of 
this thesis might shed light on a long debate involving shame and 
embarrassment. Embarrassment typically arises when socially awkward, 
clumsy, or conspicuous behavior is exposed for others (Breugelmans, 
2009). It involves thinking that everyone focuses on a flaw, but people 
themselves do not feel it as a flaw (Sabini, Garvey, & Hall, 2001; Sabini 
& Silver, 1997). Embarrassment has been argued both to be distinct 
from shame and to be a mild form of shame. This phenomenology 
seems to map on the two self-threats in the model of shame. I propose 
that this model can be used to contribute to the understanding of 
embarrassment and perhaps even solve the ongoing debate about 
embarrassment being both related to and distinct from shame. Another 
interesting emotion on which the model might shed light is pride, 
shame’s positive counterpart. Pride has often been described as shame’s 
mirror image (Brown & Marshall, 2001; Tracy & Robins, 2007b). It is 
characterized by a central focus on the self’s accomplishments and 
achieved status, making exposure also a central element (Tracy & 
Robins, 2004). Studying pride in light of this model can describe the 
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relations between the different elements and generate predictions about 
the antecedents, experiences, and behavioral consequences of pride.  

Taking a more general perspective, this thesis does not limit 
itself to shame and its close neighbors. I have tried to illustrate that even 
seemingly complex emotions such as shame can be understood by using 
a simple approach: apparently scattered findings on antecedents, 
experiences, and behavioral consequences can all be integrated when 
studying the emotion from its central concern. This approach is likely to 
be successful for other apparently complicated emotions as well. It 
certainly has proven to be successful for understanding shame. Shame is 
simply the emotion that concerns dealing with a threatened self. 
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Samenvatting 
 

Schaamte is de emotie die we voelen wanneer we fouten maken 
die een negatieve eigenschap van onszelf laten zien. Mensen kunnen zich 
schamen wanneer zij slecht presteren, wanneer zij niet voldoen aan hun 
eigen of andermans verwachtingen of wanneer zij zich ongepast 
gedragen (Keltner & Buswell, 1996). Wanneer mensen zich schamen, 
voelen zij zichzelf klein, incompetent, waardeloos en willen ze door de 
grond zakken en verdwijnen (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Omdat 
schaamte gaat over hoe we ons over onszelf voelen, is het een van de 
meest pijnlijke en intense emoties (Lewis, 1971). Dit beeld als de 
voornaamste emotie die draait om het zelf kan het idee geven dat 
schaamte geen geheimen voor ons heeft. Integendeel, een blik op eerder 
wetenschappelijk werk over schaamte laat al snel zien dat deze emotie 
vrij complex is.  

Het meest duidelijke voorbeeld van deze complexiteit is het feit 
dat schaamte – de emotie over het zelf – ook ervaren kan worden voor de 
fouten van andere mensen. Dit noemen we plaatsvervangende schaamte 

(e.g. Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). De vraag is hoe 
en waarom wij ons slecht zouden voelen over de fouten van anderen. 
Daarnaast is het onduidelijk hoe het zelf precies betrokken is in 
schaamte. De meeste onderzoekers zijn het erover eens dat een negatieve 
zelf-evaluatie de kern is van schaamte. Maar wat is nu de bron van deze 
zelf-evaluatie: de negatieve evaluatie die mensen van zichzelf maken 
(bijv. Piers & Singer, 1953; Tomkins, 1963; Tangney, 1990, 1991; 
Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney & Fischer, 1995) of de negatieve 
evaluatie die mensen denken dat anderen van hen maken (bijv. Bain, 
1875; Darwin, 1872; Sartre, 1956)? Ook is de rol van publiek onduidelijk. 
Schaamte kan worden gevoeld in privésituaties, wanneer men alleen is 
(Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996), maar wordt ook intenser 
naarmate er meer mensen toekijken (Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 
2002). Bovendien zijn er inconsistenties in het gedrag dat volgt uit 
schaamte. Schaamte kan motiveren tot terugtrekken uit de situatie 
(Lindsay-Hartz, De Rivera, & Mascolo, 1995; Tangney & Fischer, 1995) 
maar kan ook leiden tot sociale toenadering (De Hooge, Breugelmans, & 
Zeelenberg, 2008). Stuk voor stuk illustreren deze voorbeelden de 
complexiteit van schaamte.  
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Dit proefschrift betoogt dat alle oorzaken, ervaringen en 
consequenties van schaamte te begrijpen zijn door te focussen op de 

concern (=het kernprobleem) van schaamte: het bedreigde zelfbeeld. Door 
deze concern als basis te gebruiken, kunnen al de schijnbaar tegenstrijdige 
bevindingen worden geïntegreerd in één model van schaamte. Deze 
aanpak vergroot niet alleen onze kennis van schaamte, maar geeft ons 
ook meer inzicht in de werking van emoties in het algemeen. In vier 
empirische hoofdstukken wordt gedemonstreerd dat zelfs complexe 
emoties als schaamte goed te begrijpen zijn wanneer we uitgaan van de 
concern van de emotie. 

 

 

Plaatsvervangende Schaamte 

 

In Hoofdstuk 2 wordt het fenomeen plaatsvervangende 
schaamte onder de loep genomen. Het doel is om te verklaren hoe 
schaamte – een zelfbewuste emotie – ervaren kan worden voor anderen. 
Specifiek richt dit hoofdstuk zich op hoe andermans schaamtevol gedrag 
kan leiden tot een bedreiging van ons zelfbeeld. Twee processen worden 
geïdentificeerd die het schaamtevol gedrag van een ander kunnen 
koppelen aan onszelf: sociale identiteit bedreiging en empathie. Wanneer 
mensen lid zijn van een groep kan het groepslidmaatschap onderdeel 
worden van hun identiteit. Door deze sociale identiteit kan het 
schaamtevolle gedrag van een medegroepslid slecht afstralen op hen, 
waardoor zij zich schamen voor een groepslid. De schaamte die wordt 
gevoeld door deze sociale identiteitsbedreiging wordt ook wel 
groepsgebaseerde schaamte genoemd. Daarnaast kunnen mensen 
plaatsvervangende schaamte voelen wanneer zij empathisch het perspectief 

nemen van een schaamtevol gedragende ander. Ze stellen zichzelf voor in 
de schoenen van de ander. Dit heet ook wel empathische schaamte. 
Zowel sociale identiteit bedreiging als empathisch perspectief nemen 
lijken plausibele  processen van plaatsvervangende schaamte, maar door 
hun uiteenlopende aard zouden zij in verschillende situaties op moeten 
komen en anders aan moeten voelen.  

 In drie studies wordt aangetoond dat sociale identiteit 
bedreiging en empathie inderdaad twee onafhankelijke processen zijn die 
leiden naar plaatsvervangende schaamte, dat ze verklaren waarom 
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plaatsvervangende schaamte opkomt in uiteenlopende situaties en dat ze 
leiden tot verschillende ervaringen van plaatsvervangende schaamte. 
Groepsgebaseerde schaamte wordt typisch gevoeld voor schaamtevol 
gedragende groepsleden die een bedreiging vormen voor het zelf via 
sociale identiteit. Empathische schaamte wordt typisch gevoeld voor 
vreemden die het zelf raken via een ingebeelde zelfbedreiging. 

Hoofdstuk 2 laat niet alleen zien hoe verschillende ervaringen 
van plaatsvervangende schaamte kunnen bestaan, maar laat ook zien dat 
de centrale concern van schaamte – de zelfbedreiging – in beide vormen 
van plaatsvervangende schaamte aanwezig is. Plaatsvervangende 
schaamte kan dus worden begrepen vanuit de algemene schaamtetheorie.  

 
 
De Functionaliteit van Empathische Schaamte 

 

  In Hoofdstuk 3 wordt onderzocht waarom mensen een pijnlijke 
emotie als schaamte ook voor vreemden kunnen ervaren. Eerst moet het 
proces van perspectiefnemen worden opgehelderd. Als het zelf centraal 
staat in schaamte, zou enkel een perspectief waarin mensen zichzelf 
voorstellen in de schaamtevolle situatie van de ander tot schaamte 
moeten leiden. Daarnaast moet de functie van empathische schaamte 
worden verduidelijkt. De ingebeelde zelfbedreiging die volgt uit 
perspectiefnemen zou mensen kunnen motiveren om vergelijkbare 
zelfbedreigende situaties in hun eigen leven te vermijden. Dus het wordt 
verwacht dat empathische schaamte als leermechanisme werkt.  

In vier studies wordt aangetoond dat mensen inderdaad 
schaamte kunnen ervaren wanneer zij zichzelf voorstellen in andermans 
schaamtevolle situatie. Bovendien wordt bewijs gevonden dat 
empathische schaamte als leermechanisme werkt. Door zich voor te 
stellen in de fouten van de ander leren mensen om zelf niet vergelijkbare 
fouten te maken. Studenten die zichzelf voorstellen in de positie van een 
student die zakt voor zijn studieopdracht, gaan vervolgens zelf beter 
presteren op hun eigen studieopdracht.  
 Hoofdstuk 3 toont hiermee aan dat zelfs pijnlijke gevoelens van 
schaamte voor vreemden functioneel zijn. Ze kunnen worden begrepen 
wanneer de zelfbedreiging wordt bekeken vanuit perspectiefnemen. Hoe 
mensen omgaan met de ingebeelde zelfbedreiging kan worden afgeleid 
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van reguliere ervaringen van schaamte. Wanneer mensen zich schamen 
voor hun eigen fouten, worden zij gemotiveerd om iets te doen aan de 
zelfbedreiging. Empathische schaamte motiveert mensen om iets te doen 
aan een mogelijke toekomstige zelfbedreiging. Dus beide vormen van 
schaamte sturen gedrag om om te gaan met zelfbedreigingen. Dit 
hoofdstuk laat zien dat ook empathische schaamte kan worden begrepen 
vanuit de elementen van reguliere schaamte.  
 

 

Het Zelf in Schaamte 

 

Hoofdstuk 4 zoomt in op de centrale concern in schaamte: het 
zelf. Het doel van dit hoofdstuk is om drie kwesties op te lossen: (1) of 
schaamte een emotie is die zich vooral richt op het zelf (zelfbewuste 
emotie) of vooral op anderen (sociale emotie), (2) hoe de relatie tussen 
het zelf en schaamte zit in groepsgebaseerde schaamte, en (3) wat de 
invloed van publiek is op schaamte-ervaringen. Om deze vraagstukken 
op te lossen worden psychologische ideeën over de werking van het zelf 
toegepast op schaamte. Het hoofdidee is dat schaamte-ervaringen 
kunnen bestaan uit zowel een negatieve evaluatie van het persoonlijke zelf 
(hoe evalueer ik mezelf) als van het sociale zelf (hoe evalueren anderen 
mij). Dit idee resulteert in drie hypotheses. Reguliere schaamte omvat 
zowel een persoonlijke als een sociale zelfdevaluatie. Groepsgebaseerde 
schaamte omvat alleen een devaluatie van het sociale zelf, niet van het 
persoonlijke zelf. En de mate van blootstelling aan publiek zal alleen het 
sociale zelf beïnvloeden en niet het persoonlijke zelf.  

Negen studies tonen niet alleen aan dat, maar ook hoe een 
onderscheid tussen het persoonlijke zelf en het sociale zelf elk van de 
vraagstukken op kan lossen. De eerste hypothese wordt getest door 
ervaringen van schaamte te vergelijken met ervaringen van 
groepsgebaseerde schaamte. Verschillende studies laten zien dat in 
reguliere schaamte mensen zichzelf negatief evalueren (persoonlijke 
zelfdevaluatie) en ook denken dat anderen hen negatief evalueren (sociale 
zelfdevaluatie). Hierop voortbordurend wordt de tweede hypothese 
getest. Groepsgebaseerde schaamte – of het nu wordt gevoeld voor een 
goede vriend, een onbekend toevallig groepslid, of voor andere 
Nederlanders – houdt altijd een negatieve evaluatie van het sociale zelf 
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in. Mensen zijn dus bezorgd over hoe anderen hen evalueren, maar 
evalueren zichzelf niet slechter. Tests van de laatste hypothese laten zien 
dat wanneer er meer mensen getuige zijn van een schaamtevolle 
gebeurtenis dit enkel invloed heeft op evaluaties van het sociale zelf en 
niet op evaluaties van het persoonlijke zelf.   

Kortom, Hoofdstuk 4 laat zien dat belangrijke vragen die het 
beeld van schaamte tot nu toe vertroebelden kunnen worden 
beantwoord door een persoonlijke en sociale zelfbedreiging te 
incorporeren in de theorie. Niet alleen zijn de rollen van schaamte als 
een sociale en een zelfbewuste emotie met elkaar in overeenstemming 
gebracht, maar ook is de invloed van publiek verduidelijkt. Het is zelfs 
duidelijk hoe verschillende manifestaties van groepsgebaseerde schaamte 
relateren aan het zelf. Al deze bevindingen leiden uiteindelijk tot een 
model van schaamte. Dit model versimpelt het veld door te 
demonstreren hoe verschillende vormen van schaamte kunnen worden 
geïntegreerd wanneer wordt gekeken naar de centrale concern van 
schaamte.   

 
 

Omgaan met Schaamte 

 

Het doel van Hoofdstuk 5 was om verschillende gedragingen die 
volgen uit schaamte te begrijpen. Tegenstrijdige gedragingen – zoals 
terugtrekken versus toenadering zoeken - worden geassocieerd met 
schaamte, waardoor schaamte een onbetrouwbare motivator van gedrag 
lijkt te zijn. In dit hoofdstuk wordt beargumenteerd dat schaamte geen 
één op één relatie heeft met een specifiek gedrag. Om gedrag uit 
schaamte te begrijpen moet de centrale concern van zelfbedreiging worden 
toegepast op de context waarin de emotie ervaren wordt.  

Deze concern wordt gevarieerd door reguliere schaamte met 
groepsgebaseerde schaamte te vergelijken. In reguliere schaamte voelen 
mensen zich slecht over zichzelf en over hun reputatie, terwijl in 
groepsgebaseerde schaamte mensen zich enkel slecht voelen over 
zichzelf. De context wordt gevarieerd door de (groepsgebaseerde) 
schaamte situatie te laten plaatsvinden in het bijzijn van een publiek dat 
wel of niet op de hoogte is van de emotiegebeurtenis. Er wordt verwacht 
dat de concern samen met de context bepaalt welk gedrag volgt uit 
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schaamte. Sociaal gedrag naar een publiek dat weet van de 
schaamtegebeurtenis kan iemands reputatie verbeteren. Daarom wordt 
dit gedrag verwacht zowel na reguliere als groepsgebaseerde schaamte. 
Zelfzuchtig gedrag kan mensen zich beter laten voelen over zichzelf en 
wordt dus enkel verwacht na reguliere schaamte wanneer het publiek 
niets weet van de schaamtegebeurtenis.  

Twee studies laten zien dat mensen zich socialer gaan gedragen 
naar publiek dat weet van de reguliere schaamte of plaatsvervangende 
schaamte gebeurtenis. Wanneer het publiek niets weet van de 
gebeurtenis gaan enkel reguliere schaamte mensen zich zelfzuchtiger 
gedragen. Het lijkt erop dat mensen dit doen om zich beter te voelen 
over zichzelf.  

Hoofdstuk 5 draagt bij aan de kennis over schaamte door te 
laten zien dat om schaamtegedrag te begrijpen er rekening moet worden 
gehouden met zowel de oorzaak van schaamte als  de context waarin de 
schaamte ervaren wordt. Samen verklaren zij waarom schijnbaar 
tegengesteld gedrag kan worden gemotiveerd door dezelfde emotie. 
Hiermee verheldert Hoofdstuk 5 de functie van groepsgebaseerde 
schaamte en laat het tegelijkertijd zien hoe het gedrag dat volgt uit 
schaamte gericht is op omgaan met de zelfbedreiging die schaamte 
vertegenwoordigt.  

 

 

Conclusie 

 

In dit proefschrift heb ik laten zien dat een schijnbaar complexe 
emotie als schaamte beter begrepen kan worden via een eenvoudige 
aanpak. De observaties dat schaamte verschillende oorzaken kan hebben, 
verschillend kan aanvoelen en tot verschillende gedragingen kan leiden 
kunnen worden verklaard als men simpelweg de concern van schaamte 
gebruikt om de emotie te snappen. Als men weet dat een bedreigd 
zelfbeeld de kern van de emotie is, kunnen de tegenstrijdige bevindingen 
worden geïntegreerd in één model van schaamte. Deze aanpak heeft het 
potentieel om ook andere aanvankelijk ingewikkelde emoties te bevatten. 
Het is in ieder geval een succesvolle strategie om schaamte te begrijpen. 
Schaamte is simpelweg de emotie die draait om het omgaan met een 
bedreigd zelfbeeld.   
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Dankwoord 

 

De laatste pagina’s van dit proefschrift worden getikt tijdens een 
typische treinreis die ik de afgelopen jaren zo vaak heb gemaakt. 
Treinreizen lijkt eigenlijk best veel op promoveren. Het gaat soms 
weleens gepaard met verstoringen, maar als je goed op weg bent is het 
heerlijk. Dit reizen doe je vaak niet alleen. Er zijn machinisten die de 
trein op het spoor houden, conducteurs die treinadvies geven en 
medepassagiers die je treinreis aangenamer maken. De mensen die mijn 
reis soepel lieten verlopen, en zonder wie wellicht nooit de laatste stop 
zou zijn bereikt, wil ik graag hier bedanken. 

Seger en Marcel, jullie hebben de afgelopen jaren alles in goede 
banen geleid. Seger, door jou ben ik enthousiast geworden voor 
onderzoek doen. 7 jaar geleden klopte ik op je deur om te beginnen met 
een bachelorproject over twee emoties genaamd schaamte en schuld en 
nu ligt er dit boekje. Schuld hebben we laten gaan, schaamte werd wat 
uitgebreid, maar in de tussentijd bleef je deur altijd open staan voor me. 
Je enthousiasme voor onderzoek, maar ook je gezellige geklets zorgen 
ervoor dat ik geen betere begeleider had kunnen wensen. En dan heb ik 
nog niet eens onze dansmoves tijdens aspo of de karaokesessies in 
Kyoto genoemd. Dankjewel voor alles wat je me hebt geleerd!  

Marcel, toen jij erbij kwam werd de wereld duidelijker. Je talent 
om complexe dingen simpel doch elegant aan te pakken was een 
onmisbare toevoeging aan het project. Je moedigde me aan en daagde 
me uit en tilde daardoor ons onderzoek naar een hoger niveau. Niet 
alleen bedankt voor je begeleiding in dit project, maar ook chapeau voor 
hoe jij onze groep runt! Ik had niet durven hopen dat het naast 
productief ook zo gezellig zou worden. Bovendien is het gewoon heel 
leuk om iemand te kennen met net zo’n grote schoenentik. Heren, jullie 
zijn een inspirerend superteam! Bedankt voor de leuke rit en ik kijk uit 
naar onze toekomstige projecten.  

Also, a big thank you to my defense committee. June & Brian, I 
feel honored to have you in my committee, great that you will travel all 
the way to Tilburg. Bertjan, bedankt ook voor je feedback in eerdere 
fases van het project. Rob en Mariëlle, fijn dat jullie met jullie expertise 
(en leuke karakters) op het podium plaatsnemen.  
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En bedankt Ilona. Jij introduceerde me in de wereld van het aio-
zijn en nu zit je in mijn commissie. Jij bent mijn voorbeeld van een 
sterke (en warme) vrouw in de wetenschap. Ik heb zin in onze 
toekomstige samenwerking, maar zeker ook in onze gezellige etentjes en 
stadtours! 

Leuk onderzoek wordt nog leuker met leuke mensen om je 
heen. Hartelijk dank aan de leden van de aspo-dissertatiecommissie, de 
discussies waren pittig maar de stemming was altijd goed. Tilburgse 
(oud-)collega’s, thanks voor de inspirerende en gezellige sfeer die er 
hangt in onze groep. Ellen, bedankt voor al het programmeerwerk, de 
uitvoerige GofT analyses (please haal Jaime van de muur), maar vooral 
de gezellige en serieuze theeconversaties. Thanks Yoel for being my 
English help-desk and my discussion partner of crappy and not so 
crappy TV shows. Joris and Yana, commuting has never been better with 
you two around. Esther, bedankt voor onze leuke en succesvolle cursus. 
Pinar, het is heerlijk om samen met jou naar obscure muziek te luisteren. 
Arnoud en Michelle, bedankt voor jullie Oscarwaardige performance 
beschreven in hoofdstuk 3. Maartje M., jouw opgewekte gesprekken zijn 
een leuk begin van iedere dag. Janne, bedankt voor de gezelligheid in 
Japan, vooral voor het nostalgische duet.  

Dan de Zion-gang; ondanks het ranzig eten hadden we een 
toptijd in Ruby’s, maar ook in Tilburg: Monique, jouw statistiekkennis en 
nuchtere humor kwamen uitstekend van pas! Yvette(-a), Tsjechië was 
onvergetelijk. Ik verkleum met niemand liever op een canyontop dan 
met jou, bikkel! Niels, in de hemmingway, een dubieuze t(r)ampatent of 
gewoon op kantoor (van rickrolling tot trol 2); we hebben overal veel lol 
gehad. Jouw versie van eye of the tiger staat voorgoed in mijn geheugen 
gegrift. Loes, zo fijn dat ik met mijn saaie treinverhalen altijd bij jou 
terecht kan. De rollercoaster ride en de pureparty waren toppertjes. En 
wat mij betreft  mogen de “lekker nummer mails” gewoon blijven. Jullie 
hebben er allemaal een fantastische tijd van gemaakt! 
 Dan kom ik bij de mensen die ik de afgelopen jaren misschien 
wel het meest heb gezien. Flip en Marijntje, mijn lieve roomies. Philippe, 
heel wat uurtjes heb jij lopen puffen als ik weer een broeikas stookte van 
onze kamer. Dit weerhield je er niet van om mijn redder in nood te zijn 
als er een dikke spin kwam afdalen of als ik vast zat met een tekst. 
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Bedankt voor het kritisch meedenken, je droge humor, je 
behulpzaamheid en natuurlijk de lolly’s.  
  Lieve Marijn, zonder jou kan ik me geen promotie voorstellen. 
Je bent een van de meest attente en empathische personen die ik ken. 
We hebben heel wat gelachen en een beetje gehuild samen (thanks ook 
aan je schouder). Je zorgde voor de vrolijke noot in de soundtrack van 
p807 waardoor we o.a. happy naar Miami gingen waar de heat iets te veel 
(z)on was. Je enthousiasme bij de wk feestjes (kijk uit voor die klepper!), 
tilburg zingt en singstar maakt dat ik nog veel meer mooie feestjes wil 
vieren met je. Ik ben er trots op dat je naast me wil staan op het podium. 
Straks als we er weer staan wisselen we van plek! 
 Met de trein doe ik nog veel meer steden aan dan alleen Tilburg. 
In Amsterdam, Utrecht, Mijdrecht (met de bus dan) en Rotterdam zijn 
welkome activiteiten te vinden als je gestrest bent (ook als je dat niet 
bent trouwens). Lieve meiden, Catherine, Linda, Marjolijn, Lisette, Evi 
en Lonneke, wat zou ik moeten zonder onze chickmeetings? Lekker 
miepen, snaaien, kletsen en carnavallen. Jullie zijn er altijd geweest en 
zullen er altijd blijven. Gossicen met Cath, koken met Lin, 
phd(ont)stressen met Marjo, dromen met Li, lachen met Eef en snoepen 
met Lon. Ook special thanks aan Pieter for being the cool dude between 
us girls. 
 Lieve Saskia, we begonnen ooit samen te treinen naar Tilburg en 
ik ben blij dat we nog steeds bij elkaar komen om het leven eens goed te 
analyseren. Een tussenstop in Breda is dan ook geen probleem! 

Mijn trein begint en eindigt meestal in België. Antwerpen voelt 
inmiddels aan als thuis. Dit komt mede door Bram, Kris, Tom, Jef en 
Ann. Belgen minder open dan Hollanders? Jullie bewijzen het tegendeel! 
Bedankt voor alle leuke activiteiten (zelfs het kamperen). 

Nico’s familie; Roger en Lutgarde, Tom en Bieke, jullie zijn 
schatten. Ik voel me altijd erg welkom bij jullie. Ook de rest van Nico’s 
familie, bedankt voor jullie belangstelling en gastvrijheid, keer op keer! 

Mijn wortels liggen in Roosendaal. Lieve Oma Welten en Arie, 
superfijn dat jullie er straks bij zijn! Ik heb gezorgd dat de zon op jullie 
wacht, dus jullie reis komt helemaal goed. De overige leden van de 
familie Welten wil ik bedanken voor de gezellige sfeer die er hangt als we 
met zijn allen bij elkaar komen. 



156 
 

Lieve Oma Rommers, jij bent altijd zo trots op Suzanne en mij. 
Wij willen alles “zef doen” maar met jouw lieve woorden gaat het een 
stuk makkelijker. Ik hoop dat je een mooie jurk gekocht hebt, want 
zonder jou gaat de promotie niet door hoor! Opa, jammer dat je dit niet 
meer kan meemaken. Jij stond altijd klaar voor Su en mij, daarom is dit 
boekje voor jou. 

Lieve pa en ma. Ik heb de tofste, liefste en grappigste ouders ter 
wereld. Jullie steunen Su en mij onvoorwaardelijk en staan altijd klaar 
voor ons. Of het nu gaat om verhuizen of samen een concertje 
bezoeken, we hebben altijd de grootste lol. Met jullie samen struinen 
door Antwerpen en lekkere biertjes drinken dat is genieten van het leven. 
Dadde bedáánkt zij da witte! ;) 

Dan is er nog mijn zusje, Suzanne. Lieve Su, straks naast me op 
het podium, vanzelfsprekend. Ik zou het niet zonder jou willen doen. Op 
de Atari had jij mijn back al; jij als dude en ik als vinnie ramden we 
iedereen “het kassie uit”. Bedankt voor je steun en komische humor 
waardoor elke situatie een positieve draai krijgt. Een blik is genoeg om 
elkaar te begrijpen. Jij bent de enige met wie ik een fatsoenlijke filmnacht 
kan houden, de enige die al mijn dorky moviequotes snapt en de enige 
die briljante nieuwe woorden weet te verzinnen. You’re deep ;)  
 Tot slot, mijn liefste Nico. Na al dat treinen kom ik soms wel 
eens ontspoord thuis. Maar lief, dan zie ik jou, al roerend in een pan. Je 
brede lach, je oprechtheid en je rust maken me weer helemaal zen. Jij 
haalt eigenschappen in mij naar boven die ik niet eens wist dat ik had. 
Bloedzuigers in de Thaise jungle, trekken over kilometers hoge bergen in 
Peru, tacky tango’s in Argentinië en belachelijke busreizen in China 
(soms een beetje vies). Ik doe het allemaal, zolang jij er maar bij bent om 
me op te vangen. Ik maak veel reizen, maar de eindhalte ligt altijd bij jou. 
Ik zie je graag lief! 
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The “Kurt Lewin Institute Dissertation Series” started in 1997. Since 
2010 the following dissertations have been published: 
 

2010-1: Maarten Wubben: Social Functions of Emotions in Social 

Dilemmas 

2010-2: Joyce Rupert: Diversity faultlines and team learning 

2010-3: Daniel Lakens: Abstract Concepts in Grounded Cognition 

2010-4:
  

Luuk Albers: Double You? Function and Form of Implicit and 

Explicit Self-Esteem 

2010-5:
  

Matthijs Baas: The Psychology of Creativity: Moods, Minds, and 

Motives 

2010-6: Elanor Kamans: When the Weak Hit back: Studies on the Role of 

Power in Intergroup Conflict 

2010-7:
  

Skyler Hawk: Changing Channels: Flexibility in Empathic Emotion 

Processes 

2010-8:
  

Nailah Ayub: National Diversity and Conflict: The Role of Social 

Attitudes and Beliefs 

2010-9:
  

Job van der Schalk: Echoing Emotions: Reactions to Emotional 

Displays in Intergroup Context 

2010-10: Nevra Cem: Organizational citizenship behavior and 

counterproductive work behavior: Cross-cultural comparisons between 

Turkey and the Netherlands 

2010-11: Ron Broeders: On Situated and Embodied Knowledge Regarding 

Moral Issues 

2010-12: Margriet Braun: Dealing with a deviant group member  
2010-13:  
 

Dennis Bleeker: Representing or defecting? The pursuit of individual 

upward mobility in low status groups 

2010-14: Petra Hopman: Group Members Reflecting on Intergroup Relations 

2010-15: Janneke Oostrom: New Technology in Personnel Selection: The 

Validity and Acceptability of Multimedia Tests 

2010-16: Annefloor Klep: The Sharing of Affect: Pathways, Processes, and 

Performance  
2010-17: Geertje Schuitema: Priceless policies. Factors influencing the 

acceptability of transport pricing policies 

2010-18: Femke van Horen: Breaking the mould on copycats: What makes 

product imitation strategies successful? 

2010-19: Niek van Ulzen: Exploring affective perception and social action 

2010-20: Simon Dalley: Women's body dissatisfaction and restrictive eating 

behaviour: A tyranny of a thin-ideal or a fear of fat? 
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2010-21: Paul Preenen: Challenge at Work: A matter of give and take 
2010-22:  
 

Katarzyna Ewa Kubacka: The Rules of Attraction: Trust, 

Anxiety and Gratitude 
2010-23:  
 

Loes Kessels: May I have your attention please? A neuroscientific 

study into message attention for health information 
2011-1:

  
Elze Ufkes: Neighbor-to-neighbor conflicts in multicultural 

neighborhoods 
2011-2: Kim van Erp: When worlds collide. The role of justice, conflict and 

personality for expatriate couples’ adjustment 
2011-3: Yana Avramova: How the mind moods 
2011-4:

  
Jan Willem Bolderdijk: Buying people: The persuasive power of 

money 
2011-5: Nina Regenberg: Sensible Moves 
2011-6: Sonja Schinkel: Applicant reactions to selection events: Interactive 

effects of fairness, feedback and attributions 
2011-7: Suzanne Oosterwijk: Moving the Mind: Embodied Emotion 

Concepts and their Consequences 
2011-8: Ilona McNeill: Why We Choose, How We Choose, What We 

Choose: The Influence of Decision Initiation Motives on Decision 

Making 
2011-9: Shaul Shalvi: Ethical Decision Making: On Balancing Right and 

Wrong 
2011-10: Joel Vuolevi: Incomplete Information in Social Interactions 
2011-11: Lukas Koning: An instrumental approach to deception in bargaining 
2011-12: Petra Tenbült: Understanding consumers' attitudes toward novel food 

technologies 
2011-13: Ashley Hoben: An Evolutionary Investigation of Consanguineous 

Marriages  
2011-14: Barbora Nevicka: Narcissistic Leaders: The Appearance of Success 
2011-15: Annemarie Loseman: Me, Myself, Fairness, and I: On the Self-

Related Processes of Fairness Reactions  
2011-17: Francesca Righetti: Self-regulation in interpersonal interactions: 

Two regulatory selves at work 
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