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The emotions of guilt and shame play major roles in forgiveness, social exclusion, face-saving ploys, sui-
cide, and honor killings. Understanding these emotions is thus of vital importance. The outputs of guilt and
shame are already well understood: Guilt motivates amends; shame motivates evasion. However, the elic-
itors and functions of these emotions are disputed. According to attributional theory, guilt and shame are
intrapersonal emotions elicited when negative outcomes are attributed to controllable/unstable (guilt) or
uncontrollable/stable (shame) aspects of the self. By contrast, functionalist theory claims that guilt and
shame are interpersonal emotions for minimizing the imposition of harm on valued others (guilt) and the
cost of reputational damage on the self (shame). Although there is confirmatory evidence consistent with
both theories, evidence ostensibly supporting one theory has been argued to actually support the other.
To solve this problem of data interpretation, here we report contrastive critical tests of the two theories per-
formed on online participant pools in the United States and India in 2021 (N= 853). Results in both coun-
tries support functionalist theory over attributional theory, suggesting that the intrapersonal effects reported
in the emotion literature are tributary or incidental to the interpersonal functions of guilt and shame.
Functionalist theory presents a promising framework for understanding the interpersonal and intrapersonal
aspects of guilt, shame, and other self-conscious emotions.
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The importance of guilt and shame in human affairs is difficult to
overstate. These self-conscious emotions play major roles in for-
giveness, social exclusion, face-saving ploys, suicide, and honor kill-
ings (McCullough, 2008; Peristiany, 1970; Syme & Hagen, 2019;
Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Guilt and shame sometimes are mobilized
concurrently (Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1992). However, a

growing body of evidence shows stark differences between these
two emotions (Smith et al., 2002; Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, &
Gramzow, 1992; Zhu, Feng, et al., 2019).

Guilt summons the good after the bad. When feeling guilt, people
interrupt actions that would impose harm on others and try to make
things right: People approach those whom they have harmed and con-
fess their wrongdoing, accept responsibility, apologize, and make
amends (Baumeister et al., 1994; de Hooge et al., 2007; Tangney,
1991). Shame, by contrast, summons the bad after the bad. Shame,
like guilt, can motivate people to interrupt their selfish or reckless
behavior (de Hooge et al., 2008). But shame’s link to cooperative
behavior is far weaker than guilt’s (Declerck et al., 2014). Moreover,
shame is associated with noncooperative and spiteful behavior, includ-
ing evasion, concealment, externalization of blame, and aggression
(Elison et al., 2014; Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992;
Zhu, Xu, et al., 2019).

What elicits guilt and shame? Why do these emotions mobilize
the outputs that they do? Is shame a standard part of human nature
or a pathology we are better off without? Although there is consen-
sus about the outputs of guilt and shame, answers to these questions
remain a matter of contention. Here, we aim to identify the elicitors
and functions of guilt and shame by testing between central predic-
tions derived from two major, competing theories: attributional the-
ory and functionalist theory.

Attributional theory holds that guilt and shame are intrapersonal
emotions elicited through self-reflective and self-evaluative pro-
cesses (Tangney, 1990; Tracy & Robins, 2004; Weiner, 1985). On
this account, both guilt and shame are elicited when individuals
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attribute events incongruent with their identity goals to causes within
themselves. Importantly, however, guilt is triggered when
identity-incongruent outcomes are attributed to unstable or control-
lable aspects of the self, whereas shame is triggered when
identity-incongruent outcomes are attributed to stable or uncontrol-
lable aspects of the self. For example, if a good neighbor is the kind
of person you aspire to be (your identity goal), you would feel guilt
for damaging your neighbor’s car if you attributed the damage to
your lapse in attention (attribution: unstable and controllable), but
you would instead feel shame if you attributed the damage to your
brain-injury-induced tremors (attribution: stable and uncontrollable;
Tracy & Robins, 2004, 2006). The affective, motivational, and
behavioral characteristics of guilt and shame follow from the differ-
ent patterns of attributions that elicit these emotions. Guilt feels bad,
but the blame placed on the self is focalized and transient, and this
leaves a guilty individual able to approach others and take reparative
action. When feeling shame, by contrast, the individual blames not a
specific action or inaction but their “global self” (Tangney, 1991).
This belief in one’s overarching defectiveness leads to depression,
paranoid thoughts, and defensive maneuvers to deaden one’s pain:
hiding, blaming others, aggression, and more (Tangney, Wagner,
Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992). Attributional theory thus views
shame as a maladaptive and pathogenic emotion (Tangney,
Wagner, et al., 1996)—an inferior substitute for guilt. The attribu-
tional view that guilt and shame are fundamentally about the self
is highly influential—so much so that in the scientific literature
and beyond these emotions are generally referred to as “self-
conscious emotions.”
By contrast, functionalist theory argues that shame and guilt serve

distinct interpersonal functions and thus are primarily about others
(Baumeister et al., 1994; Gilbert, 1997; Leary et al., 2001;
Sznycer, 2019; Tooby & Cosmides, 2008). Shame functions to min-
imize the spread of reputation-damaging information and the likeli-
hood and costs of being devalued by others (Gilbert, 1997; Landers
& Sznycer, 2022; Sznycer et al., 2016). And guilt functions to cor-
rect one’s behavior toward valued others one has harmed. When
harming valued others the individual indirectly harms herself, and
guilt functions to correct this error going forward (Baumeister et
al., 1994, 1995). On this account, shame is elicited more intensely
when the individual, for example, fears others’ devaluative reactions
(e.g., aggression), while guilt is elicited more intensely when the
individual imposes undue harm on valued others. For instance, if
you unintentionally brought harm to your coworker, you would
feel more shame (e.g., more intense motivations to evade) if that
coworker were your tyrannical boss, whom you fear, than if that
coworker were your likeable intern, whom you do not. This is
because if your coworker found out what you had done and subse-
quently devalued you, you would incur more costs from your tyran-
nical boss than from your likeable intern. In contrast, if you
unintentionally brought harm to your coworker, you would feel
more guilt (e.g., more intense motivations to amend) if that coworker
were your likeable intern than if that coworker were your tyrannical
boss—because, indirectly, you would suffer higher costs for harm-
ing your intern, whose welfare you value more highly than your
boss’s. According to functionalist theory, guilt and shame some-
times activate concurrently because some actions or inactions simul-
taneously harm valued others (guilt) and carry the threat of being
devalued by others (shame). But the functions, elicitors, computa-
tions, and outputs of these emotions differ. For example, someone

who feels both shame and guilt about an act of infidelity might
refrain from it, whereas someone who feels only shame might con-
tinue to commit infidelity but conceal it. From a functionalist per-
spective, the characteristics of guilt and shame reflect the real
adaptive problems these emotion systems evolved to solve, not dif-
ferent patterns of attributions generated by the individual. Guilt’s
outputs are clearly cooperative because guilt functions to curb the
imposition of undue harm on valued others. Shame’s outputs are
sometimes cooperative because cooperation is sometimes a cost-
effective way to enhance one’s reputation (Barclay & Willer,
2007). But enhanced cooperation is not the sole means of minimiz-
ing the threat of being devalued, and avoiding, hiding, threatening,
and aggressing, although socially undesirable, can counteract deval-
uative threats in some contexts (Leach & Cidam, 2015).

Attributional theory and functionalist theory have each prompted
confirmatory tests leading to supporting evidence. For instance, in sup-
port of attributional theory, Niedenthal et al. (1994) found that when
generating counterfactual thoughts to “undo” their feelings of shame
and guilt, people undo shame by changing qualities of themselves
but undo guilt by changing their actions. And in support of function-
alist theory, Smith et al. (2002) found that shame, more than guilt, is
sensitive to how much public scrutiny one’s failures receive.

Despite this and other evidence consistent with attributional the-
ory (e.g., Feiring et al., 1998; Giner-Sorolla & Espinosa, 2011;
Tangney, 1991; Tangney, Miller, et al., 1996; Tangney, Wagner,
Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992; Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow,
1992; Tracy & Robins, 2006) and functionalist theory (e.g., de
Hooge et al., 2010; Dickerson et al., 2004; Durkee et al., 2019;
Gilbert, 2000; Giner-Sorolla & Espinosa, 2011; Martens et al.,
2012; Robertson et al., 2018; Sznycer & Cohen, 2021; Yu et al.,
2014; Zhu, Feng, et al., 2019; Zhu, Xu, et al., 2019), no research
has yet jointly tested competing predictions derived from each the-
ory, thereby yielding data capable of weakening either theory (or
both). This is unfortunate, because evidence ostensibly supporting
one theory may in fact support the other. For example, emotion out-
puts generated by causal processes specified by theory A may give
the illusion of supporting theory B if theory B capitalizes on con-
comitant associations observed in tests conceived to support theory
B. Indeed, attributional researchers have argued that previous
research on guilt and shame suffers from this problem. For instance,
they have claimed that data apparently in support of functionalist
theory in fact support attributional theory: “Taken together, [R.
H.] Smith et al. [(2002)]’s findings [NB: the ones referred to
above] are consistent with the notion that people focus on others’
evaluations because they are feeling shame, not vice versa”
(Tangney et al., 2007 p. 349, emphasis added). That is, according
to these attributional researchers, associations between shame and
a focus on others’ evaluations run causally from shame to evaluative
concerns rather than—as functionalist researchers claim to have
demonstrated—from evaluative concerns to shame. In our view,
while both the attributional and functionalist interpretations are plau-
sible, they must be regarded as conjectural because the contrastive
critical tests necessary to properly adjudicate between them have
not been conducted. Thus, the relative merits of these two theories
remain to be determined.

Analyzing guilt and shame with tests enabling strong inference
(Platt, 1964) would improve our understanding of human nature. It
also would improve interventions to manage these emotions and their
behavioral correlates—anti-social behavior, drug-abuse, stigmatization,
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suicidality, and others (Dearing et al., 2005; Goffnett et al., 2020;
Ollivier et al., 2022)—because theories of these emotions influence
what interventions aim to achieve.
To close this gap, we conducted preregistered critical tests in the

United States and India, two cultures varying substantially along the
individualism–collectivism spectrum (Muthukrishna et al., 2020)—
a variable that is thought to cause the differential expression of guilt
and shame (Benedict, 1946; Fessler, 2004). Using structural equa-
tion modeling, we tested the degree to which input variables hypoth-
esized by each theory—attributions of controllability and stability,
by attributional theory; liking and fear of a target individual, by func-
tionalist theory—elicit distinctive outputs of the guilt and shame sys-
tems (motivations to amend and evade, respectively). These tests
allow us to assess the validity of attributional theory and functional-
ist theory, in both absolute terms and contrastive terms, in India and
the United States.

Method

Transparency and Openness

Procedure, stimuli, sample sizes, exclusion criteria, predictions, and
analyses were preregistered before data collection began: https://
aspredicted.org/blind.php?x=t9ra3f. In the preregistration protocol,
we report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions,
all manipulations, and all measures in the study. All stimuli, data,
and code can be found in the Open Science Framework (OSF) repos-
itory: https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b
24cc26f3.
Informed consent was obtained using a standard survey question.

All studies were conducted in compliance with Institutional Review
Board protocol.

Participants

As noted in our preregistration, rules-of-thumb for structural
equation modeling suggest that 10 cases per indicator is a useful
minimum to accurately estimate themodel. Becausewe have 22 indi-
cators, we aimed to collect at least 220 participants for each vignette
in each country (440 participants per country). Anticipating having
to exclude some participants (as per our preregistered criteria), we
aimed to collect 500 participants in each country, for a total of
1,000 participants in both countries. Expecting that the associations
between variables will correspond to at least medium-sized effects
(i.e., rs between .3 and .5) or larger, this sample size provides around
90% power to achieve statistical significance (p, .05) with associ-
ations as small as r= .16 in each vignette and each country.
We recruited 500 participants from the United States and 508

from India in 2021 using Amazon Mechanical Turk. Following pre-
registered exclusion criteria, we removed from analyses 15 partici-
pants in the United States because they failed to pass an attention
check. We removed from analyses 140 participants in India because
they failed to pass an attention check, because they reported having
only a “Basic” understanding of the English language, or both.
Thereafter, the effective sample sizes were 368 (125 women) for
India and 485 (261 women) for the United States. The mean age
of participants was 30.69 (SD= 6.83) in India and 42.38 (SD=
13.35) in the United States.
The sociodemographic characteristics of the Indian sample are as

follows: 45.9% of Indian respondents reported English as their first

language; 52.2% listed it as their second language; and 1.9% listed it
as neither their first nor second language. Of the 198 Indian respon-
dents who did not claim English as their first language, 54.6% cited
Tamil as their first language, 25.0% cited Malayalam, and 20.4%
cited other languages (two participants did not report any language).
Additionally, 42.3% of Indian respondents reported living in a big
town, 39.6% in a small- or medium-sized town, and 18.0% in a
rural area or village (two participants did not respond). Finally,
68.3% of Indian participants hail from Tamil Nadu, 18.0% from
Kerala, and 13.7% from other states (two participants did not
respond).

Procedures and Materials

We created two vignettes in which participants were asked to imag-
ine that they brought harm to a target individual unintentionally—an
event that may elicit in participants guilt, shame, or both. We experi-
mentally manipulated features of the vignettes that, according to each
theory, differentially boost guilt or shame. According to attributional
theory, a harm attributed to internal causes high in controllability and
low in stability will differentially lead to guilt, whereas a harm attrib-
uted to internal causes low in controllability and high in stability will
differentially lead to shame, irrespective of interpersonal factors. By
contrast, functionalist theory predicts that a harm imposed uninten-
tionally on a lower-status target whom one likes will differentially
lead to guilt, whereas the same harm imposed on a disagreeable
higher-status target whom one fears will differentially lead to
shame, irrespective of intrapersonal factors.

For purposes of internal replication and contextual generalization,
we created two different vignettes. In the “Botched Sale” vignette,
participants inadvertently ruin the target’s big real estate sale.
In the “Car Crash” vignette, participants accidentally bump into
the target’s new car, damaging it. For each vignette, we used a
2× 2 between-subjects, factorial design. First, we manipulated the
description of the target to whom participants brought harm: This
target was either the participant’s likeable intern or the participant’s
mean boss (variables modulating guilt and shame, respectively,
according to functionalist theory). Second, across target conditions,
we manipulated factors that might lead participants to produce dif-
ferent patterns of controllability and stability attributions. More spe-
cifically, we manipulated the degree to which the harm participants
brought to the target stemmed from participants’ actions or charac-
teristics that appeared to be controllable and unstable versus uncon-
trollable and stable (variables modulating guilt and shame,
respectively, according to attributional theory).

Thus, therewere four conditions for each vignette. In the uncontrol-
lable and stable conditions of the Botched Sale vignette, for example,
participants’ Tourette syndrome causes them to shout profanities (an
uncontrollable action attributable to a stable feature of themselves)
and thus upset the target’s customer, thereby ruining the target’s big
real estate sale. In the controllable and unstable conditions of the
Botched Sale vignette, participants deliberately insult the target’s cus-
tomer and thus ruin the target’s sale. In the likeable intern conditions,
the target whose sale the participant ruins is both likeable and subor-
dinate to the participant. In the mean boss conditions, the target whose
sale the participant ruins is the participant’s tyrannical boss.

Participants in each country were randomly assigned to one of
eight conditions (four conditions for each of two vignettes).
Within each of the two core vignettes (Car Crash, Botched Sale),
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participants were assigned to (a) the likeable intern/controllable and
unstable condition, (b) the likeable intern/uncontrollable and stable
condition, (c) the mean boss/controllable and unstable condition, or
(d) the mean boss/uncontrollable and stable condition.
The vignettes were presented in two steps. Step 1 described back-

ground information (e.g., “You are a broker at a large real estate com-
pany”) and information about the target and their relationship to the
participant. The likeable intern versus mean boss manipulation was
introduced at Step 1. The Step 1 stimuli are the same across the
Botched Sale vignettes and the Car Crash vignettes. Step 2 was pre-
sented subsequent to Step 1, on the next page. Step 2 described the
harm the participant caused to the target: The participant either
caused the target to lose a real estate sale (Botched Sale) or bumped
into the target’s new car (Car Crash). The controllable and unstable
versus uncontrollable and stable manipulation was introduced at
Step 2. To increase the odds that participants actually read the
vignettes, the “next” button allowing participants to proceed to the
next screen was not displayed until Step 1 and Step 2 of the vignettes
were displayed for 30 and 50 s, respectively.
After reading Step 2 of the vignette, participants rated the inten-

sity of their shame and guilt, as well as their agreement with items
hypothesized by each theory to mediate the elicitation of shame
and guilt: controllability attributions, stability attributions, fear of
the target, and liking of the target.
The lexical items “shame” and “guilt” lack precise counterparts across

languages and cultures (Breugelmans & Poortinga, 2006; see Fiske,
2020). Moreover, the English words “shame” and “guilt” are frequently
confused with each other (Tangney et al., 1998). By contrast, the moti-
vational dimensions of evading versus amending appear to be central
and structurally unique features of shame and guilt, respectively—and
cross-culturally so (Breugelmans & Poortinga, 2006; T. R. Cohen et
al., 2011; Giner-Sorolla & Espinosa, 2011; Tangney et al., 2007;
Wicker et al., 1983). Therefore, following the frequently used method
of measuring shame and guilt through their distinctive motivations
(T. R. Cohen et al., 2011; Tangney et al., 2000; see Robins et al.,
2007), we measured participants’ intensity of shame and guilt with
items relevant to the motivations characteristic of these emotions.
We measured shame with five items (e.g., “I would feel like avoid-

ing [Target] for a while,” “I would make up an excuse to avoid having
to interact with [Target]”) coded from 1 (not at all) to 7 (definitely).
We measured guilt with four items (e.g., “I would go to [Target]

and make things right with [Target],” “I would go to [Target] and
apologize for it”) coded from 1 (not at all) to 7 (definitely).
We measured controllability attributions with three items (e.g., “I

was in control of my own actions when I [caused harm to Target],” “I
could have avoided [causing harm to Target] if I tried”) coded from 1
(not at all) to 7 (definitely).
We measured stability attributions with two items (e.g., “I [caused

harm to Target] because I have a permanent, long-term problem,” “I
[caused harm to Target] because of a chronic issue that I have”)
coded from 1 (not at all) to 7 (definitely).
We measured fear of the target with four items (e.g., “How much

do you fear [Target]?” coded from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot), “How
bad would it be for you if you make [Target] angry?” coded from
1 (not bad at all) to 7 (very bad)).
We measured liking of the target with four items (e.g., “How

much do you like [Target]?” coded from 1 (not at all) to 7 (a lot),
“How close do you feel to [Target]?” coded from 1 (not close at
all) to 7 (very close)).

Some items in the guilt, shame, controllability, and stability scales
reference the harm caused by the participant, which varies across
vignettes. Therefore, we tailored these items to the specific harm
caused by the participant. However, the underlying semantic struc-
ture of each item remained the same across vignettes. For example,
guilt item 1 is “I would go and confess to [Target] that I told
[Target’s] customer to get out of the break room” (the harm done
by the participant in the Botched Sale vignette) and “I would go
and confess to [Target] that I damaged [Target’s] car” (the harm
done by the participant in the Car Crash vignette).

Lastly, to control for possible effects of sex on judgments, partici-
pants were assigned same-sex targets with culturally common names
(Robert and Ann in the United States; Amit and Divya in India).

Full vignettes and scales are available in the supplemental mate-
rials (see Items S1.1 and S1.2 in the supplemental materials,
which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_
only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]. Henceforth, we use
“S” to designate all items in the supplemental materials).

Analytic Procedures

Data wrangling was done in R. As per the preregistration, we con-
ducted structural equation models (SEM) in Mplus where a shame
latent variable and a guilt latent variable (each indicator defined
by the shame and guilt scales, respectively, described above) were
both simultaneously regressed on latent variables for liking [of tar-
get], fear [of target], controllability [attribution], and stability [attri-
bution] (each indicator defined by its respective scale described
above), and in turn, all of these latent variables were simultaneously
regressed on two effect-coded variables representing each set of
experimental conditions: (a) likeable intern versus mean boss and
(b) uncontrollable and stable versus controllable and unstable. The
latent variables for liking, fear, controllability, and stability were
allowed to covary, as were guilt and shame. To formally compare
the predictive power of variables, we specified model constraints
that statistically tested the difference between absolute values of
the specific paths or combinations of paths. We preregistered this
comparison between magnitudes because we assumed (incorrectly,
it turns out) that all variables hypothesized by the two theories to
modulate shame and guilt would do so in their theoretically pre-
dicted directions. In some cases, following this preregistered plan
of comparison masks true differences between predictions of the
two theories. Therefore, to provide theoretically meaningful results,
we account for the direction of the effects predicted by the theories
where appropriate. However, to remain consistent with our pre-
registered plan, we note all such cases in our results and report the
preregistered comparisons (not accounting for predicted direction)
as well.

To examine trends across the two cultures and vignettes and in
line with our preregistered plan, we ran six separate, focal models:
one for India and one for the United States independently, with
vignette treated as a stratification variable, and four additional mod-
els for each unique country and vignette combination (e.g., Car
Crash in the United States). We also ran an overall model, in
which we examined the associations of interest across the two cul-
tures and vignettes, treating each as a stratification variable to
account for nonindependence because of culture and vignette condi-
tions. As shown in Table 1, the fit of all models ranged from accept-
able to good.
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Results

The standardized path estimates from the focal SEM analyses
examining the associations across vignettes in each culture while
accounting for the relevant dependencies in the data are shown in
Figures 1 and 2. Overall path estimates (collapsing across cultures
and vignettes) as well as culture-specific path estimates are reported
within the text. For brevity, vignette-specific trends are described in
the text and listed in Tables 2, 3, and 4. For full analyses of all
vignette-specific trends, see Tables S3.2.1 and S3.5 of the supple-
mental materials, which are available on the OSF page (https://osf
.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3).
Descriptive statistics are shown in Table S2.3 in the supplemental
materials, which are available on the OSF page (https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3).

Manipulation Checks

For the most part, the experimental manipulations worked as
intended. Participants assigned to the mean boss conditions reported
more fear (β= .34, 95% confidence interval, CI [.27, .40], p, .001)
and less liking (β=−.46, 95% CI [−.51, −.41], p, .001) toward
the harmed target compared with participants in the likable intern con-
ditions. Additionally, participants assigned to the controllable and unsta-
ble conditions made attributions of greater controllability (β= .47, 95%
CI [.42, .52], p, .001) and less stability (β=−.42, 95% CI [−.48,
−.37], p, .001) than did participants in the uncontrollable and stable
conditions. Moreover, the manipulations exerted unique effects on the
specific mediators relevant to each theory: The target manipulations
did not influence controllability or stability attributions, nor did the con-
trollability or stability manipulations influence participants’ liking or
fear of the target (Figures 1 and 2; exact results in ItemS3.2.1 in the sup-
plemental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). All the
experimental manipulations worked as intended in the United States.
In India, the experimental manipulations of controllability worked,
but the experi- mental manipulations of stability did not: For neither
vignette did participants in India reliably attribute greater stability in
the uncontrollable and stable conditions than in the controllable and
unstable conditions (exact results in Item S3.2.1 in the supplemental
materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?
view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Tests of Functionalist Theory

Was greater fear of the target associated with more shame, as func-
tionalist theory predicts? Yes. When participants harmed a target,

they reported more shame the more they feared the target, collapsing
across countries and core vignettes (β= .59, 95% CI [.51, .68],
p, .001). This pattern of results replicated within each country:
within the United States (β= .71, 95% CI [.62, .79], p, .001)
and within India (β= .31, 95% CI [.16, .46], p, .001). This pattern
replicated for each vignette considered individually within the
United States. And it was replicated in one of two vignettes in
India (Item S3.2.1 in the supplemental materials, which are available
on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4
015b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Was greater liking of the target associated with more guilt, as
functionalist theory predicts? Yes. When participants harmed a tar-
get, they reported more guilt the more they liked the target, collaps-
ing across countries and core vignettes (β= .69, 95% CI [.62, .76],
p, .001). Further, this pattern of results replicated within each
country: within the United States (β= .67, 95% CI [.57, .77],
p, .001) and within India (β= .71, 95% CI [.57, .84], p, .001).
This pattern held for each vignette considered individually within
both the United States and India (Item S3.2.1 in the supplemental
materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Was shame better predicted by fearing the target than by liking the
target, as functionalist theory predicts? Yes. Fearing the target they
harmed led participants to report more shame than did liking the tar-
get, collapsing across countries and core vignettes (β= .34, 95% CI
[.23, .46], p, .001). This pattern held across vignettes within the
United States (β= .55, 95% CI [.40, .70], p, .001). It did not rep-
licate within India (β= .07, 95% CI [−.06, .20], p= .297). This pat-
tern held for each vignette considered individually within the United
States but for neither vignette within India (Item S3.2.1 in the sup-
plemental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://
osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Was guilt better predicted by liking the target than by fearing the
target, as functionalist theory predicts? Yes. Liking the target they
harmed led participants to report more guilt than did fearing the tar-
get, collapsing across countries and core vignettes (β= .67, 95% CI
[.55, .80], p, .001). This pattern of results held across vignettes
within both the United States (β= .71, 95% CI [.53, .89], p, .001)
and India (β= .68, 95% CI [.43, .93], p, .001). This pattern repli-
cated for each vignette considered individually within each country
(Item S3.2.1 in the supplemental materials, which are available on
the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015
b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Tests of Attributional Theory

Was attributing less controllability associated with more shame,
as attributional theory predicts? No. In fact, when participants
harmed a target, they reported less shame the less they attributed con-
trollability to their actions, collapsing across countries and core
vignettes (β= .23, 95% CI [.14, .32], p, .001). Greater controlla-
bility was marginally associated with more shame across vignettes
within the United States (β= .11, 95% CI [.00, .22], p= .057).
Further, an even stronger positive association between controllabil-
ity and shame held across vignettes within India (β= .40, 95% CI
[.22, .58], p, .001). This positive association was significant for
each vignette considered individually within India but only margin-
ally significant for one vignette within the United States (Item S3.2.1
in the supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page

Table 1
Model Fit Indices for SEM Models

Model n CFI RMSEA

Across vignettes and countries 853 .949 .055
United States across vignettes 485 .945 .061
United States Botched Sale 242 .948 .068
United States Car Crash 243 .930 .082
India across vignettes 368 .933 .053
India Botched Sale 184 .896 .075
India Car Crash 184 .927 .068

Note. Each model estimated 93 parameters. SEM= structural equation
model; CFI= comparative fit index; RMSEA= root-mean-square error of
approximation.
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[https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24c
c26f3]).
Was attributing greater stability associated with more shame, as

attributional theory predicts? Yes. When participants harmed a tar-
get, they reported more shame the more they attributed stability to
the cause of their actions, collapsing across countries and core
vignettes (β= .26, 95% CI [.16, .35], p, .001). This pattern of
results held within the United States (β= .13, 95% CI [.01, .25],
p= .029) and within India (β= .35, 95% CI [.16, .55], p, .001).
These effects replicated for both vignettes in India. In the
United States, stability was positively associated with shame in
one of two vignettes. The tests examining the effect of stability
in the two core vignettes in India, including the test collapsing
across vignettes in India, must be interpreted with caution, how-
ever, because in both vignettes in India the experimental manipula-
tion of stability failed to exert its intended effect (Item S3.2.1 in the
supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page
[https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24c
c26f3]).

Was attributing greater controllability associated withmore guilt, as
attributional theory predicts? No. When participants harmed a target,
they did not report more guilt the more they attributed controllability
to their actions, collapsing across countries and core vignettes
(β=−.04, 95% CI [−.12, .04], p= .320). There was a weak negative
association between controllability and guilt in the United States
(β=−.11, 95% CI [−.22, −.01], p= .040). However, there was no
relationship between controllability and guilt within India (β= .02,
95% CI [−.21, .25], p= .875). No relationship was found between
controllability and guilt for either vignette considered individually
in either country (Item S3.2.1 in the supplemental materials, which
are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=
f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]).

Was attributing greater stability associated with less guilt, as attribu-
tional theory predicts? Yes, marginally. When participants harmed a
target, they reported marginally less guilt the more they attributed
stability to the cause of their actions, collapsing across countries and
core vignettes (β=−.08, 95% CI [−.16, .00], p= .063). There was
a negative association between stability and guilt in the United States

Figure 1
Depiction of the Focal SEM Analysis Examining the Predictors of Latent Shame and Guilt Reported by Participants in the United States

Note. Boxes represent observed variables (in this case, the effect-coded experimental conditions). Circles represent latent unobserved variables. To simplify
the presentation, the indicators of the latent variables and their respective loadings are not depicted but are presented in the supplemental materials (Item S3.4 in
the supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). Likewise, the
covariances between the latent variables are not depicted but are reported in the supplemental materials (Item S3.3 in the supplemental materials, which
are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). The numbers on the paths depict the standardized
model estimates. Dashed lines indicate that a path was not statistically significant (p≥ .05); solid lines indicate the path is statistically significant (p, .05);
thickness of the lines is proportionate to effect size (thin: |β|, .3, thicker: .3≤ |β|≤ .5, thickest: |β|. .5); and the color of the lines corresponds to the accuracy
of predictions made either by functionalist theory or attributional theory as to the effect of fear and liking or stability and controllability, respectively, on shame
and guilt (green [online]/dark gray [print] indicates an effect in the predicted direction by the corresponding theory and pink [online]/light gray [print] indicates
an effect in the opposite direction predicted by the corresponding theory). SEM= structural equation model. See the online article for the color version of this
figure.
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(β=−.19, 95%CI [−.31,−.08], p= .001). Therewas no relationship
between stability and guilt within India (β= .06, 95% CI [−.16, .29],
p= .583). The overall relationship between stability and guilt found in
the United States was found in neither of the two core vignettes in the
United States and in neither of the two core vignettes in India (Item
S3.2.1 in the supplemental materials, which are available on the
OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa3
04b24cc26f3]). The tests examining the effect of stability in the two
core vignettes in India, including the test collapsing across vignettes
in India, must be interpreted with caution, however, because as
noted above, in both vignettes in India the experimental manipulation
of stability failed to exert its intended effect.
Was attributing greater controllability associated with more guilt

than shame, as attributional theory predicts? No. Across countries
and core vignettes, the relationship between controllability and
shame slightly exceeded that between controllability and guilt
(β=−.10, 95% CI [−.19,−.01], p= .028). Note that both relation-
ships were in the opposite direction of that predicted by attributional

theory. In the United States, greater controllability did not signifi-
cantly lead to more guilt than shame (β= .04, 95% CI [−.08,
.16], p= .529). And in India, greater controllability led to more
shame than guilt, though nonsignificantly (β=−.16, 95% CI
[−.41, .08], p= .184). For a full breakdown of the data for each indi-
vidual vignette within each country, see Item S3.5 in the supplemen-
tal materials, which are available on the OSF page (https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3).

Was attributing greater stability associated with more shame than
guilt, as attributional theory predicts? No. The relationship between
stability and shame was not statistically different than that between
stability and guilt, collapsing across countries and core vignettes
(β=−.08, 95% CI [−.17, .02], p= .109). This was true both in
the United States (β= .10, 95% CI [−.03, .22], p= .118) and in
India (β=−.10, 95%CI [−.32, .12], p= .373). The tests examining
the effect of stability in the two core vignettes in India, including the
test collapsing across vignettes in India, must be interpreted with
caution, however, because in both vignettes in India the

Figure 2
Depiction of the Focal SEM Analysis Examining the Predictors of Latent Shame and Guilt Reported by Participants in India

Note. Boxes represent observed variables (in this case, the effect-coded experimental conditions). Circles represent latent unobserved variables. To simplify
the presentation, the indicators of the latent variables and their respective loadings are not depicted but are presented in the supplemental material (Item S3.4 in
the supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). Likewise, the
covariances between the latent variables are not depicted but are reported in the supplemental materials (Item S3.3 in the supplemental materials, which
are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). The numbers on the paths depict the standardized
model estimates. Dashed lines indicate that a path was ns (p≥ .05); solid lines indicate the path is statistically significant (p, .05); thickness of the lines
is proportionate to effect size (thin: |β|, .3, thicker: .3≤ |β|≤ .5, thickest: |β|. .5); and the color of the lines corresponds to the accuracy of predictions
made either by functionalist theory or attributional theory as to the effect of fear and liking or stability and controllability, respectively, on shame and guilt
(green [online]/dark gray [print] indicates an effect in the predicted direction by the corresponding theory; pink [online]/light gray [print] indicates an effect
in the opposite direction predicted by the corresponding theory; and gray indicates an effect for which the manipulation failed). SEM= structural equation
model. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

TESTING THEORIES OF SHAME AND GUILT 7

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al
A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3
https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3


experimental manipulation of stability failed to exert its intended
effect. For vignette-specific analyses, see Item S3.5 in the supple-
mental materials, which are available on the OSF page (https://osf
.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3).

Contrastive Tests of the Two Theories

Was shame better predicted by functionalist theory or attributional
theory? By functionalist theory. Fear of the target was a better predictor
of shame than both controllability attributions (β= .31, 95% CI [.20,
.43], p, .001) and stability attributions (β= .30, 95% CI [.18, .43], p
, .001), collapsing across countries and core vignettes. What is more,
fear of the targetwas a better predictor of shame than both controllability
attributions and stability attributions combined, (β= .17, 95% CI [.02,
.31], p= .023). In the United States, fear of the target better predicted
shame than controllability attributions (β= .54, 95% CI [.39, .70], p
, .001) and stability attributions (β= .54, 95%CI [.38, .70], p, .001),
as well as the latter two combined (β= .46, 95% CI [.26, .67], p
, .001). In India, there was no reliable difference between how well
fear of the target on the one hand and controllability attributions on
the other predicted shame (β=−.01, 95% CI [−.14, .12], p= .869).
However, this lack of difference in India is illusory—a consequence
of assuming in the preregistration (incorrectly, it turns out) that the attri-
butional variables would always yield effects in the direction predicted
by attributional theory (we report these nominal effects here for the

purpose of matching the preregistration plan). As functionalist theory
predicts, more fear did lead to more shame in India (β= .31, 95% CI
[.16, .46], p, .001). But contra the prediction of attributional theory,
more controllability led to more shame in India, not less (India:
β= .40, 95% CI [.22, .58], p, .001). Therefore, the true and theoreti-
cally meaningful result in India is that fear of the target predicted shame
better than controllability attributions did (β= .35, 95% CI [.18, .52],
p, .001). There was no significant difference between how well fear
of the target on the one hand and stability attributions on the other pre-
dicted shame in India (β= .02, 95% CI [−.13, .16], p= .829). Note,
however, that the tests comparing the effects of fear on shame and of
stability on shamewithin Indiamust be interpretedwith caution because
the experimental manipulation of stability in India failed to exert its
intended effect.

Within each vignette in the United States, fear of the target predicted
shame better than either controllability or stability predicted shame, as
well as the latter two combined. In each vignette in India, there was no
difference between the predictive power of fear and controllability on
shame. However, once again, this result is illusory: Contra the prediction
of attributional theory, more controllability actually led to more shame in
India. In reality, fear of the target predicted shame better than controlla-
bility attributions did for each vignette in India (Item S3.5 in the supple-
mental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). In India,
there was likewise no difference between the predictive power of fear

Table 2
Summary of the Tests of Functionalist Theory in Each Country and for Each Vignette

Functionalist theory

United States India

Car crash Botched sale Car crash Botched sale

1. Did greater fear of the target predict more shame? .70a .74a .12b .47a

2. Did greater liking of the target predict more guilt? .52a .79a .77a .65a

3. Was shame predicted more strongly by fear of the target than by liking of the target? .56a .59a −.01c .10b

4. Was guilt predicted more strongly by liking of the target than by fear of the target? .54a .82a .70a .64a

Note. Displayed on the four rightmost columns are observed path coefficients indicating the unique effects of the independent variable on the dependent
variable or the difference between such coefficients. See the online article for the color version of this table.
a  Significant effect in the direction predicted by functionalist theory (13 of 16 effects). b  Nonsignificant effect in the direction predicted by
functionalist theory (two of 16 effects). c Nonsignificant effect in the opposite direction as predicted by functionalist theory (one of 16 effects).

Table 3
Summary of the Tests of Attributional Theory in Each Country and for Each Vignette

Attributional theory

United States India

Car crash Botched sale Car crash Botched sale

1. Did less controllability predict more shame? .13c .03c .49d .37d

2. Did greater stability predict more shame? .21a −.01c .32e .36e

3. Did greater controllability predict more guilt? −.05c −.03c −.08c .07b

4. Did greater stability predict less guilt? −.12b −.07b .04e .17e

5. Did greater controllability predict more guilt than shame? −.04c .01b −.10c −.16c

6. Did greater stability predict more shame than guilt? −.03c .06b −.08e −.06e

Note. Displayed on the four rightmost columns are observed path coefficients indicating the unique effects of the independent variable on the dependent variable
or the difference between such coefficients. See the online article for the color version of this table.
a Significant effect in the direction predicted by attributional theory (one of 18[24] effective[total] effects). b Nonsignificant effect in the direction
predicted by attributional theory (five of 18[24] effective[total] effects). c Nonsignificant effect in opposite direction as predicted by attributional theory
(10 of 18[24] effective[total] effects). d Significant effect in opposite direction as predicted by attributional theory (two of 18[24] effective[total]
effects). e Test not clear because stability manipulation failed to exert intended effect (six of 24 total effects).
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and stability on shame (Item S3.5 in the supplemental materials, which
are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=
f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). Note that tests between the
effects of fear on shame and stability on shame (or between fear and
both attributional variables combined) within India must be interpreted
with caution because in both vignettes in India the experimental manip-
ulation of stability failed to exert its intended effect.
Was guilt better predicted by functionalist theory or attributional

theory? By functionalist theory. Liking the target was a better predic-
tor of guilt thanwere both controllability attributions (β= .65, 95%CI
[.56, .74], p, .001) and stability attributions (β= .62, 95% CI [.53,
.71], p, .001), collapsing across countries and core vignettes.
What is more, liking the target was a better predictor of guilt than
both controllability attributions and stability attributions combined
(β= 0.58, 95% CI [.48, 0.68], p, .001). In the United States, liking
the target was a better predictor of guilt than both controllability attri-
butions (β= .62, 95% CI [.48, .75], p, .001) and stability attribu-
tions (β= .55, 95% CI [.41, .69], p, .001), as well as the latter
two combined, (β= .43, 95% CI [.26, .61], p, .001). Within India,
too, liking the target better predicted guilt than both controllability
attributions (β= .71, 95% CI [.46, .96], p, .001) and stability attri-
butions (β= .67, 95% CI [.40, .95], p, .001), as well as the latter
two combined, (β= .66, 95% CI [.41, .90], p, .001). Liking pre-
dicted guilt better than the two attributional variables combined for
each individual vignette in the United States (Item S3.5 in the supple-
mental materials, which are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/
fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). And lik-
ing predicted guilt better than controllability for each individual
vignette in India (Item S3.5 in the supplemental materials, which
are available on the OSF page [https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=
f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3]). Note that tests comparing
the effect of liking on guilt and stability on guilt (or between liking
and both attributional variables combined) within India must be inter-
preted with caution because in both vignettes in India, the experimen-
tal manipulation of stability failed to exert its intended effect.

Exploratory Analyses

We conducted exploratory analyses to determine possible sex differ-
ences in our measures. In the United States, ratings of fear of the target
and shame were significantly higher among females than males; ratings
of attributions of controllability were significantly higher among males
than females; therewere no significant sex differences in ratings of liking

of the target, guilt, or attributions of stability. In India, ratings of attribu-
tions of controllability, attributions of stability, liking of the target, guilt,
and shame were significantly higher among females than males; there
were no significant sex differences in ratings of fear of the target. The
only sex difference that emerged reliably across countries, therefore,
was higher ratings of shame among females than males. Item S4 in
the supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page
(https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3),
includes descriptive and inferential statistics relevant to sex differences.

General Discussion

The results of these tests support functionalist theory. Greater fear of
an individual one harmed unintentionally is associated with more
intense shamemotivations. This is expected if shame functions tomin-
imize the cost of being devalued and if greater anticipated devaluative
costs (here, from an intimidating person) elicit shame more intensely
(A. S. Cohen et al., 2020; Durkee et al., 2019; Sznycer & Cohen,
2021; Sznycer et al., 2016, 2018). And greater liking of an individual
one harmed unintentionally elicits more intense guilt motivations (see
Sznycer & Lukaszewski, 2019). This is expected if guilt functions to
curb the undue imposition of costs on valued others. Importantly,
fear and liking exerted specific effects on shame and guilt, respectively.
These effects were largely replicated both between cultures and within
cultures, across different vignettes.

By contrast, the data credit attributional theory with far fewer sup-
porting results. In the United States, high stability attributions exerted
their predicted boosting effects on shame, while low stability attribu-
tions exerted their predicted boosting effects on guilt. Otherwise, the
effects of stability and controllability attributions were either null or
opposite to what attributional theory predicts. In the United States,
high controllability attributions decreased guilt significantly and
increased shame (though not significantly). In India, contra attributional
theory’s prediction, higher controllability attributions boosted shame.
Importantly, across countries and core vignettes, attributions of control-
lability failed to elicit more guilt than shame,while attributions of stabil-
ity failed to elicit more shame than guilt. Further, the attributional
variables fared worse than the functionalist variables in the contrastive
tests. Across countries and core vignettes, guilt was predicted more
strongly by liking the target than by attributions of stability, controlla-
bility, or stability and controllability combined. Similarly, shame was
predicted more strongly by fear of the target than by attributions of
stability, controllability, or stability and controllability combined.

Table 4
Summary of the Tests Contrasting Functionalist Theory With Attributional Theory in Each Country and for Each Vignette

Contrastive test

United States India

Car crash Botched sale Car crash Botched sale

1. Was shame predicted more strongly by fear than by stability? .48c .63c −.06b .08b

2. Was shame predicted more strongly by fear than by controllability? .53c .62c .23a,c .48a,c

3. Was guilt predicted more strongly by liking than by stability? .43c .77c .76b .52b

4. Was guilt predicted more strongly by liking than by controllability? .50c .80c .73c .59c

Note. Displayed on the four rightmost columns are observed path coefficients indicating the difference between unique effects of the independent variable on
the dependent variable. See the online article for the color version of this table.
a See Item S3.5 in the supplemental materials, which are available on the OSF page (https://osf.io/fw2cu/?view_only=f7b41aac89fb4015b0aa304b24cc26f3),
for results not accounting for direction predicted by attributional theory. b Test not clear because stability manipulation failed to exert intended effect (4 of
16 total effects). c Significant difference favoring functionalist theory (12 of 12[16] effective[total] effects).
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The observed strengths of functionalist theory tended to be ech-
oed across both the United States and India. These cross-cultural reg-
ularities are striking, especially when considering that prominent
cultural theories expect these disparate cultures to exhibit guilt and
shame differentially because of their varying individualism–collec-
tivism (Fessler, 2004; Muthukrishna et al., 2020). In addition, these
findings suggest that other self-conscious emotions too—pride, for
instance—may be more properly understood as interpersonal emo-
tions (Durkee, 2022; Sznycer, 2019; Tracy et al., 2010).
If functionalist theory is correct and shame and guilt function to

solve interpersonal challenges, this theory needs to explain the many
reported effects that are consistent with attributional theory.We suggest
that cognition about the self in shame and guilt is a concomitant of the
interpersonal functions of these emotions. For example, minimizing the
threat of being devalued (shame) is less within the actor’s control than
minimizing the excessive imposition of costs on valued others (guilt).
This difference may explain why “controllability” has been associated
with shame less than with guilt. Further, whereas guilt generally fol-
lows unintentional impositions of harm (McGraw, 1987), shame fol-
lows events both unintentional (e.g., being diseased) and intentional
(e.g., stealing). This difference may explain why shame episodes feel
more stably diagnostic of the individual’s character (“stability”) than
guilt episodes do. Cognition about the self in shame and guilt may
also be instrumental to interpersonal functions. For example, feelings
of worthlessness or low self-esteem in shame may echo actual reduc-
tions in the social value that other people impute to the focal individual
(Eisenberger et al., 2011; Leary et al., 1995; Sznycer et al., 2016; see
also Cooley, 1902). That the intensity of shame in the individual tracks
the intensity of devaluation in the audience—within and between
industrial societies (Durkee et al., 2019; Leroux et al., 2023; Sznycer
et al., 2016) and small-scale societies (Sznycer et al., 2018) and over
millennia (Sznycer & Patrick, 2020)—is likely a design feature of
the shame system, enabling the system to deploy anti-devaluation mea-
sures of the right magnitude and type. Additionally, the self-blaming
that people engage in when ashamed might function as a signal of sub-
mission to deter attacks. Consistent with this, womenwith abusive part-
ners blame themselves, but they blame their partners when they leave
the relationship (Gilbert, 2016). Although some of these hypotheses
remain to be evaluated, and further research is necessary to reassess
and integrate the many findings consistent with attributional theory,
functionalist theory represents a promising framework for explaining
both interpersonal and intrapersonal aspects of shame and guilt
(Landers et al., in press; Sznycer, 2019). Thus, functionalist theory
can lead to “unification within an abstract and overarching theoretical
framework that focuses on psychological processes common to the
two classes of explanation and treats points of difference as tractable
problems of parameter estimation” (Tetlock &Manstead, 1985, p. 74).
These findings have practical significance. Guilt and shame are impli-

cated in the etiology of mental and physical health problems, including
anxiety, depression, trauma, alcoholism, and suicide (Aakvaag et al.,
2016; Kealy et al., 2021; Randles & Tracy, 2013). The attributional
view that shame is a pathogenic emotion leads naturally to interventions
to reduce the occurrence of shame (see, e.g., Goffnett et al., 2020)—a
dominant therapeutic paradigm at present. By contrast, the functionalist
perspective the data favor views shame as awell-designed adaptation that
transmits bad news to a suite of countermeasures to defeat the devaluative
threat (although it is of course possible that in some individuals the
shame system is miscalibrated or impaired for a variety of reasons; see
Cosmides & Tooby, 1999). Therefore, interventions to reduce shame

absent efforts to mitigate the causes of devaluation may be counterpro-
ductive, akin to interventions to reduce physical pain absent treatment
of the underlying injury or disease.

Constraints on Generality

Our experimental manipulation of stability failed to exert its intended
effect in India. We speculate this may be because of the relatively small
effective sample size and low English proficiency in India. Recall that
though the initial samples recruited from India and the United States
were similar in size, preregistered exclusion criteria dictated that we
remove from analyses over a quarter of the Indian sample because of fail-
ure to pass an attention check, failure to pass an English language check,
or both. Even within the effective sample in India, nearly 22% of partic-
ipants claimed only an “intermediate English” ability. The combined
effects of a small effective sample and low English proficiency may
have led to the failed manipulation of stability in India. Note that all
the experimental manipulations, and not only the manipulation of stabil-
ity, exerted smaller effects on the mediators (or manipulation checks) in
India than in the United States. Note also that, though not significant, in
each vignette the manipulation of stability exerted an effect in the
expected direction in India. However, despite the failure of the stability
manipulation in India, we were able to evaluate two key aspects of attri-
butional theory: the effect of controllability on shame and guilt (cross-
culturally, in the United States and India), and the effect of stability on
shame and guilt (in the United States). Nevertheless, future research
would profit from improved experimental manipulations of stability.

Whether the results observed here generalize to other eliciting situa-
tions, to age classes other than the ones evaluated here, and to participants
from other cultures remains to be determined. Likewise, future research
might explore whether the results obtained with our vignette-based
design generalize to more direct, behavioral measures of shame and
guilt. Regarding this point, we note that measuring state shame and
guilt via self-report has a long history in psychology (e.g., Otterbacher
& Munz, 1973; Turner, 1998), and results obtained from carefully con-
structed vignette-based studies can indeed mirror those obtained from
behavioral measures (e.g., Hainmueller et al., 2015). Finally, we note
that our experimental manipulations of the target’s identity were yoked
in crossover fashion: Less guilt and more shame were elicited by the
mean boss, compared to the likeable intern. But if, as functionalist theory
argues, guilt and shame are different systems, then their activation need
not be so yoked. Further research is needed to address these questions.

Concluding Remarks

The present findings cast doubt on the attributional account of shame
and guilt. They suggest instead that shame and guilt function to solve
interpersonal challenges: to minimize the direct costs of being devalued
by others and the indirect costs of imposing undue harm on valued oth-
ers, respectively. The present critical tests are thefirst to our knowledge to
pit competing predictions of attributional and functionalist theories
against each other. When evaluating competing theories, performing
such critical tests is preferrable: Critical tests decrease the odds of false
positives to which simple confirmatory tests are more susceptible. As
we suggest above, functionalist theory does not dispute the narrow attri-
butional claim that guilt and shame recruit intrapersonal processes.
Rather, the functionalist argument is that the intrapersonal aspects of
guilt and shame are proximate, tributary, or incidental to the interpersonal
adaptive functions of these emotions. In short, the self-conscious emo-
tions may not be about the self after all.
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