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ABSTRACT 

Contemporary theory on moral emotion distinguishes shame and guilt, and 

differentiates the cognitive antecedents and motivational consequences of each (Tangney 

& Fischer, 1995).  Recent theory and research has expanded these ideas to recognize that 

others’ negative actions can cause shame and guilt vicariously (Lickel et al, 2005). 

Applying these models, the present research tested factors that differentiate a parent’s 

shame or guilt reaction to the misdeeds of their children and the relationship between 

emotion and discipline strategies.  In Study 1, parents recalled their child’s worst 

transgression and rated its effect on their thoughts and feelings.  Results revealed that 

publicity appraisals uniquely predicted shame, as mediated by image threat. In contrast, 

perceptions that one has less control than they feel parents should have over their children 

(high interdependence deficiency) uniquely predicted guilt.  In Study 2, mothers rated 

what they would think, feel, and do if their child hit another child in front of a neighbor 

who was described as supportive, neutral, or judgmental.  We also primed a sense of 

control deficiency using an ease of recall paradigm.  Results revealed that a critical 

observer elevated ratings of shame compared to control; although a supportive observer 

did not act as a buffer from shame as expected.  Guilt was higher for mothers with 

chronically high ratings of control deficiency only when they were also primed to feel 

they lack the ability to influence their children, and not when they were primed with a 

sense of control.  Across both studies, guilt predicted more adaptive discipline patterns, 

whereas shame predicted less adaptive discipline.  Implications for the role of self-

conscious emotion in family dynamics are discussed. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Few social investments are as dear to the heart or require as much effort as 

parenting.  It should not come as a surprise that the process of raising children is an 

intensely emotional experience (Dix, 1991), particularly when parents are faced with the 

inevitable task of correcting their child’s misbehavior.  The impact of parental emotion 

on the parent-child relationship manifests broadly, ranging from the general quality of the 

care-giving environment to specific child-development outcomes (Denham et al, 2000; 

Dix, 1991; Grusec & Lytton, 1988; McKay, Fanning, Paleg, & Landis, 1996; Renk, 

Phares, & James, 1999).  Positive feelings, such as warmth, are thought to induce early 

parent-child bonding; parents’ willingness to teach, comfort, and encourage their 

children; and to provide patient, sensitive care (e.g., Ainsworth et al., 1978; Baumrind, 

1967, 1971; Belsky, 1984; Gottman, Katz, & Hoooven, 1996).  Negative feelings, 

including anger and depression-related emotions, have been linked to insensitive, 

overreactive, abusive, and coercive parenting (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; 

D. S. Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; E. S., Arnold & O’Leary, 1995; Layhey, 

Conger, Atkenson, & Treiver, 1984; Lorber & O’Leary, 2005; Lorber & Slep, 2005; 

Leung & Slep, 2006; Patterson, 1982; Pinderhughes, Bates, Dodge, Pettit, Zelli, 2000; 

Slep & O’Leary, 1998; Smith & O’Leary, 1995; Vista 1982).  Thus, parents’ emotional 

experience can have profound consequences for multiple indexes of parenting behavior. 
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Despite the growing interest in the role that parental emotion plays in the domain 

of socializing children, virtually no research has directly investigated how two moral 

emotions, argued to be at the heart of socialized behavior, potentially play out in parents’ 

reactions to their children’s wrong-doings. While theory and research has examined 

shame and guilt in the context of child development (Abel & Gecas, 1997; Barrett, 1995 

for a review see, Dienstbier, 1975; Freud, 1930/1961; Nathanson, 1987; Piers & Singer, 

1971; Schore, 1991; Zeman, Cassano, Perry-Parrish, 2006), little is empirically known 

about the process by which parents personally feel shame and guilt in response to their 

children’s transgressions.  The goal of the proposed research project is to examine these 

emotional reactions while exploring the conditions under which parents may come to feel 

vicarious shame and vicarious guilt, and how they may, in turn, determine the degree to 

which parents engage in maladaptive versus adaptive disciplinary strategies.   

Self-Caused Shame and Guilt 

Traditionally, shame and guilt have been considered to be more similar than 

different (e.g., C. A. Smith & Ellsworth, 1985).  Both are powerful moral emotions 

evoked by personal violations of socially derived standards (Eisenberg, 2000; 

Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1994).  More recently, emotion researchers have 

established considerable empirical evidence supporting theoretical distinctions made 

between shame and guilt based on how one appraises a situation with respect to the self.  

In other words, shame and guilt can be differentiated in terms of their situational 

antecedents, appraisals, and the motivational tendencies (e.g., Ferguson, Stegge, & 

Damhuis, 1991; Hong & Chiu, 1992; Niedenthal, Tangney, & Gavanski, 1994; R. H. 
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Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 2002; Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow 1996; 

Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983).   

Shame is considered to be the far more painful emotion of the two (Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002), because appraisals about wrong-doing revolve around what the event 

implies about deep-seated flaws at the core of one’s self and is associated with concerns 

about rejection (e.g. Smith et al, 2002; Tangney & Fischer, 1995; Wicker, et al., 1983).  

In contrast, feelings of guilt are precipitated by appraisals that focus on the specific 

controllable behaviors that contributed to the wrongful event rather than on threatening 

aspects of the self (Tangney & Fisher, 1995).  In other words, shame results from an 

emphasis that says “How could I do that,” whereas guilt derives from an emphasis that 

says “How could I do that.”  Although empirical findings are somewhat mixed (e.g., 

Schmader & Lickel, 2006), shame has been thought to provoke a desire to hide and 

distance oneself from the emotion-eliciting event, whereas guilt has been linked to more 

adaptive tendencies, including a desire to apologize to the victim and to make amends for 

damages caused by the wrong-doing (Tangney, Miller, Flicker & Barlow, 1996; Wicker, 

Payne, & Morgan, 1983).  

 

Vicarious Shame and Guilt 

Although the great majority of shame and guilt research has focused exclusively 

on self-caused shame and guilt, recent research has begun to investigate the process by 

which individuals can come to feel these emotions vicariously in response to the actions 

of others (e.g., parents feeling shame and guilt in response to their children’s behavior).  
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The basic premise of researchers who study vicarious shame and guilt echoes what prior 

researchers have argued, which is that social associations shape our emotional experience 

(Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005; Makie, Devos, & Smith, 1999; E. R. 

Smith, 1993).  For example, people are attuned to and subsequently feel the same 

emotions experienced by others with whom they share a close proximity (e.g., Hatfield, 

Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994; Miller, 1987).  People also tend to experience positive 

feelings when in-group members succeed and negative feelings when they fail (Cialdini 

& de Nickolas, 1989; Turner & Tajfel, 1979; Tesser, 1988).  In fact, these types of 

negative emotions can motivate individuals to ostracize other in-group members who act 

contrary to group norms (e.g. Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988).  Indeed, many gays 

and lesbians have been disowned or rejected by their parents upon disclosing their sexual 

orientation (Green, 2002), an act that some research would indirectly suggest can be 

understood in terms of the parents’ sense of shame for their child (Armesto & Weisman, 

2001). Thus, even though parents themselves may not be homosexual, their child’s 

orientation may be perceived as both a disgrace and source of shame for the family. 

Social Associations and the Self 

Researchers who study group-based emotion assert that the fundamental reason 

people come to feel guilt and shame in response to the actions and outcomes caused by 

others is because their identity is associated with the wrong-doer(s), either at the group or 

interpersonal level (Doojse & Branscombe, 2003; Mackie & Smith, 2002; Lickel, 

Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). Based on the assumption that groups form a 

basis for identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), the parent-child relationship contributes to the 



14 
 

 

parent’s identity because they belong to the same family.  In fact, the parent-child 

relationship contributes to the parent’s self-concept through multiple routes.  Based on 

social role theory (Eagly, 1987), a parent’s identity is informed by the social role of being 

a mother or father.  Some research might suggest that the child’s behavior could be 

considered a critical metric parents use to measure how well they are fulfilling that role; 

thus, child deviance could threaten the parents’ sense of efficacy as a parent (Coleman & 

Karraker, 1998).  

 Similarly, self-expansion theory posits that people tend to expand their self-

concept to include close others (Aron & Aron, 1986; Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 

1991).  Since arguably, no other relationship competes with the closeness of the parent-

child bond, it stands to reason that parents are especially likely to see themselves in their 

children.   Consequently, the children’s attributes and faults can reflect on the parent’s 

sense of self.  Since favorable perceptions of identity contribute to feelings of self-worth, 

close others’ negative actions pose a threat to the self (Marques, Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 

1988).  Thus, children’s bad behavior not only affects parents by virtue of their 

socialization duty, but it also has the potential to strike at their core sense of self by 

consequence of their shared identity.  

 

Appraisals That Predict Vicarious Shame and Vicarious Guilt 

The Role of Image Threat in Vicarious Shame.  While shared association can 

explain the general reason why self-related processes come to be activated in response to 

another’s behavior, it does not address the specific reasons why shame and guilt per se 
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are likely to occur, let alone offer predictions for what variables lead to one emotion or 

the other.  According to Lickel et al. (2005), discrete experiences of vicarious shame and 

vicarious guilt operate by processes akin to self-caused shame and guilt.  In other words, 

each emotion is predicted by a similar set of unique appraisals that interpret the event’s 

relevance to the self and is followed by particular motivational tendencies.  Just as self-

caused shame is thought to result from a perception that a flawed aspect of one’s personal 

identity has been revealed, vicarious shame is thought to result from feeling that an in-

group member’s behavior confirms or reveals a flawed aspect of one’s shared identity.  

Stated otherwise, feelings of vicarious shame are theorized to result to the extent that 

individuals appraise another’s wrong-doing as threatening to one’s self-image (Lickel, 

Schmader, & Barquissau, 2004).   

Research supporting this prediction comes from both correlational and 

experimental studies.  For example, appraisals of image threat predicted feelings of 

vicarious shame but not vicarious guilt when people recalled past events in which a racial 

in-group member, family member, and friend did something wrong (Lickel et al., 2005), 

and when people recalled instances of non-Arab Americans exhibiting prejudicial 

behavior toward people of Middle-Eastern descent following September 11th (Johns, 

Schmader, & Lickel, 2005).  To provide a more direct test of the role played by image-

threat in shame-processes, Iyer, Schmader, & Lickel (2006) manipulated the type of 

causal attributions presented to American (in Study 1) and British students (in Study 2) 

for the problems in Iraq.  In both studies, students read an ostensible news article that first 

discussed three problems caused by the American (or British) occupation of Iraq and 
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concluded with negative responses from Iraqi citizens.  Image threat was manipulated via 

the responses in the final section of the article by varying the type of attribution Iraqis 

ostensibly made for the problems caused in post-war Iraq.  American and British students 

in the high-threat condition, who thought Iraqi citizens purportedly blamed the American 

(or British) character (e.g., being irresponsible people) felt more shame than did students 

in the low-threat condition, who thought they blamed American (or British) actions (e.g., 

acting irresponsibly).   Together, these studies strongly support the hypothesis that 

feelings of vicarious shame result from perceiving that another person’s bad behavior 

reflects poorly on one’s shared identity. 

The Role of Behavioral Control in Vicarious Guilt.  Whereas feelings of 

collective shame are thought to be associated with interpreting the wrong-doing as 

threatening to one’s image, guilt is thought to be associated with a different interpretation 

of the event in relation to the self.  Just as appraisals that one should have had better 

control over their own wrongful behavior leads to self-caused guilt, vicarious guilt is 

thought to be associated with the sense that an individual had some kind of behavioral 

control over the blameworthy behavior of someone else.  Indeed, the interdependence 

afforded in many social associations provides people with opportunities, through 

interpersonal interaction and communication, to influence other people’s behavior.  

Through the nature of this influence, individuals who have an interdependent association 

to a wrong-doer are prone to feel that either they should have prevented the other 

person’s bad behavior or worse, actually did something to promote it (Lickel, Schmader, 

& Barquissau, 2004).  For example, the research mentioned previously showed that when 
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students recalled past blameworthy events caused by racial in-group members, friends, 

and family members, perceptions of interdependence with the wrong-doer predicted how 

much behavioral control they appraised themselves having over the wrong-doer (Lickel 

et al., 2004).  Moreover, perceptions of interdependence and behavioral control appraisals 

predicted people’s feelings of vicarious guilt but not vicarious shame.   Thus, people feel 

guilty when another person acts wrongly, to the degree they believe that they should have 

been able to predict and control the other person’s behavior. 

Vicarious Shame and Guilt Predict Different Behavioral Responses.  Like self-

caused shame and guilt, vicarious shame and guilt are thought to lead to distinct sets of 

motivational tendencies.  Specifically, vicarious shame is thought to lead to more 

maladaptive, distancing behavioral tendencies, whereas guilt is thought to lead to more 

adaptive, reparative behavioral tendencies (Lickel et al., 2005).  Recent research has 

found more distinct patterns of unique relationships between vicarious shame and guilt 

and their predicted motivations than self-caused shame and guilt (Schmader & Lickel, 

2006).  For instance, people who reported feeling vicarious shame for another person’s 

wrong-doing also reported having felt the desire to be completely unassociated with the 

event and wishing they could hide and disappear from the event.  Conversely, people who 

reported feeling vicarious guilt reported that they had tried to do something after the 

event to make it better and felt the need to apologize for what happened.  Additional 

research has shown that other-caused guilt and shame has implications for people’s 

specific behavioral reactions to important social and political issues.  For example, when 

majority group members feel collective guilt in response to system-level inequalities that 
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disadvantage minority groups, they are more likely to support compensation measures 

(e.g., Baumeister et al., 1998; Doosje et al., 1998; Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003).  

Moreover, minority members who reported feeling vicarious shame in response to ethnic 

in-group members’ behavior that confirmed negative stereotypes reported higher levels of 

wanting to distance themselves from the group member and from the group identity as a 

whole, in addition to wanting to repair the group image (Schmader & Lickel, 2006).  

Similarly, feelings of vicarious shame predicted the degree to which non-Arab Americans 

who were highly identified with their nationality felt generally motivated to distance 

themselves from negative events where other Americans exhibited prejudice toward 

people of Middle Eastern descent.  Finally, shame predicted the degree to which United 

States and British citizens wanted to withdrawal from the war in Iraq (Iyer, Schmader, & 

Lickel, 2006).  

 

Vicarious Shame and Guilt in Parent-Child Interactions 

The emotion and parenting literatures alike stand to gain several potential 

advances by applying the previously described vicarious shame and guilt model to the 

context of parenting.  One such advancement includes generalizing vicarious shame and 

guilt research findings to a new domain with novel avenues for empirical inquiry.  Thus 

far, previous research on vicarious shame and guilt has examined social identities that 

comprise nationality, race and ethnicity, friendship and family.  It is important to explore 

the parent-child association, if for no other reason than that in general, parents might 

experience more instances of vicarious shame and guilt than any other population.  It is 
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arguable that parents may be more vulnerable than other group associations to vicarious 

shame and guilt-invoking situations given that conflicts between parents and young 

children occur from 3.5 to 15 times an hour (Dunn & Munn, 1985; Fawl, 1963; Lee & 

Bates, 1985 Minton, Kagan, & Levine, 1971; Patterson, 1976, 1980) and even more 

frequently in families with children who are sick, disabled, or aggressive (Mednick & 

McNiel, 1968; Patterson, 1982).  These statistics seem to suggest that parents might 

encounter a higher number of other-caused wrong-doings than what might be expected in 

other types of interpersonal associations.   

Moreover, parent-child associations are characterized by two dimensions, 

interdependence and shared-identity, that have been found to predict the degree to which 

individuals feel vicarious guilt and vicarious shame in response to others wrong-behavior 

(Lickel et al., 2005; Lickel, et al., 2004).  Whereas interdependence is defined by the 

extent to which two people control each other’s outcomes (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), 

shared identity alludes to the notion that group members share an underlying internal 

essence that makes them same in some way (Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000; 

Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; Yzerbyt, Rocher & Schadron, 1997; Wai-man, Chi-yue, Ching, 

2006).  In prior work, perceptions of interdependence with the wrong-doer predicted 

people’s appraisals of behavioral control and feelings of vicarious guilt, and perceptions 

of shared identity predicted image threat and feelings of vicarious shame (Lickel et al., 

2005).  Parents may be especially prone to make shame and guilt inducing appraisals 

about their children’s bad behavior since parent-child relationships are considered a 

primary group that is high on dimensions of both interdependence and a sense of shared 
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identity.  If parents are indeed a “high risk” population for vicarious shame and guilt, 

then it’s important to understand how these types of emotional reactions might be 

differentially evoked in the parenting domain compared to other domains and how they 

potentially influence parenting behavior.   

There is also a significant conceptual advance to be made by bridging the 

vicarious shame and guilt literature with the parenting literature.  Both literatures explore 

the effect that appraisal processes and emotions have on behavior (for a review for shame 

and guilt see, Tangney, 1995; Bugental et al., 1993; Dix, Reinhold, & Zambarano, 1990; 

Dix, Ruble, Grusec, & Nixon, 1986). While research on parenting behavior has 

considered how general indexes of mood (e.g., positive versus negative) and its intensity 

influence discipline (Arnold & O’Leary, 1995; Lorber & Slep, 2005; Slep & O’Leary, 

1998), it has not explored, with the exception of anger, the role that discrete emotions 

play in motivating discipline practices that map on to theoretically corresponding action 

tendencies.  Thus, one of the advances of the proposed dissertation project is to 

investigate how specific emotions, like vicarious shame and guilt, influence parenting 

processes. 

The Role of Event Appraisals in Parents’ Reactions to Children’s Wrong-doing 

Another conceptual advance to be gained through the proposed project comes 

from considering how appraisal-related variables found to be predictive of parenting 

behavior influence vicarious shame and guilt processes.   Emerging from an increased 

concern with the role of cognitions within caregiving relationships, developmental 

researchers have turned an eye to understanding how parental affective and behavioral 
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responses to caregiving events are affected by the interpretations given to those events 

(Bugental & Shennum, 1984; Dix & Grusec, 1983; Dix, Ruble, & Zamarano, 1986; 

Smith & O’Leary, 1995).   

As described previously, vicarious shame and guilt experiences also emerge as a 

result of the interpretive processes people make to understand a negative event in relation 

to the self (Lickel et al., 2002).  Drawing from the developmental literature on parenting 

and from the self-caused and other-caused shame and guilt literatures, the proposed 

project is designed to explore five types of event appraisals hypothesized to differentially 

predict the degree to which parents feel vicarious shame versus vicarious guilt when their 

child does something wrong.  Specifically, I will explore the degree to which appraisals 

such as image threat, publicity, and intentionality predict vicarious shame but not guilt.  

Moreover, I will explore the degree to which appraisals such as Parent-child 

Interdependence Deficiency and Harm to Others predict vicarious guilt but not shame.  

Guilt Related Appraisals   

Parent-child Interdependence Deficiency.  One goal of the proposed research is to 

take a closer look at the nature of a certain type of behavioral control appraisal, in the 

context of parenting, as a dimension that should predict feelings of vicarious guilt but not 

shame.  Most parents think that they should be able to maintain a reasonable amount of 

control over their children’s behavior, a belief that stems from both personal and socially 

based expectancies (Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989).  From a personal standpoint, 

parents may feel that they should be able to control their children because of the power 

hierarchy innate in parent-child relationships.  Parents may be more or less likely to 
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endorse high expectations for behavioral control based on their personal parenting 

orientation or personal attachment style histories.  Research also shows that parents who 

feel that they have less control than their child has in the relationship are more likely to 

experience higher levels of negative affect when their children misbehave and respond 

with more coercive or abusive forms of punishment (Bugental et al., 1989).  Thus, the 

pressure to maintain a certain degree of influence over one’s child comes from personally 

derived expectations and has important implications for parenting behavior.    

Pressures to control children also come from the social environment, 

communicated by way of “cultural” or “injunctive” scripts that dictate particular views of 

power relationships in the family as a function of cultural or regional norms (e.g., Nisbett, 

1993).  The message that parents should be able to control their children is also 

communicated indirectly and directly to caregivers through daily interactions with other 

adults that result from their children’s behavior.  Most parents can probably recall 

situations where strangers cast them dirty looks of annoyance or disapproval when their 

young child’s temper tantrum disrupted the peace of a public setting, such as in a 

restaurant.  The non-verbal glance in essence communicates, “Get control of your child!”  

In the educational domain, principals and teachers regularly hold conferences with 

parents when their child misbehaves, expecting that the parent will take corrective 

measures at home that will extend into the classroom.  Moreover, parents are frequently 

blamed for their children’s misconduct.  Take for example, the public’s reaction to the 

Columbine High School massacre that occurred on April 20, 1999, when two students 

killed twelve of their classmates and a teacher.  When researchers explored people’s 
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assessments of blame for this tragedy, they found that many people believed that the 

parents of Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold shared responsibility for the massacre because 

they failed to have acted in a way that prevented their sons from engaging in such a 

heinous act (Lickel, Schmader, & Hamilton, 2003).  Hence, parents may be especially apt 

to think that they can, or at least should be able to influence their children’s behavior due 

to social pressure. 

Parents’ belief that they should be able to control their children’s behavior does 

not imply that they are able to do so.  In fact, parents vary widely in terms of how much 

control they perceive themselves possessing relative to the power they perceive their 

children having over them (Bugental, Blue, & Cruzcosa, 1989; Bugental, Krantz, Lyon, 

Cortez, 1997; Cook, 1993).  One goal of the proposed research project is to measure the 

Deficiency between the perceived control parents think they should or ought to have over 

their children and the actual amount of control they believe they do have and test this 

Deficiency (interdependence deficiency) as a predictor of parents’ emotional reactions to 

their child’s wrong-doing.   

A number of competing hypotheses could be made regarding how perceptions of 

control would predict feelings of vicarious shame and guilt.   According to a vicarious 

shame and guilt perspective that is central to this project, parents who think they do 

maintain as much control as parents should have over their children (e.g., small 

Deficiency/low deficiency) would be more likely to appraise their child’s bad behavior as 

an event they could have prevented, consequently feeling more vicarious guilt than 

vicarious shame, than would parents with a larger Deficiency/higher deficiency.  Parents 
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who perceive themselves as having control over their children might be more likely to 

envision themselves as being a part of the causal chain that contributed to the negative 

event, which subsequently leads to feelings of guilt.   

However, one would derive a different hypothesis based on self-Deficiency 

theory which predicts that specific types of self-discrepancies lead to different emotional 

reactions (Higgins, 1987).  Specifically, people should feel guilt when they perceive their 

actual behavior as being incongruent with the standards that they and others believe they 

ought/should live up to, but feel shame when their behavior fails to live up to ideal 

standards that they or others would like them to reach.  According to this perspective, 

parents who think they lack the amount of control over their own children than what 

parents ought to have (e.g., large Deficiency) may feel guilty because their “control 

deficiency” may be perceived as a contributing reason for their children’s behavior.  The 

parents in this scenario might think to themselves, “If only I didn’t have so much 

difficulty controlling my child’s behavior, this would have never happened!”  However, 

Tangney and colleagues (Tangney, Niedenthal, Covert, 1998) have found empirical 

evidence that counters the hypotheses set out by self-Deficiency theory, and instead show 

that any Deficiency that involves global negative evaluations of the self will be predictive 

of shame but not guilt.  Accordingly, a final hypothesis predicts that parents with a large 

behavioral control Deficiency will be more likely to feel vicarious shame than guilt 

compared to those with smaller discrepancies if they interpret their child’s bad behavior 

to mean they are bad parents, which in turn might threaten their self-image.  Parents 
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might use the event to confirm a belief that they are not efficacious parents and thus feel 

shame.   

Harm to Others.  A second appraisal that might uniquely predict guilt is a parents’ 

concern for the victim’s well-being.  The parenting literature and moral emotion literature 

would support the hypothesis that a child’s wrong-doing that causes harm to others 

should be more predictive of vicarious guilt than shame.  First of all, guilt is considered 

to be more interpersonally oriented (Baumeister, 1994).  Tangney describes how self-

caused guilt, being relatively distanced from the self, motivates empathic consideration of 

how one’s bad behavior has negatively affected others (Tangney & Dearing, 2002).   

Although research from the parenting literature does not specifically explore the 

effect of a child’s misbehavior on emotions, research does indicate that parents use a 

wider range of discipline to punish child misbehavior if it involves aggression towards 

others compared to non-aggressive misbehavior (Grusec, Dix, & Mills, 1982; Lopez, 

Schneider, & Dula, 2002).  Apparently, parents are especially concerned about putting a 

stop to their children’s behavior when it hurts others.  Thus, one of the hypotheses in the 

proposed study is that parents who express concern for how their child’s behavior 

negatively harmed others will predict feelings of vicarious guilt but not shame.  In 

contrast, other appraisals that are more oriented around image concerns rather than 

concern about the well-being of others are hypothesized to predict shame. 

Shame Related Appraisals  

Publicity.  In addition to examining an event appraisal that might uniquely predict 

vicarious guilt, the current project will also examine appraisals that should uniquely 
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predict vicarious shame.  One such appraisal is parents’ perceived publicity of their 

children’s wrong-doing.  There has been some debate in the self-caused shame and guilt 

literature pertaining to the importance of publicity (Smith, Webster, Parrott, Eyre, 2002; 

Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996), and virtually no discussion of it in the 

emerging vicarious shame and guilt literature.  Within scholarly and scientific traditions 

alike, publicity has been considered a critical variable that distinguishes shame-inducing 

from guilt-inducing situations (Smith, Webster, Parrott, Eyre, 2002).  Whereas self-

caused shame is thought to link to a public locus of negative evaluation, self-caused guilt 

is thought to link to a private locus of negative evaluation (Ausubel, 1955; Benedict, 

1946; Buss, 1980; 2001; Campose, Barrett, Lamb, Goldsmith, & Stenberg, 1983; 

Christensen, Danka, & Johnson, 1993; Crozier, 1998; Erikson, 1950; Gehm & Scherer, 

1988; Harder, 1995; Hogan & Cheek, 1983; Johnson et al., 1987; Walbott & Scherer, 

1995).  According to many researchers, self-caused shame is unique in the sense that it 

derives from actual or presumed negative judgments and from the loss of affection or 

respect from others.  In contrast, self-caused guilt is thought be a more private emotion, 

resulting from the personal observation that one has not lived up to an internalized 

standard of behavior. 

Empirical work has not consistently supported the historical perspective that 

views shame, but not guilt, in terms of the public nature of the situation.  Although 

research has supported the notion that shame experiences feel more public than guilt 

experiences, research has not found objective differences regarding the objective features 

of the event.  In a correlational study that explored this question, participants provided 
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autobiographical accounts of shame and guilt experiences (Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & 

Barlow, 1996).  Actual publicity did not correspond to higher feelings of shame than 

guilt. More recently, Smith and colleagues (2002) argued that private emotion-inducing 

events can be social in nature by way of internally representing others.  In other words, a 

transgression committed in solitary can take on a public feel if the wrong-doer imagines 

how others would react if they were to find out about it. Smith and colleagues’ research 

demonstrated that merely being reminded of a disapproving other is enough to evoke 

feelings of shame when the individual personally believes their transgression was wrong. 

Thus, one clear prediction stemming from this prior research is that the felt 

publicity of a wrongdoing will uniquely predict shame rather than guilt. However, 

because the role of publicity in instances of vicarious moral emotion has not previously 

been examined, there is still the possibility that actual publicity could have a unique 

relationship with parents’ shame for their children’s wrong-doing. Indeed, publicity could 

arguably play a critical role in vicarious shame versus self-caused shame scenarios by 

virtue of the shared association underlying these emotional reactions in the first place. If 

the presence of others makes salient in the mind of the perceiver his/her shared identity 

with the wrong-doer, then felt or actual publicity could be a cue by which that shared 

identity becomes threatened.  Hence, another hypothesis in the proposed research is that 

parents will feel more intense feelings of vicarious shame but not vicarious guilt, by 

virtue of the image threat posed by the sense of public exposure surrounding the child’s 

behavior.    
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Intentions.   A brief review of research from the parenting literature that examined 

the impact of perceiving children’s bad behavior as purposeful led me to hypothesize that 

appraisals of intentionality would predict parents’ self-image threat, thereby eliciting 

higher levels of shame.  According to attribution theory, which has been applied to the 

study of problematic parenting, perceiving a child’s misconduct as intentional 

characterizes internal attributions that elicit anger and conflict because they assign more 

responsible and blameworthy to the wrong-doer (Weiner, 1993).   Such attributions 

function as interpretive filters, through which parents may come to see children who do 

bad things as bad people.  

These types of characterological child-blame attributions contribute to parents’ 

more general dysfunctional child-centered attributions, which according to a growing 

body of parental-attribution research, is associated with negative parental affect and harsh 

punishment (Afflick, Allen, McGrade, & McQueeny, 1982; Power, Gershenhorn, & 

Stafford, 1990; Stratton & Swaffer, 1988; Slep & O’Leary, 1998). For example, Bugental 

and colleagues (Bugental et al., 1989; Bugental & Coretz, 1988) showed that mothers 

who make more dysfunctional child-centered attributions become more physiologically 

aroused and angered by child misbehavior. Moreover, studies by Azar and colleagues 

(Azar, 1989; Azar & Hauser, 1993) showed that abusive mothers report more 

dysfunctional child-centered attributions, or attributions with a locus in the child, than do 

non-abusive mothers.   In addition, Larrance and Twentyman (1983) found that at-risk 

mothers for becoming physically abusive make significantly more internal and stable 

attributions for their own children’s negative behaviors than non at-risk mothers. 
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Research in family studies has examined perceptions of “intentionality” 

specifically.  One study revealed that parent-adolescent mothers’ and teenagers’ beliefs 

that the other’s negative behavior was intentional predicted conflict (Grace, Kelley, & 

McCain, 1993).  Slep and O’Leary (1998) experimentally manipulated mother’s child-

centered responsibility attributions for toddlers’ misbehavior to demonstrate that 

perceptions of intentionality cause mother’s to react more negatively to their child’s 

misconduct.  The experimenters constructed an interaction in which all mothers would 

have to deal with their child’s misbehavior by placing alluring objects that the toddlers 

were not suppose to touch in the laboratory room where the study was taking place.  

Although all of the mothers were told that their child was expected to misbehave based 

on previously collected information on them, half of the mothers were told that the 

misbehavior was rooted in voluntary intentions (e.g., to solicit attention, to get his or her 

own way), whereas the other half were told that the misconduct stemmed from 

involuntary intentions (e.g., undeveloped self-control skills, age).  Their results revealed 

that mothers who expected their children to misbehave voluntarily with negative intent 

experienced higher levels of anger and were subsequently engaged in more overreactive 

discipline than mothers who were told their children were not to blame.  Thus, attributing 

the child’s problematic behavior to willful intent can lead to increased negative affect and 

maladaptive disciplinary reactions.   

There are meaningful parallels between the attribution-research in the parenting 

literature and moral emotion research.  In that the type of characterological attributions 

that involve blaming the child are very similar to the types of dispositional appraisals that 
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predict shame, one might expect that situations where parents appraise their child’s bad 

behavior as intentional would activate vicarious shame-related processes.   

A child’s purposeful misconduct might threaten parents’ own image at two levels.  

Since the biological parent-child relationship represents a highly essentialized 

association, parents may fear that the child’s intended misconduct reveals a 

fundamentally flawed aspect about the family’s heritable attributes.  Parents sometimes 

playfully pass off ownership of the child to one another in light of an undesirable traits or 

behavior, exclaiming “she is your daughter” but eagerly reclaim the child as “my child” 

when the son or daughter does something positive.  This playful banter implies that 

parents infer that some inherent aspects of themselves are genetically passed on and 

contribute to their child’s disposition and behavior.  Thus, parents may interpret intended 

bad behavior as reflecting a bad child, which in turn reflects an inherently flawed quality 

within their own self. Moreover, a child who purposefully does something bad may cause 

parents to ask themselves what kind of child they’ve raised, leaving them to wonder 

whether they are bad parents, or appear as such to others. Since parenting often represents 

a very important aspect of one’s identity, the concern that one is not doing well at it, as 

indicated by the child’s undeveloped moral conscience, might threaten the parent’s self-

image.  Thus, I hypothesize that the degree to which parents perceive their child’s wrong-

doing as intentional versus accidental will predict image threat, and in turn, feelings of 

vicarious shame.   
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Emotion Predicting Behavior 

The proposed research asks the question of whether we can use a vicarious shame 

and guilt model to explain why in certain situations, some parents may be more likely 

than others to respond to child’s bad behavior using harsh punishment strategies, that 

when taken to extreme levels result in abuse.  As mentioned previously, emotion theory 

and research have distinguished between shame and guilt based on unique motivational 

tendencies (Lewis, 1971; Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; Tangney, 1989; Tangney, Miller, Flicker 

& Barlow, 1996; Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983).  Many theorists have conceptualized 

guilt as the more adaptive moral emotion because it is linked with empathy and is thought 

to be more other-oriented.  Specifically, guilt is thought to motivate reparative types of 

behavior like, apologizing to people harmed by one’s actions, expressing a desire to 

change aspects of one’s behavior that contributed to the wrong-doing, and taking steps to 

make the bad situation better.  

In contrast, shame has been considered the more maladaptive emotion because 

rather than prompting individuals to constructively rectify the concrete behavior that led 

to the problem and to correct its consequences, it activates defensive behaviors aimed at 

relieving the extremely painful state of a threatened self.   Thus, shame is thought to 

motivate distancing type of behaviors, which include a desire to hide—to sink into the 

floor and disappear.  In other words, whereas guilt has traditionally been thought of in 

terms of approach or assertive behavioral tendencies, shame has been thought of in terms 

of avoidance or passive behavioral tendencies.  Moreover, recent research has shown this 

distinction to be even more pronounced and clear when people feel vicarious shame and 
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guilt in response to other-caused versus self-caused wrong-doings (Schmader & Lickel, 

2006).     

Another motivational difference between shame and guilt promoted by various 

researchers, theorists, and clinicians suggests a tendency for shame to alternatively 

motivate a humiliated and hostile type of anger—or rage (Averill, 1982; Harder, & 

Lewis, 1986; Kinston, 1987; Lewis, 1971; Miller, 1985; Nathanson, 1987; Retzinger, 

1987; Scheff, 1987; Tangney, 1990; Tangney, Wegner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992; 

Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983).  According to Lewis (1971), in shame, hostility that is 

initially directed toward the self can become externalized onto others who get blamed for 

the painfulness of the emotional experience, a prediction that was empirically supported 

by Tangney (1990).  This type of rage-filled shame is positively associated with a desire 

to punish others (Wicker et al., 1983) and with hostility (Harder & Lewis, 1986).  In two 

studies conducted by Tangney et al. (1992), shame-proneness was consistently correlated 

with anger arousal and indirect hostility, whereas proneness to “shame-free” guilt was 

inversely related to these indexes. 

The connection between shame, externalization of blame, and aggression sound 

quite similar to the parental-attribution research findings described previously that linked 

child-centered blame for problematic behaviors with anger and harsh discipline, which 

includes yelling, spanking, or hitting one’s child (Arnold & O’Leary, 1995; Lorber & 

Slep, 2005; Smith & O’Leary, (1995).  In the emotion literature, individuals who feel 

shame for their own wrong-doings externalize blame onto others not because they are 

responsible for the emotion eliciting event but because their awareness makes the 
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perceiver feel scrutinized or judged.  Even though the perceiver knows rationally that 

others aren’t at fault, they blame them because their knowledge increases their discomfort 

by casting a spotlight on the shameful deed.  If shame is capable of creating anger and 

hostility toward people who are not even objectively responsible, then individuals who 

are objectively to blame for a wrong-doing (e.g., a child) that causes an associated other 

(e.g., parent) to feel vicarious shame might be especially at risk for being targeted by that 

person’s hostility (e.g., coercive punishment).  In other words, parents may be more 

prone to lash out at their children for causing them to experience the painful emotion of 

shame.  

Based on this analysis, the following hypotheses are given.  On one hand, feelings 

of vicarious guilt, but not shame, are predicted to be associated with parents attempt to 

repair damages from their child’s wrong-doing and to reason with their child as a means 

to correct behavior in the future.  On the other hand, feelings of vicarious shame, but not 

guilt, are predicted to be associated with the tendency to distance from the event 

including one’s child and people who know about it, repair one’s image, and to punish 

the child.      

 

OVERVIEW OF PRESENT RESEARCH 

Two studies are presented to examine the appraisals and behavioral reactions that 

uniquely correspond to parents’ feelings of vicarious shame and guilt in response to their 

child’s wrong-doing. The general goal of Study 1 was to replicate previous vicarious 

shame and guilt research in the parenting domain. Using a correlational approach, I 
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examined the degree to which parents’ reported feelings of vicarious shame and guilt for 

their children’s misdeeds can be distinguished by the appraisals and behaviors reviewed 

above. Study 2 then employs an experimental design to more specifically test the causal 

nature of two of the key relationships established between various appraisals and type of 

moral affect in Study 1. 

 

Study 1 
Summary of Hypotheses 

Shame-related Appraisals 

Hypothesis 1a:  Feeling as though the wrongful event was very public should 

predict shame, but not guilt. 

Hypothesis 1b: Perceptions that the child performed the wrongdoing intentionally 

should predict shame, but not guilt. 

Event Appraisal of Image Threat as a Mediator 

Hypothesis 2a: We predict that image threat mediates the relationship between 

publicity & shame. 

Hypothesis 2b: We predict that image threat mediates the relationship between 

intentionality & shame.   

Guilt-related Appraisals 

Hypothesis 3:  The degree to which parents rate their child’s wrongful act as 

harming others should predict feelings of guilt, but not shame. 
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Hypothesis 4a: According to the model of vicarious shame and guilt, lower 

ratings of Parent-Child Interdependence Deficiency should predict parents’ 

feelings of vicarious guilt, but not shame. 

Hypothesis 4b: Alternatively, according to Tangney and colleagues (1998), 

higher ratings of Parent-Child Interdependence Deficiency should predict 

parents’ feelings of vicarious shame, but not guilt. 

Hypothesis 4c: Finally, according to self-Deficiency theory, higher ratings of 

Parent-Child Interdependence Deficiency should predict parents’ feelings of 

vicarious guilt, but not shame. 

Emotion Predicting Behavioral Reaction 

Hypothesis 5a:  Parents’ feelings of vicarious shame should predict behaviors 

designed to distance oneself from the situation, change one’s flawed self-image, 

or react angrily with punishment. 

Hypothesis 5b:  Parents’ feelings of vicarious guilt should predict reparative 

behavior focused on those harmed or on constructive parenting that helps 

children to learn from their mistakes.  

To test the specific hypotheses described above, we incorporated a similar 

narrative recall paradigm used in previous shame and guilt research (e.g., Lickel et al., 

2005; Schmader & Lickel, 2006; Tangney et al., 1996).  Parents were asked to recall the 

worst thing they could recall their child having ever done before the age of 18 years.  

They then made ratings of their emotional, cognitive, and motivational responses to the 

child’s wrong-doing 
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Chapter 2 

STUDY 1 

Methods 

Participants 

 Participants were 110 parents recruited from six locations who received either 

$10.00 reimbursement or partial course credit in exchange for their participation.  Thirty-

six parents were undergraduate students at the University of Arizona; 13 were 

undergraduate students at Pima Community College, Tucson, AZ; 18 were parents of 

students at University High School, Tucson, AZ and 15 from Taylor Ridge Elementary 

School, Taylor Ridge, Il; 15 were members of Zion Lutheran, Taylor Ridge, IL; and 13 

were Parents Anonymous clients, a national child-abuse prevention organization in 

Tucson, AZ.   The data for 17 participants were excluded because initial coding of the 

parents’ narratives revealed that they those participants did not follow instructions for the 

task.  The specific reasons were: no narrative was given (n = 3), the child did not cause 

the wrong-doing (n = 2), the parent caused the wrong-doing (n = 1) or was directly 

victimized by it (n = 7), or a combination of the above (n = 4).  The 93 remaining 

participants were included in the final data set, which includes 27 parents from the 

University of Arizona, 10 from Pima Community College, 15 from University High 

School, 14 from Taylor Ridge Elementary School, 15 from Zion Lutheran Church, and 12 

from Parents Anonymous.   
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Of the participants, 80% were female (n = 74) and 20% were male (n = 19).  The 

distribution of participants’ ethnic background was as follows: 77% Caucasian (n =72); 

15% Latino (n =14); 2% Asian American (n = 2); 2% Native American or Alaskan 

Native (n = 2); 1 % Black American (n = 1); 2% other (n = 2). Seventy-two percent of 

participants from this study were married (n = 67), 17% were divorced (n = 16), 6% were 

single (n = 6), 2% were widowed (n = 2), and 2% were in another arrangement (n = 2).  

Participants’ current annual income broke down into the following categories: 8% at 

$15,000 or below (n = 7), 24% at $15,000 - $30,000 (n = 22), 31% at $30,000 - $60,000 

(n = 29), 25% at $60,000 - $100,000 (n = 23), 8% at 100,000 or above (n = 7), and 5 

participants did not respond to this question.  Participants’ highest level of education was 

as follows: 4% had some high school (n = 4), 12% were high school graduates (n = 11), 

25% had some college or trade school (n = 23), 36% were college or trade school 

graduates (n = 33), and 24% had an advanced or professional degree (n =22). 

Procedures and Measures 

Parents were asked to participate in a “study regarding the psychology of family 

relationships.”  The respondents were given the survey to take home and complete at 

their convenience. Completed surveys were either returned to the investigators by mail or 

collected by a research assistant at a designated time and location.  The first part of the 

survey included several individual difference measures that I originally thought might 

moderate shame and guilt processes in the parenting domain.1  However, because 

                                                 
1 Individual difference measures included the Parent Attribution Test (Bugental & Shennum, 1984), 
TOSCA (Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1989), Entity Orientation Scale (Levy, Stroessner, & Dweck, 
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preliminary results revealed very few main effects or interactions with any of these 

variables, they will not be discussed in detail, with the exception of the association 

dimensions discussed below. The second half of the survey asked parents to provide a 

description of their child’s wrong-doing; assessments of emotional, cognitive and 

behavioral reactions to the event; and demographic information.   

Survey 

Event Recall of Child’s Wrong-doing.  

 Participants were instructed to write one or two paragraphs describing the worst 

wrong-doing they could remember one of their children committing between the ages of 

three to eighteen years.  Participants were told they could describe a single event or an 

ongoing type of behavior; however, it was not to be an incident that victimized the parent 

personally.  On a separate page, participants were asked 7 questions regarding details of 

the event (e.g. Were you actually present when the event occurred?  Was someone 

harmed by the event?). 

Emotional Reactions 
 

Shame and Guilt.  Participants’ rated their emotional reactions to the event on a 

Likert scale that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  Shame and guilt composites 

were created using emotion items described in previous research (Lickel et al., 2005).  

The shame composite included the emotions: ashamed, humiliated, embarrassed, 

                                                                                                                                                 
1998), Empathy Scale (Davis, 1980 & 1983), Collective Self-Esteem Scale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), 
Family subscale from Contingencies of Self-Esteem (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001), Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
(Rosenberg, 1965).  Participants additionally completed measures designed by the authors to tap into their 
self-worth based on being a parent.   
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disgraced, α = .90 and the guilt composite included guilt, sorry, remorse, and regret, α = 

.75.  Those items were embedded among 16 other emotions. Although not the focus of 

the present study, these 16 emotions included composites of anger (angry, offended, 

disgusted, α = .75), sadness (sad, hurt, disappointed, depressed, α= .78), and anxiety 

(nervous, anxious, α = .75) as well as several positive emotions. 

Cognitive Appraisals 
 

Participants rated their agreement with different types of cognitive event 

appraisals in response to the recalled event. These included measures of perceived 

publicity, intentionality, harm to others, image threat, and own and general 

interdependence. The wording and scale reliabilities of these measures are listed in 

Appendix A.  Unless otherwise mentioned, all of the remaining questions on the survey 

were rated on a 7 point scale where higher numbers reflected more of the construct being 

measured.   

 Interdependence Deficiency.  The interdependence Deficiency measure was 

calculated by subtracting each individual’s Own Interdependence score from his or her 

General Interdependence score.  

Distancing and Reparative Behaviors.  The final set of questions measured 

participants’ behavioral reactions to the event using a series of 12 items (listed in 

Appendix A).  I conducted a maximum likelihood factor analysis to test whether the 

following behavioral items loaded onto two separate factors corresponding with 

distancing and reparative type of responses.  Although many of the behavioral variables 

correlated with one another, most of these correlations were only modest (~.30) and 
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factor analysis did not yield conceptually meaningful clusters. For this reason, it seemed 

more meaningful to examine each of the individual items as distinct behaviors. 

 Demographic measures. Several background variables that were included in the 

last section of the questionnaire provide descriptive information.  There variables were 

gender of the participant, race or ethnicity, marital status, current annual income, and 

highest level of education.  

 

Results 

Initial Analyses 

Descriptive Information on Narratives.  Parents’ narratives about their child’s 

transgression covered a broad range of behavior. Two trained research assistants 

independently coded the narratives on 10 dimensions for details surrounding the event 

(e.g., did child cause event, was there a victim, type of misdeed).  The primary 

investigator met with the coders to resolve discrepancies between initial coding.  The 

types of wrongdoing described included: 7.5% lying (n = 7), 4.3% disobeying (n = 4), 

11.8% stealing (n = 11), 16.1% physical violence (n = 15), 8.6% drugs/ alcohol (n = 8), 

3.2% sex (n = 3), 4.3% temper tantrums (n = 4), and 1.1% failures (n = 1), 43% other 

transgressions against others (n = 40).  Participants witnessed the event 36.6% of the time 

(n = 34), and 52.7% of the parents (n = 49) were affected by it (e.g., had to visit with a 

school official, pay a fine, attend a court hearting, lost a friendship).  In addition, 39.8% 

of the stories included a victim (n = 37) and 62.4% included others who witnessed the 
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event (n = 58).  The average age of the child was 11.36 (SD = 4.58) and the average age 

of the parent at the time of the event was 39.51 (SD = 8.57). In addition, 58.1% of the 

children were male (n = 52), and 89.2% of the parent/child relationships were biological 

(n = 83), 4.3% adopted (n = 4), and 6.5% stepchild (n = 6).  

Descriptive statistics on the measures. Table 1 is a summary of mean ratings and 

correlations of parents’ emotions and event appraisals.  Initial correlation analysis 

revealed that ratings of shame and guilt were highly related but still distinct, r = .59, p <. 

012.  In addition, harm to others significantly related to intentionality, r = .34, p < .01, 

and to publicity, r = .43, p < .01.  Publicity and Intentionality were unrelated, p > .05. 

Self-related appraisals items, image threat and behavioral control were also correlated, r 

= .34, p < .01.  Table 2 summarizes the means and correlations among shame and guilt 

and the behavioral items. 
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Table 1 
  
Means of Moral Emotion, Cognitive Appraisals and Bivariate Correlations  
Appraisals   M SD Shame Guilt Harm 

to 
Others 

Intentio
nal 

Publici
ty 

Image 
Threat 

Shame  
3.87 

 
1.69 

 
-- 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Guilt  
3.66 

 
1.86 

 
.59** 

 
-- 

    

 
Harm to Others 

 
4.16 

 
1.61 

 
.37** 

 
.42** 

 
-- 

 
 

  

 
Intentional 

 
5.47 

 
1.98 

 
.31** 

 
.21** 

 
.38** 

 
-- 

  

 
Publicity 

 
2.10 

 
1.78 

 
.48** 

 
.15 

 
.43** 

 
.15 

 
-- 

 

 
Image Threat 

 
3.16 

 
1.60 

 
.70** 

 
.46** 

 
.37** 

 
.34* 

 
.65** 

 
-- 

Interdependence 
Deficiency 

 
.40 

 
.91 

 
.12 

 
.37** 

 
.25* 

 
.24* 

 
.18 

 
.20 

*p<.05; **p<01; ***p<001 
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Table 2 
 
Means & Bivariate Correlations between type of moral emotion & behavior 
  

м 
 
SD 

 
Guilt 

 
Shame 

 
Reason 

 
Make 
Sit 
Better 

 
Disappoint- 
ment 

 
Punish 

 
Sinking 

 
Space 

 
Apologize 

 
Escape 

 
Change 
Self 

 
Should 
Make-
Up 

 
Avoid 
Victim 

 
Avoid 
Others  

 
Guilt 

 
3.87 

 
1.69 

 
-- 

             

 
Shame 

 
3.66 

 
1.86 

 
.59** 

 
-- 

            

 
Reason 

 
6.20 

 
1.23 

 
.09 

 
.10 

 
-- 

           

Make Sit 
Better 

 
5.79 

 
1.63 

 
-.1 

 
.07 

 
.28** 

 
-- 

          

 
Disapproval 

 
4.76 

 
2.34 

 
.38** 

 
.40** 

 
.20 

 
-.02 

 
-- 

 
 

        

 
Punish 

 
4.80 

 
2.00 

 
.16 

 
.26* 

 
.10 

 
.05 

 
.34** 

 
-- 

        

 
Sinking 

 
3.57 

 
2.26 

 
.31** 

 
.58** 

 
.11 

 
.07 

 
.29** 

 
.23* 

 
-- 

       

 
Space 

 
3.46 

 
2.36 

 
.02 

 
.17 

 
.01 

 
-.02 

 
.14 

 
.29** 

 
.26* 

 
-- 

      

 
Apologize 

 
3.41 

 
2.41 

 
.39** 

 
.29** 

 
.18 

 
.05 

 
.43** 

 
.15 

 
.23* 

 
-.06 

 
-- 

     

 
Escape 

 
3.23 

 
2.22 

 
.07 

 
.31** 

 
.070 

 
.07 

 
.28** 

 
.23* 

 
.49** 

 
.34** 

 
.13 

 
-- 

    

Change  
Self 

 
3.13 

 
1.97 

 
.28** 

 
.36** 

 
.07 

 
.07 

 
.19 

 
.20 

 
.27** 

 
.35** 

 
.14 

 
.32** 

 
-- 

   

Should 
Make-Up 

 
2.68 

 
1.99 

 
.42** 

 
.43** 

 
.05 

 
.04 

 
.52** 

 
.25* 

 
.29** 

 
.10 

 
.35** 

 
.34** 

 
.28** 

 
-- 

  

Avoid 
Victim 

 
1.61 

 
1.35 

 
.83 

 
.24* 

 
-.04 

 
-.10 

 
.11 

 
.16 

 
.27* 

 
.23* 

 
-.04 

 
.41** 

 
.32** 

 
.18 

 
-- 

 

Avoid 
Others 

 
1.41 

 
1.00 

 
.10 

 
.23* 

 
.03 

 
.07 

 
.17 

 
.12 

 
.15 

 
.19 

 
.19 

 
.39** 

 
.32** 

 
.27** 

 
.60** 

 
-- 

Note:* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Regression Analysis 
 

Unless indicated otherwise, I employed standard multiple regression analyses to 

investigate which variables uniquely predicted shame and guilt.  Whenever shame and 

guilt were treated as a dependent variable in these regressions, I controlled for the co-

variance with the other emotion by entering it on the first level of the analysis. Consistent 

with Tangney et al.’s treatment of shame-free guilt (1992), this technique allowed us to 

isolate the unique portion of variance in each emotion explained by a given regression 

model. The results are organized into the following sections: 1) Appraisals that predict 

vicarious shame, 2) Appraisals that predict vicarious guilt, and 3) Relationship between 

emotion and behaviors.   

 
Table 3 
 

 

 
Standardized Beta coefficients for Individual Multiple 
Regressions of Cognitive Appraisal entered onto Shame and 
Guilt  
 
Predictor Variable 

 
Dependent Variable 

Measure/Scale Shame Guilt 
 
Appraisals 

  

Harm to Others -.07 .33** 
Purpose/Intentionality 
(single item-
Purpose/Intentional) 

.18* -.07 

World know/Public (single 
item-whole world knew) 

.44** -.32** 

Image Threat .57*** .06 
Interdependence Deficiency -.14 .34*** 
Note:* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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Appraisals Predicting Vicarious Shame 

I tested hypothesis 1a and 1b by regressing shame onto the following three event 

appraisals simultaneously: publicity, intentionality, and harm to others. Consistent with 

the predictions, publicity (β = .44, p < .01) and intentionality (β = .18, p < .05), but not 

harm to others (β = -.07, p > .05), uniquely predicted shame.  Next I tested to see 

whether these same patterns were observed predicting image threat. When I regressed 

image threat onto these same event appraisals, publicity (β = .60, p < .001) and 

intentionality (β = .24, p < .01), but not harm to others (β = .03, p > .05) uniquely related 

to parents’ ratings of image threat.   

Next, I tested hypothesis 2a, which addressed the role image threat plays in 

predicting shame.  I regressed shame onto the self-related appraisals of image threat and 

behavioral control. The results showed that image threat (β = .57, p < .001), but not 

behavioral control, (β = -.06, p > .05), predicted shame.  Thus, consistent with the 

predictions, parents who interpreted their child’s bad behavior as a source of image threat 

subsequently felt more ashamed. 

Mediational role of image threat. Finally, I tested hypotheses 2a and 2b, which 

predict that image threat mediates the relationship between both intentionality and 

publicity with shame.  To test for mediation, I used the multiple regression mediation 

approach suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986) and Judd and Kenny (1981).  As 

reported previously, when entered as predictors by themselves, intentionality and 
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publicity significantly predicted the dependent variable, shame.  Intentionality and 

publicity were also related to the potential mediator, image threat.  In the last equation, 

when intentionality and publicity were each entered into regression equations together 

with parents’ ratings of image threat, only the image threat variable was significantly 

predictive of shame, β = .43, p  < .001.  Moreover, intentionality β = .07, p > .05 and 

publicity β = .14, p > .05 no longer reliably related to shame. I followed up the mediation 

analysis with a Sobel test (Sobel, 1982), which confirmed that image threat significantly 

reduced the direct effect of intentionality, test statistic = 3.24, p < .001, and publicity, test 

statistic = 3.95, p < .001, on shame.   Thus, the reports reveal parents’ appraisals 

regarding the intentionality of their child’s wrongdoing and the felt publicity of the event 

were associated with feelings of shame indirectly as a result of their association with 

image threat.  

 

 

Publicity 

Shame Image 
Threat 

β = .60*** 
(β =. 14) 

β = .44** 

β =. 43***  

Figure 1 
Summary of analyses testing image threat as a mediator of the association between both publicity 
& intention with shame. 

Intention β = .18* 

β = .24** 
(β =. 07) 
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Appraisals Predicting Vicarious Guilt  

To test Hypothesis 3, which states that event appraisals reflecting harm to 

individuals victimized by their child’s behavior would uniquely predict guilt, I regressed 

guilt onto the three event appraisals simultaneously.  Consistent with the predictions, only 

harm to others predicted guilt (β = .33, p < .01), whereas intentionality did not (β = -.07, 

p > .05).  Unexpectedly, publicity yielded a negative association with guilt (β = -.32, p 

<.01), such that parents reported feeling more guilty for events that they perceived to be 

more private.  Thus, as previous research would suggest (Baumeister et al., 1994), 

appraisals which focus attention on the severity of the events’ repercussions on others 

predicted when parents felt guilty for their child’s wrong-doings. 

 Next, I investigated the alternative predictions listed for Hypothesis 4, which 

focus on the relationship between parent-child interdependence deficiency and type of 

affect.  I regressed shame and guilt onto interdependence deficiency, which predicted 

guilt, β = .34, p <  .001, but not shame β = .18, p  > .05.  This pattern of results supports 

the prediction made by self-Deficiency theory. To further explore the relationship 

between deficiency and moral emotion, I also regressed each of the cognitive appraisals 

onto interdependence deficiency.  Somewhat surprisingly, given that deficiency predicted 

guilt and not shame, the results showed that deficiency predicted perceptions of image 

threat, β = .20, p < .05, as well as appraisals regarding the child’s intentionality, β = .24, 

p  <  .05.  Thus, these results suggest that self-perceptions of deficiency regarding 

influence and control over one’s child related to whether parents viewed their child’s bad 

behavior as willfully intended and felt image threat, suggesting that interdependence 
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deficiency might also be indirectly related to shame via its association with these shame-

inducing appraisals.  

Emotion and Behavior   

In the final set of analyses, I regressed each behavioral item onto shame and guilt 

simultaneously.  In line with the rational for hypothesis 5a, the results show that shame 

but not guilt significantly predicted the degree to which parents felt like engaging in the 

following “distance-like” behaviors: sinking into the ground, βshame= .60, p < .001 vs.  

βguilt = -.05, p > .05; avoiding the victim, β shame = .29, p < .05 vs. β guilt = -.08, p  > .05, 

avoiding other people who knew, βshame = .25, p < .05 vs. βguilt = -.04, p > .05, and 

wanting to escape, βshame = .41, p < .01 vs. βguilt = -.17, p > .05.  Moreover, shame but not 

guilt predicted the degree to which parents reported “image-repair” type of behavior: 

wanting to change an aspect of their self, βshame = .30, p < .05 vs. βguilt = .11, p > .05, 

show others their disapproval of their child’s behavior, βshame = .27, p < .05 vs. βguilt = 

.23, p > .05, and punishing their children for what they had done, βshame = .25, p < .05 vs. 

βguilt = .01, p > .05.    

Similarly, in line with Hypothesis 5b that guilt would predict higher level of 

“reparative-like” behaviors, I found that guilt but not shame predicted the degree to 

which parents apologized to the victim of their child’s wrongdoing, β = .33, p < .01 vs. β 

= .10, p > .05.  Shame (β= .27, p < .05) and guilt (β = .26, p < .05) both predicted how 

much parents felt they should make-up for their child’s wrong-doing.  Neither shame nor 

guilt predicted the degree to which parents felt motivated to make the situation better or 
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to reason with their child, which I would have expected to have been uniquely predicted 

by guilt. I observed ceiling effects for both of these variables, with very little variance 

(see Table 2), indicating that parents across the board were highly motivated to help their 

child understand their error and to fix the problem. Thus, analyses on the individual 

behavioral items revealed promising findings that largely supported the initial hypotheses 

that shame would generally motivate behavior in the direction of wanting to distance 

from the negative event and deal with a public threat to self-image, whereas guilt would 

generally motivate behavior in the direction toward repairing damages inflicted as result 

of the child’s behavior.   

 

DISCUSSION 

 Findings from Study 1 largely supported our hypotheses revealing that 

vicarious shame and guilt processes do play out in the parenting domain.  Vicarious 

shame and guilt were predicted by unique sets of cognitive appraisals.  As predicted, 

parents were more likely to feel vicarious shame, but not guilt, to the degree they thought 

that their child’s wrong-doing seemed publicly exposed, which supports previous 

emotion theory that links publicity with shame (Smith et al., 2002).  Also consistent with 

the predictions, perceiving one’s child’s wrong-doing as intentional predicted parents’ 

feelings of shame, but not guilt. Confirming what previous theory and research would 

suggest, appraisals of image threat played a critical role in explaining parents’ reactions 

pertaining to shame but not to guilt.  The results of the mediation analysis indicated that 

the potential reason perceptions of publicity and intentionality predicted shame might be 
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because of their direct relationship with appraisals of image threat, which in turn 

predicted their feelings of shame.   

 In contrast, feelings of vicarious guilt but not shame were predicted by 

other types of appraisals.  Consistent with the hypothesis, parents’ feelings of vicarious 

guilt were predicted by appraisals that expressed concern for the harm their child’s 

behavior caused to others.  My expectation for the parental interdependence deficiency 

variable was less straight-forward.  Different theoretical perspectives led me to make 

alternative hypotheses for predicting the direction of the relationship between parental 

interpersonal deficiency and type of emotion.  To refresh the reader’s memory, the first 

hypothesis, based on the model of vicarious shame and guilt, predicted that lower levels 

of deficiency (e.g., higher control) would predict guilt but not shame. The second 

hypotheses, drawing from self-Deficiency theory, predicted that higher levels of 

deficiency (e.g., lower control) would predict guilt but not shame.  The final hypothesis, 

drawing from Tangney, predicted that higher levels of deficiency (which can also be 

conceptualized as a Deficiency) would predict higher levels of shame but not guilt.  The 

findings supported the second hypothesis, which revealed that parents with higher levels 

of interdependent deficiency felt more guilt, but not shame in response to their child’s 

wrong-doing.  It seems important to further explore the relationship between parental 

interdependence deficiency and vicarious guilt using an experimental method to replicate 

this novel finding and to test the causal nature of the relationship 

Unexpectedly, feelings of vicarious guilt were negatively predicted by the 

publicity appraisal.  The negative association between vicarious guilt and publicity might 
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be construed as support for previous arguments that guilt is a more private emotion than 

shame (Smith et al., 2002).  Alternatively, the negative correlation between these two 

variables might be explained by a third variable.  Perhaps parents diffused responsibility 

to other adults present in public situations, feeling that everyone shared responsibility for 

controlling the negative event, thereby decreasing their own feelings of vicarious guilt.  It 

may be beneficial to confirm this finding in a second study before speculating further. 

The findings on parents’ motivational tendencies largely supported the initial 

hypotheses that shame would generally prompt behavior in the direction of wanting to 

distance from the negative event and deal with a public threat to self-image, whereas guilt 

would generally prompt behavior in the direction toward repairing damages caused by the 

child’s behavior.  Specifically, parents who reported higher levels of shame also reported 

feeling as though they wanted to sink into the ground and avoid people associated with 

the negative event. They also reported wanting to change something about themselves 

and to show others they disapproved of their child’s bad behavior, presumably to repair 

their threatened image.  Finally, shame also predicted the degree to which parents wanted 

to punish their children for what they had done.  This finding is potentially important 

because it suggests that vicarious shame might come to play a role in abuse, depending 

on the degree and type of punishment it may promote.  Further investigation would need 

to address the causal relationship between shame and specific forms and levels of 

punishment.  In contrast to vicarious shame, feelings of guilt motivated parents to 

apologize to individuals victimized by the child’s wrong-doing and made them feel as 

though they should make-up for what the child had done.  Thus, these findings support 
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previous work showing that vicarious shame predicts more avoidance types of 

motivational tendencies, whereas guilt predicts more approach motivational tendencies 

(Schmader & Lickel, 2006).   

Of all the motivational tendencies measured, parents consistently rated reasoning 

with their child and doing something to make the situation better at the highest end of the 

scale.  The observed ceiling effects might suggest that these relatively general strategies 

are among parents’ strongest heuristics for how parents should respond when their child 

does something wrong. Yet, despite the consensus among parents that they should do 

something to make the situation better and to reason with their child, there exists the 

potential for tremendous variability in terms of the specific strategies they adopt to 

achieve these outcomes.  For example, making the situation better and reasoning with 

one’s child may translate into yelling and scolding for some parents, but controlled and 

patient explanations given at a level the child can understand for others. In other words 

these motivational tendencies may have been worded too broadly to capture individual 

variability that might differentially be influenced by vicarious shame and guilt processes.  

In fact, now that preliminary evidence has been found to show that vicarious shame and 

guilt relate in the parenting domain to similar types of behavioral tendencies explored in 

previous shame and guilt research, the next step may be to map shame and guilt onto 

specific discipline strategies discussed in the parenting literature. 
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Chapter 3 

STUDY 2 

 The results from Study 1 cast light on two variables, publicity and parent-

child interdependence deficiency, that are of significant theoretical and practical 

importance in terms of understanding how vicarious shame and guilt operate in parent-

child relationships.  Study 2 has been designed to investigate, in more depth, the causal 

role that type of publicity and deficiency appraisals play in differentially eliciting 

vicarious shame and vicarious guilt.  An additional goal of the present study is to 

examine the degree to which shame and guilt prompt specific disciplinary styles 

identified in the parenting literature. 

 
Publicity: A Closer Look 
 

One of the goals of Study 2 is to challenge the notion that publicity necessarily 

evokes a greater concern of judgment and shame.  In contrast, I wish to explore how 

certain features of the interpersonal relationship with the observing other may actually 

reduce worry about disapproval and hence, buffer against feelings of shame.  

Specifically, I hypothesize that when others who witness a transgression are perceived to 

be a source of social support, parents will feel less judged than if they are not categorized 

as such.  Thus, in the context of the proposed study, parents are predicted to feel less 

vicarious shame but not less vicarious guilt when their child’s wrong-doing is observed 

by a supportive acquaintance versus a judgmental acquaintance. 
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Previous research that investigated the role of actual publicity (as opposed to felt 

publicity) primarily considered whether the shame-eliciting event occurred in the 

presence of others versus in isolation, without carefully considering how features of the 

interpersonal relationship between the wrong-doer and the audience might affect the 

perceiver’s appraisals of judgment. It is not the case however, that we are automatically 

judged negatively by others when we do something wrong.  Many times we are 

comforted and supported by others in the midst of our mistakes and failures.  It seems 

quite probable that when individuals know that an observer of some wrongdoing is likely 

to be supportive, such exposure of a negative event might actually buffer against image 

threat and feelings of shame. 

Social Support 
 
 People derive social support from romantic partners, friends, and relatives, 

whether it is perceived or received support.  Parents turn to such people for emotional 

support, when they share important matters and feelings; as well as to seek instrumental 

support, received through practical help with child care, financial support and domestic 

chores (Cohen & Wills, 1985; McLoyd, 1990).  Moreover, social support is argued to 

represent an especially important resource that compensates for detrimental effects of 

stress on parenting (Aldous, 1995; Belsky, 1984; McLoyd, 1990) and facilitates more 

optimal parental practices (Aldous, 1995; Bradley, Whiteside-Mansell, Brisby, & 

Caldwell, 1997; Burchinal, Follmer, & Bryant, 1996; Howes & Stewart, 1987; Payne & 

Jones, 1987; Turner & Avison, 1985).  For example, mothers experiencing economic 

pressure were less likely to use punitive parenting to the degree that they received 
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instrumental and emotional support from others (Leinonen, Solantaus, Punamäki,).  

Koeske and Koeske (1990) found that parental stress was related to lower maternal self-

esteem and role satisfaction and with higher psychological symptomatology for mothers 

who received less social support.  Moreover, low-income African American mothers who 

had larger social support networks tended to be more responsive to their infants and to 

provide more stimulating home environments than mothers with smaller social networks 

(Burchinal, 1996). Thus, social support is seen to have a “buffering” effect against the 

deleterious consequences of parental strain.    

 One might expect that parents would prefer to hide their children’s bad behavior 

from others, as indicated by the results of Study 1.  Although this may be true in most 

general scenarios, it may not be the case when others are perceived to be sources of social 

support.  To the extent that friends and family provide emotional support, parents may be 

motivated to turn to such people to talk about their child’s bad behavior as a means of 

coping with the associated stress.  According to Simons, Lorenz, and Conger (1992), one 

of the primary reasons social support influences parenting behavior in the face of strain is 

through its effect on parents’ emotional well-being.   Social support is argued to decrease 

negative affective states produced by stressful situations that would otherwise lead to 

maladaptive parenting practices.  Thus, in considering these joint findings, it seems 

unlikely that parents would feel judged by people who are a proven source of social 

support.  Moreover, as suggested by Simons et al. (1992), the presence of supportive 

others may further buffer against negative feelings of vicarious shame that might arise 

within parents as a result of their child’s bad behavior.  Based on this rationale, I 
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hypothesize that the effect of public exposure on shame is moderated by perception of 

social support.  More specifically, I predict that parents will experience less image threat 

and feel less vicarious shame, but not guilt, when their child transgresses in front of a 

supportive other versus a neutral, or critical other.   Conversely, I predict that they will 

experience increased image threat and feelings of vicarious shame, but not guilt, when 

the transgression occurs in front of a critical other, versus a neutral or supportive other.       

 

Parent-Child Interdependence Deficiency 
  
 Study 1 provided initial support for the hypothesis that higher parent-child 

interdependence deficiency ratings predict feelings of vicarious guilt but not shame.   

This novel finding suggests that a unique feature of the parent-child relationship is that 

feelings of guilt result less from perceiving control over another’s actions in a given 

situation, and more from the more global assessment that one lacks the amount of control 

a parent should have.  Hence, contrary to what previous theory and research would 

suggest (Lickel et al., 2005), parents appeared to feel responsible for their child’s bad 

behavior not because they thought it was within their power to have prevented it, but 

because they thought it was outside of their power, owing to their inferior parenting 

skills.  In other words, parents may feel guilty because they feel their relative lack of 

control over their child may have contributed to the problem behavior. 

Given its theoretical significance, a second goal of the proposed study is to 

replicate the novel finding that parent-child interdependence deficiency (lacking control 

and influence relative to perceptions of the norm) predicts parents’ feelings of vicarious 
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guilt, but not shame, when their child does something wrong.  Moreover, the study is 

designed to investigate the causal direction of the relationship by implementing 

procedures designed to prime a high or low sense of deficiency. The hypothesis predicts 

that parents in the high interdependence deficiency condition will experience 

significantly more vicarious guilt, but not shame, than parents in the low interdependence 

deficiency condition.    

 

The Effect of Vicarious Shame and Guilt on Discrete Disciplinary Styles 
 
 A third goal of the proposed study is to contribute more directly to the parenting 

literature by exploring how shame and guilt differentially influence discrete disciplinary 

strategies that have already been identified and discussed in prior theory and research.  

Understanding parents’ shame and guilt responses in relation to discipline might be 

useful at a practical level because discipline is critical in the development and 

modification of children’s externalized problem behavior (Kendziora & O’Leary, 1993).  

Application of a shame and guilt perspective should also be useful at a theoretical level, 

because despite the recognized conceptual importance of emotion, the empirical data 

based on emotion in parenting remains extremely limited (Lorber & Slep, 2005). 

 More generally, an immense literature has developed addressing parenting 

behavior, which includes but is not limited to discipline.  For example, some researchers 

have focused on parenting styles (e.g., Baumrind, 1971; Coplan, Hastings, Lagace-

Seguin, & Mouton, 2002; Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Holden, 1995; Robinson, 

Mandleco, Frost Olsen, & Hart, 1995), which represent a macro-level construct assumed 
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to reflect a parent’s typical responses to childrearing situations.  Other researchers have 

explored parental belief systems instead (e.g., Dix, 1993; Hastings & Coplan, 1999; Mills 

& Rubin, 1990; Sigel, McGillicuddy-DeLisi, & Goodnow, 1992), focusing on the ways 

in which parenting goals and attributions influence parenting strategies across various 

contexts.  Still others have focused more exclusively on dysfunctional parenting in 

discipline situations (Arnold, O’Learly, Wolff, & Acker, 1993; Leung & Slep, 2006; 

Lorber & O’Leary, 2005; Lorber & Slep, 2005), exploring various predictors of lax and 

harsh discipline.  For the purpose of the present research, I will draw from the literatures 

on parenting styles and dysfunctional disciplinary styles because together they delineate 

particular behaviors associated with maladaptive, as well as adaptive strategies that can 

be used for making specific predictions regarding the role that vicarious shame and guilt 

potentially play in eliciting them. 

Parenting Styles 
 
 A parenting style refers to parents’ global attitudes about childrearing and is 

meant to capture normal variations in parents’ attempts to control and socialize their 

children (Baumrind, 1991).  Parental responsiveness and parental demandingness 

capture two important elements of parenting (Maccoby & Martin, 1983) that when 

considered together outline several different typologies of parenting styles.  Parental 

responsiveness (also referred to as parental warmth or supportiveness) corresponds to 

“the extent to which parents intentionally foster individuality, self-regulation, and self-

assertion by being attuned, supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special needs and 

demands” (Baumrind, 1991, p62).  Parental demandingness (also referred to as 
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behavioral control) corresponds to “the claims parents make on children to become 

integrated in the family whole, by their maturity demands, supervision, disciplinary 

efforts and willingness to confront the child who disobeys” (Baumrind, 1991, pp. 61-62).  

Of interest to this study are conceptualizations of the authoritarian, authoritative, 

and uninvolved typologies.  These parenting styles are categorized according to whether 

they are high or low on parental demandingness and responsivness and represent different 

naturally occurring patterns of values, practices, and behaviors (Baumrind, 1991).  The 

authoritarian parenting style involves power assertion without warmth, nurturance, or 

two-way communication; whereas the authoritative parenting style exerts power assertion 

accompanied by responsive attributes.  In this respect, authoritarian parents score high on 

demandingness (or power) but low on responsiveness (warmth), and authoritative parents 

score high on both demandingness and responsiveness.   Conversely, uninvolved parents 

are those who score low in both responsiveness and demandingness.  Taken to an 

extreme, these styles would include both rejecting-neglecting and neglectful parents. 

 The present study was designed to measure the behavioral tendencies that are 

associated with each of the preceding parenting styles, rather than the typologies per say.  

A team of researchers (Robinson, Mandleco, Frost Olsen, & Hart; 1995) developed the 

“Parenting Styles & Dimensions Questionnaire” (PSDQ), to measure parenting practices 

associated with Baumrind’s authoritative, authoritarian, and permissive typologies 

(1971).  Adaptive behaviors that I hypothesize to be predicted by guilt reactions to 

children’s problem behavior include the subfactor of reasoning/induction as related to the 

Authoritative Parenting Style (e.g., explains consequences of the child’s behavior, gives 
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reasons why rules should be obeyed, helps child to understand the impact of behavior by 

encouraging child to talk about the consequences of his/her actions, explains to child how 

parent feels about child’s bad behavior). As already discussed, guilt has been 

conceptualized to be the more constructive emotion that orients individual’s attention 

empathically on others and on fixing the problem (Tangney & Dearing, 2002); thus, 

feelings of vicarious guilt might serve to motivate parents to be especially likely to take 

the extra effort required to help their child understand why what they did was wrong and 

to support their child unconditionally.  Specifically, I hypothesize, that feelings of 

vicarious guilt, but not shame will predict higher levels of inductive responses to children 

immediately following the child’s behavior.       

 Whereas vicarious guilt is hypothesized to predict adaptive parenting responses, 

vicarious shame is predicted to lead to either of two very different types of maladaptive 

disciplinary responses to their children’s wrongdoing.  In a book chapter discussing the 

relationship between shame and anger, Tangney and Dearing (2002) state that people in 

the midst of a shame experience can take two different paths to cope with or contain the 

hateful emotion.  On one hand, individuals can take the escape route, seeking to hide and 

withdraw from the shame-inducing event (H. B. Lewis, 1971; Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; 

Tangney, 1993b).  On the other hand, individuals may pour blame and anger onto others 

knowledgeable of the negative event, which in the case of vicarious shame, would most 

likely be the person directly responsible for the wrong-doing.  For example, across a 

series of studies, proneness to shame was significantly and positively correlated with 

externalized blame and trait anger (Tangney, 1994; Tangney, Wagner, Burggraf, et al., 
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1991; Tangney et al,1992; Tangney, 1993a, 1994, 1995a, 1995b).  Interestingly, there are 

two broad types of disciplinary reactions that conceptually correspond with these two 

coping crossroads that individuals experiencing shame can take.  The subsequent 

discussion describes aggressive and passive discipline styles that are hypothesized to be 

predicted by vicarious shame, but not guilt.  

 Maladaptive behaviors hypothesized to be influenced by shame reactions include 

the following subfactors related to Authoritarian Parenting Style: physical coercion (e.g. 

using physical punishment as a way of disciplining the child, such as spanking, slapping, 

or grabbing the child when disobedient), verbal hostility (e.g., shouts or yells when child 

misbehaves, scolds and criticizes the child), punishes by taking privileges away from 

child or putting the child off somewhere alone with little if any explanations, uses threats 

as punishment with little or no justification, and uses “because I said so,” or “I am your 

parent and I want you to” as explanations for why the child has to conform to parent’s 

request).  

Some of the behaviors discussed under the categorization of parenting styles 

overlap with behaviors that other researchers have categorized as dysfunctional 

discipline.  For example, physical coercion and verbal hostility both correspond to what 

Arnold et al. (1993) and others have labeled as overreactive or harsh discipline.   

Because shame has been linked to aggressive tendencies, my hypothesis is that shame, 

but not guilt, will predict overreactive and harsh discipline to a greater degree than 

vicarious guilt immediately following a child’s wrong-doing, but that this relationship 

will be moderated by feelings of anger.  
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An alternative hypothesis is that shame, rather than predicting harsh or 

overreactive parenting, may predict discipline that is more consistent with distancing 

types of behavior empirically linked to shame (Tangney et al., 2002).  According to the 

PSDQ, behaviors corresponding to a Permissive Parenting Style, includes failing to 

follow through with punishments and giving in to the child.  According to The Parenting 

Scale (Arnold, et al., 1993), a conceptually similar type of dysfunctional discipline, called 

lax parenting, also includes behaviors such as letting bad behavior go, especially if the 

child is sorry, or coaxing or begging the child to stop.  The general disengaged nature of 

these lax or permissive disciplinary responses seem to convey a similar quality of 

distancing or avoidance associated with shame.  Thus, I hypothesize that vicarious 

shame, but not guilt will predict lax discipline.   

Overview of Study 2 
 
 The proposed follow-up study represents a 3 (public evaluation: supportive vs. 

judgmental vs. neutral) X 2 (parent-child interdependence deficiency: low vs. high) 

factorial design. A summary of the primary hypotheses are as follows:  

Effects of Independent Variables on Emotion 
 

Hypothesis1: Higher levels of Interpersonal Deficiency will cause parents to feel 

more vicarious guilt, but not shame.  

Hypothesis 2:  The type of publicity (supportive, negative judgment, or neutral) 

will influence participants’ feelings of vicarious shame but not guilt. Specifically, 

compared to the neutral condition, participants are expected to be buffered from 

feelings of vicarious shame when an observer is perceived to be supportive, but 
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will feel more feelings of vicarious shame when the observer is perceived as 

judgmental. 

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of vicarious guilt, but not shame, are hypothesized to 

predict adaptive disciplinary reactions.  Specifically, guilt is hypothesized to 

predict higher ratings of inductive reasoning immediately after a child does 

something wrong.   

Hypothesis 4: Higher levels of vicarious shame, but not guilt, are hypothesized to 

predict maladaptive disciplinary reactions.   

 

Methods  

Overview 

To test these hypotheses, I adopted a procedure commonly used for research 

exploring parents’ reactions to children’s behavior (Coplan et al, 2002; Hastings & 

Grusec, 1998; Lopez et al, 2002; Mills & Rubin, 1990).  Parents were asked to imagine 

themselves in a hypothetical scenario, described in a short vignette, where their child hurt 

another child.  To manipulate the type of publicity, variations of the vignette were made 

to include a description of an adult who witnessed the event who was either supportive or 

critical.  Before reading the vignette, parents completed a modified “ease of recall” task 

to manipulate their self- perceptions of interpersonal deficiency.  After reading the 

vignette, parents were asked to rate what their cognitive, emotional, and behavioral 

reactions would be to the negative event had it actually occurred.  One of the advantages 

of using this procedure, rather than asking participants to provide narratives of actual past 
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events, is that it reduces noise associated with features surrounding the negative event.  

For instance, I avoided variability regarding the age of the child, which might otherwise 

have reduced the ability to measure discrete discipline strategies that are developmentally 

specific (e.g., spanking is reserved for younger children).  Moreover, I avoided variability 

regarding the time that elapsed since the negative event, which might have influenced the 

intensity of participants’ emotional recall.    

Participants 

Participants were 129 mothers recruited from 9 locations who were entered in a 

raffle to win 1 of 6 $50.00 cash prizes.  From the Tucson, Arizona area, 28 participants 

were recruited from the Southern quadrant of Arizona’s Girl Scouts of America, 27 from 

Tucson Raquet Club, 11 from Fountain of Life Lutheran Church, 4 from Barbizon 

Modeling and Talent Agency, 1 from Mini-Skool, and 1 from Puschridge Elementary 

School.  Eleven participants were recruited from Our Redeemer Lutheran Church, 

Forsyth, Illinois; 7 from Austin Mama’s, Austin, Texas; and 37 were referrals from other 

participants in the study.  The data for 6 participants were excluded because initial coding 

of the parents’ narratives revealed that they those participants did not follow instructions 

for the ease of recall task, used to manipulate participants’ perceptions of control over 

their children.  Specifically, 2 mothers asked to recall 2 events recalled 0, and 4 

participants asked to recall 8 events reported 3 or less.  The 123 remaining participants 

were included in the final data set, which included 26 from Girl Scouts of America, 26 

from Tucson Raquet Club, 11 from Fountain of Life Lutheran Church, 3 from Barbizon 

Modeling and Talent Agency, 1 from Mini-Skool, and 1 from Puschridge Elementary 
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School, 11 from Our Redeemer Lutheran Church, 7 from Austin Mama’s, and 35 from 

referrals. 

The distribution of participants’ ethnic background was as follows: 82.9% 

Caucasian (n =102); 6.5% Latino (n =8); 2.4 % Black American (n = 3); .8% Asian 

American (n = 1); 2.4% other (n = 3); 4.9% did not respond (n = 6).  Eighty-three 

percent of participants from this study were married (n = 102), 4% were single (n = 5), 

1.6% were widowed (n = 2), and 9% were in another arrangement (n = 7.3), and 4.1% did 

not respond (n = 5 ). Participants’ current annual income broke down into the following 

categories: 3.3% at $15,000 or below (n = 4), 1.6% at $15,000 - $30,000 (n = 2), 56.1% 

at $30,000 - $60,000 (n = 69), 32.5% at $60,000 - $100,000 (n = 40), 8% at 100,000 or 

above (n = 7).  Participants’ highest level of education was as follows: 3.3% were high 

school graduates (n = 4), 14.6% had some college or trade school (n = 18), 44.7% were 

college or trade school graduates (n = 55), and 22% had an advanced or professional 

degree (n =27). 

 

Procedure 

Mothers received a flyer that invited them to participate in a “study regarding the 

psychology of family relationships.”  Respondents were sent a link to an on-line version 

of the survey to complete, which automatically stored their data.  Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of six conditions and given the corresponding version of the 

survey.  The first section of the survey included the parent interdependent deficiency 

manipulation and a vignette story that described a child who participants were asked to 
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imagine as their own, physically harming another child in the presence of themselves and 

another adult who was described as either a supportive, critical, or neutral.  The second 

section of the survey assessed mothers’ predicted emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

reactions to the hypothetical event.  The third section included a filler vignette, in which 

participants were asked to rate their emotional reactions to a hypothetical situation in 

which their child did something positive.  The final section of the survey asked for 

participants’ demographic information.   

Control Deficiency 
 
 Loosely based on Higgin’s (1986) procedures for eliciting self discrepancies, a 

two part procedure was designed to manipulate mothers’ perceptions of themselves as 

either maintaining sufficient control over their child relative to typical parent-child 

relationship standards (e.g., low control deficiency) or lacking control (e.g., high control 

deficiency).  The purpose of the first part of the procedure was to assess participants’ 

perceptions of how much control they thought parents should have over their children.  

Thus, participants were asked to complete the same set of questions used in Study 1 that 

measured their personal standards for how much influence and control parents in general 

ought to have over their children.   

The purpose of the second part of the procedure was designed to manipulate 

whether participants’ perceptions of control of their child deviated from the standards 

they reported in the previous measure.  Drawing from Schwarz et al.’s (1991) “ease of 

recall” procedures used in past research to manipulate self-perceptions, participants were 

asked to describe personal examples of past experiences when they successfully 
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influenced or controlled their child’s behavior. Schwarz and colleagues showed that 

participants judge something to be true to the extent that the process of recalling 

consistent examples from memory feels easy.  For example, individuals reported being 

more similar to a target after following instructions to generate only three similarities to 

the target (e.g. an easier task)  than after following instructions to generate eight 

similarities (e.g. a more difficult task ).  Similarly, participants were instructed to either 

generate two or eight past instances when they successfully controlled their child’s 

behavior 

Thus, the first task was designed to prime an ought standard, which in conjunction 

with the second task, designed to prime positive or negative actual self states, was 

expected to evoke self-perceptions of either achieving (e.g., low control deficiency) or 

falling short of parent-child interdependence standards (e.g., high control deficiency).   

Type of Publicity 
 
  To manipulate the type of publicity surrounding the negative event, different 

descriptions of an adult who was said to witness the hypothetical wrong-doing of the 

child were inserted in three versions of the vignette.  Drawing from previous work that 

has primed supportive and judgmental relational schemas (Pierce & Lydon, 1998), the 

following descriptions of the observer were given in the vignettes: 

Social support: “...a well-respected neighbor who has been a good source 
of support to you over the past year...a very understanding and 
caring person.” 

Negative Evaluation: “…a well-respected neighbor who has been 
somewhat of a thorn in your side over the past year…a very 
critical and opinionated person.” 

Neutral: “…a well-respected neighbor you’ve known for over a year 
now.” 
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Vignette of Child-caused wrong-doing 
 

To explore mothers’ shame and guilt reactions to events where their child behaves 

badly, participants were asked to imagine themselves in a hypothetical scenario involving 

their child acting aggressively against another child in a public situation.  Drawing from 

procedures used in past research exploring people’s reactions to other’s negative behavior 

(Hastings & Grusec, 1998; Hastings, Lagace-Seguin, Mouton, 2002; Lopez et al, 2002; 

Mills & Rubin, 1990; Smith et al., 2002), participants were instructed to read the 

following vignette while trying to envision the situation as vividly as possible and trying 

to imagine how they would feel and think in response to the event: 

Imagine that you are in your home with your 6 year old son and 
the neighbor’s 4 year old son, who has been left in your care for the 
afternoon.  As you are sitting on the floor reading a story book to them 
both, you hear the doorbell ring.  You hand the book off to your son and 
tell him to watch the younger one while you go answer the door. 

You look through the peep hole to see who is there before opening 
the door. You see that it’s a well respected neighbor you’ve known for 
over a year now (vs. social support or negative evaluation manipulation). 
When you open the door, your neighbor asks if she could borrow a cup of 
milk for a recipe she’s in the middle of preparing.  You show her in and as 
the two of you are walking toward the kitchen, you suddenly hear a very 
loud commotion coming from your son’s room. You both race from the 
kitchen into his bedroom to see what’s wrong. 

You and your neighbor arrive just in time to watch your son 
angrily strike the younger boy in the face with a large metal toy truck. You 
grab the truck from his hand just before he’s able to bring it down for a 
second blow. The little boy has broken into piercing cries and blood is 
flowing from a cut in his lip.  Your son angrily states that the little boy 
wouldn’t give him back his favorite transformer. 
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Measures 

 As in Study 1, all ratings will be made on a 7 point Likert scale, ranging from 1= 

strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 

Manipulation Checks 
 

Control Deficiency: It was easy recalling instances of past events where I 

influenced my child’s behavior; I feel that most parents may be better able to control their 

children compared to myself; I feel confident about my ability to influence my children’s 

behavior (see Appendix B). 

Type of Publicity:  The neighbor described in the vignette was a supportive and 

caring person.   

Cognitive Appraisals 
 

The same event appraisals were measured as in Study 13.  

Emotional Reactions 
 Vicarious shame and guilt will be measured using the same emotion items 

described in Study 1.  Additionally, an angry composite will be measured using the 

following emotion items: anger, disgusted, offended.   

Behavioral Reactions 
 
 Finally, participants were asked to rate how much they would engage in the following 

disciplinary strategies (see Appendix C).  Specifically, participants were asked to rate the degree 

to which they would engage in two types of maladaptive disciplines measured by “The Parenting 

                                                 
3 Additional publicity-related items were included in the questionnaire (see Appendix B), but are not 
described in the methods section because analysis did not reveal any effects of condition on them.  These 
items included: To what extent would you wish the neighbor had not witnessed your child’s actions; How 
concerned would you be that the neighbor might lose respect for you; How concerned would you be that 
the neighbor might think less of you because of your child’s behavior; How concerned would you be that 
the neighbor might tell others about your child’s behavior? 
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Scale” (Arnold, O’Leary, Wolff, & Acker, 1993).  See Appendix B for descriptions of the ten 

items used to measure Laxness and of the ten items designed to measure Overreactivity.  To 

assess adaptive discipline, eight items from “The Parenting Styles & Dimensions Questionnaire” 

(Robinson, Mandleco, Olsen, & Hart, 1995) will be used to measure Induction and 

warmth/support.    

Results  

Before testing the primary hypotheses, I conducted a series of multiple regression 

analyses to replicate findings from Study 1. Thus, the results are organized into the 

following sections: 1) Initial Descriptive Analyses, 2) Replication Analyses, 3) Testing 

Primary Hypotheses, 4) Secondary Analyses on Shame-related Processes, 5) Secondary 

Analyses on Guilt-related Processes, and 6) the Relationship between Moral Emotion and 

Discipline Strategy.    

Initial Analysis 
 
Descriptive Analyses 
 

Means. Table 4 summarizes the means and correlations for emotion ratings, 

manipulation checks, and discipline strategies. Interestingly, feelings of guilt, M = 4.48, 

were significantly higher than feelings of shame M = 3.894. Consistent with Study 1, 

initial correlation analysis revealed that ratings of shame and guilt were significantly 

related but still distinct, r = .67, p < .001.  In terms of discipline, mothers said they would 

be most likely to use inductive punishment, M = 6.30, followed by removal of warmth, M 

= 3.20, overreactivity, M = 2.15, and then laxness, M =1.68. 

                                                 
4 Pairwise comparisons did not reveal a difference between mean ratings of shame and guilt in Study 1, p > 
.05. 
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 Table 4 
 

Means & Bivariate Correlations between type of moral emotion, manipulation checks, & discipline strategies 
  

м 
 
SD 

 
Guil
t 

 
Shame 

 
Control 

 
Relative 
Deficienc
y 

 
Support 

 
Inductiv
e 

 
Remove 
Warmth 

 
Over- 
react 

 
Laxness 

 
Guilt 

 
4.48 

 
1.64 

 
-- 

        

 
Shame 

 
3.89 

 
1.27 

 
.67*

* 

 
-- 

       

 
Control 

 
5.26 

 
1.00 

 
.10 

 
.04 

 
-- 

      

Relative 
Deficienc
y 

 
.72 

 
.83 

 
.16 

 
.18* 

 
-.67 

 
-- 

     

 
Support 

 
3.79 

 
2.26 

 
.06 

 
.09 

 
-.04 

 
.04 

 
-- 

    

 
Inductive 

 
6.30 

 
.87 

 
.21* 

 
.09 

 
.16 

 
.09 

 
-.02 

 
-- 

   

Remove 
Warmth 

 
3.20 

 
1.56 

 
.09 

 
.36** 

 
-.04 

 
.03 

 
.22* 

 
-.05 

 
-- 

  

 
Overreact 

 
2.15 

 
.90 

 
.32*

* 

 
.45** 

 
-.15 

 
.15 

 
.23** 

 
-.03 

 
.50** 

 
-- 

 

 
Laxness 

 
1.68 

 
.86 

 
.08 

 
.09 

 
-.22* 

 
.01 

 
.07 

 
-.28** 

 
.00 

 
.36* 

 
-- 

Note:* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001



72 
 

 

Regression Analyses to test Replication of Findings from Study 1 

Unless indicated otherwise, I collapsed across condition for the following regression 

analyses in order to test whether basic effects from Study 1 replicate in the current 

sample. As in Study 1, when shame or guilt was treated as a dependent variable, I 

controlled for the co-variance of the other emotion.  

Replication Analyses for Appraisals and Moral Emotion.  An analysis where shame 

was regressed onto event appraisals publicity, intentionality, and harm to others 

replicated the finding that publicity predicted shame, β = .31, p  < .001. However, the 

predictive effect of intentionality on shame did not replicate, β = .10, p  > .05, and harm 

to others was also not significant, β = .-.03, p > .05.  Additional analysis showed that the 

relationship between publicity and shame was mediated by image threat, as in Study 1.  

That is publicity was a significant predictor of image threat, β = .61, p  < .001, and 

controlling for image threat significantly reduced the direct effect of publicity on shame, 

β = .14, p  > .05, Sobel test statistic (Sobel, 1982) = 3.53, p < .001.  

Consistent with the previous findings, when guilt was regressed onto the same event 

appraisals as above, harm to others significantly predicted guilt, β = .26, p  < .01 and 

image threat did not, β = -.04, p < .05; but intentionality had an unexpected negative 

relationship with guilt, β =      -.14, p <.05.  Finally, a separate analysis revealed that 

interdependence deficiency was not a significant predictor of guilt as in Study 1, β = .03, 

p  > .05. 
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In sum, the main mediational model predicting shame was replicated in the current 

study. In contrast, I did not replicate the overall relationship between interdependence 

deficiency and guilt. However, as I will describe below, this relationship might depend 

upon the experimental manipulation of deficiency prime. 

Manipulation Checks.  

I first conducted 2 (Deficiency Prime: 2 events/easy vs. 8 events/difficult) X 3 

(Publicity: supportive, neutral, critical) ANOVAs to test the effect of the manipulations 

on their corresponding manipulation checks. 

Type of Publicity.  An analysis on perceived support yielded the expected main 

effect of publicity on how supportive participants perceived the neighbor to be in the 

story, F(2, 122) = 54.13, p < .001.  Pairwise comparisons show the predicted pattern of 

results, where participants in the supportive condition, M=5.79, viewed the neighbor 

described in the story as more supportive than participants in the neutral, M=3.34, p < 

.001 and judgmental condition, M=2.15, p < .001, which also differed from each other, p 

< .001. No other effects were significant, all F’s < 1. 

 Ease of Recall: Deficiency Prime.  An analysis on how difficult participants 

perceived the task of recalling past events where they controlled their children yielded the 

predicted main effect of the Deficiency Prime, F (1, 122) = 7.88, p < .01.  Participants 

who recalled 8 events rated the task as more difficult, M=4.60, than those who recalled 2 

events, M=3.68.  However, an additional analysis on participants’ subsequent ratings of 

the control variable did not show the predicted main effect of the deficiency prime, F (1, 

122) = .01, p  >  .05.  No other effects were significant, all F’s < 1.  According to 
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Schwartz’s fluency model (Schwartz, Bless, Strack, Klumpp, Rittenauer-Schatka, & 

Simons, 1991), the differences in the difficulty ratings suggest that the priming 

manipulation may have mildly influenced participants, although evidently not enough to 

produce main effect differences in their conscious self-perceptions of control. 

Testing Primary Hypotheses 

Vicarious Shame and Guilt. To test the primary hypotheses for the study, I 

conducted a 2 (Deficiency Prime: 2 events/easy vs. 8 events/difficult ) X 3 (Type of 

Publicity: supportive vs. neutral vs. judgmental) X 2 (Moral Emotion: shame vs. guilt) 

mixed ANOVA.  I hypothesized a Deficiency X Type of Moral Emotion interaction, 

where deficiency prime was predicted to affect guilt, but not shame.  I further 

hypothesized a Type of Publicity X Type of Moral Emotion interaction, where publicity 

was predicted to affect shame, but not guilt. However, the analysis only revealed a main 

effect for type of emotion, where guilt ratings were higher than shame ratings across all 

conditions, F(1, 117) = 22.59, p < .001.  No other effects were significant, all F’s < 1. 

Secondary Analyses 

 Since the initial analysis failed to yield effects of condition on moral emotion, I 

conducted a series of follow up analyses as an alternative way to explore the predicted 

relationships that publicity and deficiency have with moral emotion.   

Type of Publicity and Shame 

A 2 (Deficiency) X 3 (Type of Publicity) ANCOVA, controlling for guilt revealed 

a trend toward a main effect of type of publicity on shame, F(2, 122) = 2.29, p =.11.  
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Next I tested my more specific hypotheses with pairwise comparisons which revealed 

that, as predicted, participants in the judgmental condition reported significantly more 

shame, M= 4.27, than did participants in the neutral condition M=  3.52, p < .05.  

However, unexpectedly, participants’ ratings of shame in the supportive condition, M = 

3.88, were not different than the other two conditions.  No other effects were significant, 

all F’s <  1. 

 The marginal effect of publicity tenuously supports the hypothesis that the nature 

of the publicity surrounding a negative event influences shame reactions. The tendency 

for judgmental observers to increase shame relative to neutral observers is consistent with 

the moral emotion literature that describes shame as an emotion resulting from the image 

threat triggered by others’ negative judgments (Ausubel, 1955; Campos et al., 1983; 

Crozier, 1998; Smith et al., 2002).  One might reason that the judgmental condition 

elicited higher shame than the neutral condition because it was more threatening to the 

participants.  However, subsequent analyses did not reveal any significant effects of 

condition on ratings of image threat, all F’s < 1.  I probed for other potential mediators to 

help explain the effect of the critical observer on shame by investigating whether this 

condition raised participants’ concerns that the observer would tell others about the 

child’s behavior or that the observer would lose respect for them, but analyses testing 

these predictions did not yield any significant effects, all F’s < 1.  Thus, future analyses 

are needed to explain the underlying processes that cause a critical observer to elevate 

feelings of shame.  

Exploratory analyses to further understand the effect of the supportive observer. 
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Given that the supportive condition caused participants to perceive the witness as 

less judgmental (as shown in the test of the manipulation check for perceived support), it 

is not clear why participants in this condition were not buffered from shame.  Possible 

explanations for this lack of an effect will be discussed in the General Discussion; 

however, I explored whether other information in the dataset might help explain why 

shame ratings between the judgmental and supportive conditions were not different, 

contemplating the possibility that shame reactions in these two conditions resulted from 

different processes.  Specifically, I took a closer look at image threat by breaking the 

general variable down into two more specific components: 1) self-image threat: concern 

about one’s own judgment of being a bad person because of the event, and 2) other-

image threat: concern about other people’s judgment that one is a bad person because of 

the event.  Items tapping into these two constructs were originally combined into one 

composite because they share a predominant concern about image threat which leads to a 

high correlation (r=.77, p < .001). However, I thought that considering the source of the 

threat (e.g. self vs. other) in relation to perceptions of supportiveness could provide a 

small clue to explain how shame experiences may have differed based on perceptions of 

the observer.  Specifically, I reasoned that a supportive observer might cue discrepancies 

with internal standards, whereas a critical observer might cue discrepancies with external 

standards and that both of these types of image threat could predict feelings of shame. 

An initial 2 (Deficiency Prime) X 3 (Type of Publicity) X 2 (Type of Image 

Threat: self vs. other) mixed ANOVA did not show an effect of condition on self vs other 

image threat, all F’s < 1.  However, although the manipulation of supportiveness did not 
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directly affect type of image threat, I explored the possibility of an indirect effect 

whereby ratings of supportiveness would be differentially related to these two different 

types of image threat.  Thus, I ran two regression analyses collapsed across publicity 

condition, where one type of image-threat was regressed onto perceptions of support 

while controlling for the other type of image threat.  Results showed that higher 

perceptions of support predicted greater self-image threat, β= .12, p < .05, and less other-

image threat, β= -.11, p < .05.  These findings may suggest the possibility that shame 

experiences involving supportive observers may result more from one’s own judgments 

than from a concern about others’ judgments, whereas the reverse may be true when 

situations involve critical observers. In support of this interpretation, bivariate correlation 

analyses indicate that both types of image threat relate to shame, r other = .63, p < .01, r self 

= .54, p < .01; although a simultaneous regression analysis (controlling for guilt) 

indicates that other image threat has the stronger unique effect on shame, βother = .32, p < 

.01, βself = .11, p > .05.  Future research needs to explore this new hypothesis stating that 

different types of image-threat mediate the effect of an observer on shame, while being 

careful to use measures that clearly differentiate between the two types of image threat to 

avoid the high degree of overlap in the present measures. 

Exploratory analyses to further examine the effect of the deficiency prime on guilt. 

Recall that the analyses of the manipulation checks for this prime suggested that 

even though participants had more difficulty retrieving instances of successful parental 

control in the eight-event condition, this did not translate into lower ratings of perceived 

control over their child. Given the lack of effect that this manipulation had on 
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participants’ sense of control over their children, it is perhaps not surprising that this 

manipulation did not influence ratings of guilt. I reasoned, however, that this 

manipulation might have been more effective at priming a sense of deficiency for those 

parents with a relatively higher relative deficiency score. I examined this possibility in the 

following moderated regression in which guilt was regressed onto the deficiency prime 

manipulation, relative deficiency ratings, and the interaction between the two (Baron & 

Kenny, 1986).  The event was dummy coded (0=easy recall, 1= difficult recall) and the 

relative deficiency variable was centered around the mean to reduce the threat of 

multicollinearity (Aiken & West, 1991). Shame was entered into Step 1 to control for its 

unique variance. Then, I entered the dummy coded deficiency prime variable and the 

centered relative deficiency scores into Step 2.  Finally, I entered the product term of 

deficiency prime X relative deficiency scores into Step 3, with ratings of guilt serving as 

the dependent variable.   

Deficiency prime moderated the relationship between self-perceptions of relative 

deficiency and feelings of guilt, β= -.29, p < .05 (see Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses 

revealed that higher relative deficiency scores predicted higher ratings of guilt among 

participants in the difficult event recall condition, β= .39, p < .01. However, this 

relationship was not significant in the easy event recall condition, β= .03, p > .05. In 

addition, difficulty of the event recall had a positive but non-significant relationship with 

guilt when relative deficiency scores were high, β= .16, p > .05, but this relationship was 

negative (though not significant) when relative deficiency was low β= -.21, p > .05. Thus, 

mothers who had higher relative deficiency scores made higher ratings of guilt when they 
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had more difficulty recalling previous events of having successfully controlled their 

child’s behavior.  According to Schwartz’s fluency model (Schwartz et al. 1991), one 

might interpret this finding to mean that mothers who already assessed themselves as 

deficient in parent-child interdependency are more prone to feelings of vicarious guilt in 

response to their child’s wrong-doings when the situation makes them feel as though they 

have little control over their child’s behavior.  Thus, this finding provides some support 

for the hypothesis that higher relative deficiency can increase mothers’ feelings of 

vicarious guilt. 

 

Figure 2 
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Moral Emotion predicting Discipline Strategy    

I anticipated that feelings of vicarious shame and guilt would differentially predict 

different types of discipline strategies.  Specifically, guilt was expected to predict 

adaptive discipline strategies (e.g., inductive styles), whereas shame was expected to 

predict maladaptive strategies (e.g. overreactivity, removal of warmth, and laxness). 

Initially, we ran separate 2 (event) X 3 (publicity) ANOVAs to test whether the 

conditions designed to uniquely produce higher levels shame vs. guilt (vice versa) 

subsequently yielded the predicted pattern of discipline outcomes described above.  

Accordingly, I anticipated a main effect of event recall for inductive discipline whereby 

the difficult event recall condition was predicted to yield higher inductive strategies than 

the easy event recall condition (due to the higher levels of guilt I predicted).  I also 

hypothesized main effects of publicity on maladaptive discipline strategies whereby the 

judgmental condition would yield the highest levels of overreactivity, removal of 

warmth, and laxness, with the supportive condition yielding the lowest, and levels in the 

neutral condition in between the other two (due to the predicted effects of publicity on 

shame).   

However, none of these hypotheses were supported. The only significant effect 

was a main effect for publicity on the analysis of removal of warmth, F(2, 122) = 3.11, p 

< .05.  Pairwise comparisons revealed that, contrary to the predictions, ratings of removal 

of warmth were higher in the supportive condition, M = 3.65, than in the neutral 

condition, M=2.81, p < .05, whereas ratings in the critical condition were not 
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significantly different than either of these conditions, M = 3.13.  No other effects on 

discipline were significant, all F’s < 1. Again, however, this lack of support for my 

hypotheses might not be surprising given that these manipulations did not have the 

expected main effects on the moral emotions predicted to mediate these behaviors.   

To further investigate the direct relationship between type of moral emotion and 

discipline strategy, I conducted a series of regression analyses collapsed across the 

manipulated variables, in which each type of discipline strategy was regressed onto 

shame and guilt simultaneously.  Consistent with the predictions, guilt but not shame 

predicted inductive discipline, βguilt = .28, p < .05 vs. βshame= -.10, p > .05.  Moreover, 

removal of warmth was negatively predicted by guilt, βguilt = -.28, p < .05, whereas it was 

positively predicted by shame, βshame= .54, p < .001.  In addition, shame but not guilt 

predicted higher ratings of overreactivity, βshame= .41, p < .001 vs. βguilt = .05, p >.05.  

Finally, laxness was unrelated to shame and guilt, βshame= .07, p > .05 vs. βguilt = .03, p 

>.05.  Thus, the results strongly support the hypotheses that guilt promotes the tendency 

to engage in adaptive disciplinary styles, whereas shame promotes the tendency to 

engage in maladaptive disciplinary styles.   

DISCUSSION 

One of the primary purposes for this study was to examine the causal influence of 

two cognitive appraisals (e.g., publicity and interdependence deficiency) that uniquely 

predicted vicarious shame and guilt in Study 1. The first goal was to test the hypothesis 

that the nature of the publicity surrounding a child’s wrongdoing (e.g., the presence of 
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supportive versus critical observers) differentially influences the degree to which mothers 

experience vicarious shame, but not guilt.  Specifically, I predicted that mothers would 

experience less vicarious shame when supportive others witnessed the negative event, 

and more shame when critical others were present.  The results revealed that as expected, 

participants in the critical condition reported higher levels of shame than participants in 

the control condition.  Contrary to the predictions, participants in the supportive condition 

did not report lower levels of shame.  In the general discussion section, I present possible 

reasons why participants in the supportive condition did not feel less shame than 

participants in the other conditions, focusing on the relationship that emerged in 

exploratory analyses between different types of image-threat and perceptions of 

supportiveness.  

Secondly, I attempted to manipulate mothers’ perceptions of control over their 

children relative to perceived normative standards, to test the hypothesis that higher 

levels of deficiency increase reactions of guilt, but not shame.  Although the primary test 

of the hypothesis did not reveal the predicted main effect of event recall on guilt ratings, 

secondary analyses yielded partial support for the hypothesis.  Specifically, participants 

in difficult recall conditions made higher guilt ratings to the extent that their base 

discrepancies were larger. 

The final purpose of this study was to test the hypothesis that vicarious shame 

uniquely predicts maladaptive discipline strategies (e.g., overreactivity, removal of 

warmth, and laxness), whereas guilt uniquely predicts adaptive discipline strategies (e.g. 

induction).  Consistent with the hypothesis, shame predicted higher ratings of 
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overreactive discipline and removal of warmth.  Moreover, guilt predicted higher ratings 

of inductive discipline and lower ratings of removal of warmth.   
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Chapter 4 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

At the start of this paper, I introduced the current research project by considering 

the impact that parental emotion has on the quality of parenting behavior.  With very little 

prior research focused on the effects of discrete parental emotions in disciplinary 

situations, and even less on the effects of moral emotions, the general aim of the present 

research was to fill this gap by examining parents’ shame and guilt reactions to their 

children’s transgressions.  My research sought to answer the following question: if 

children’s wrong-doings cause their parents to feel vicarious shame and vicarious guilt, 

would each emotion be uniquely predicted by the same appraisals that predicted them in 

non-parenting domains, or would it be beneficial to take a new perspective on some of 

the appraisals previously considered in the moral emotion literature?  An additional 

research goal, which recalls the opening thought, was to test whether shame and guilt 

differentially impact the quality of parenting behavior.  Of these goals, the findings 

related to parenting behavior proved to be the most robust and meaningful. 

Implications 

The significance of Shame and Guilt for Parenting Strategies 

The current research provides some of the first empirical evidence that shame and 

guilt have potentially serious implications for the quality of parenting behavior.  Across 
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both studies, findings supported our hypothesis that guilt predicts parents’ adaptive 

responses to children’s wrong-doings and shame predicts maladaptive responses.  

Findings from Study 1 were consistent with previous research that links other-caused 

shame to distancing behavior and other-caused guilt to approach behavior (Schmader & 

Lickel, 2006).  Specifically, shame predicted the degree to which parents distanced 

themselves from the negative event and wanted to repair their own image.  In contrast, 

guilt predicted parents’ effort to repair and apologize for the damages caused by their 

child’s behavior.  Whereas these findings provide converging evidence of general 

approach and distancing behavioral tendencies, the diversity of participants’ narratives 

and the ages of the children who committed the wrongful acts limited our ability to 

measure more specific forms of discipline behavior. 

In Study 2, I used a vignette paradigm, in which all mothers were asked to 

imagine their child at the same age committing the same wrong-doing, which enabled me 

to test the degree to which shame and guilt uniquely predict discrete disciplinary actions 

that family studies psychologists have already identified as adaptive and maladaptive. 

The finding that mothers who felt more intense feelings of guilt said they would be more 

likely to use inductive strategies in response to their child’s bad behavior, and less likely 

to remove feelings of warmth, strongly supports our hypothesis that guilt is related to 

adaptive forms of discipline.  Consistent with the hypothesis that shame relates to more 

maladaptive discipline, mothers who felt more intense feelings of shame were more 

likely to say that they would use harsh punishment and remove emotional warmth from 

their child in response to the negative event they imagined.   
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These disciplinary findings are significant for different theoretical reasons.  

Researchers of moral emotions haven’t been terribly successful at providing empirical 

evidence to support their theoretical arguments about the unique motivational effects of 

shame and guilt on behavior.  The finding that shame predicted two types of discipline 

that the parenting literature has identified as maladaptive, and that guilt predicted more 

adaptive discipline and less maladaptive discipline, provides empirical evidence that is 

consistent with contemporary perspectives on the motivational impact of these moral 

emotions.     

Perhaps of even greater significance is that the behavioral findings from this 

research extend into the parenting literature and have important implications for 

predicting parents’ responses to their children’s misconduct.  The current research 

advances previous empirical work on the relationship between parents’ emotional state 

and parenting behavior, which has been primarily limited to general mood states and 

anger, by demonstrating that two discrete and positively related moral emotions have 

completely opposite unique relationships with different types of discipline that vary in 

terms of how constructive they are considered to be.  Moreover, the set of behavioral 

findings that correspond to shame and guilt individually can be applied to unique sets of 

concerns related to the quality of child-care.  One set of concerns connects to healthy 

parent-child interactions and asks how it can be promoted, whereas the other set pertains 

to child abuse and asks how it can be prevented.  

The present research did not examine child abuse, nor did the participants’ 

responses signal abuse; however, the behavioral tendencies we found associated with 
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shame across both studies raise red flags.  In both studies, parents who felt higher levels 

of shame said that they did (or would) punish their children more severely than parents 

who felt lower levels of shame.  For the parents who participated in Study 2, the harsh 

punishment composite included items like slapping, hitting, spanking, yelling, and 

swearing at one’s child.  These behaviors, if severe enough to cause physical, emotional 

or mental injury would be considered abuse by many states’ departments of child 

protective services.   The fact that shame predicted higher ratings of these types of actions 

is noteworthy, and is also consistent with research on shame and rage. 

The disconcerting trend described in the previous paragraph corresponds with 

research showing that shame-prone individuals are more likely than guilt-prone 

individuals to physically and verbally lash out in anger against others to whom they have 

externalized blame (Tangney, Wagner, Hansbarger, & Gramzow, 1991; Tangney, 

Wagner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992).  Individuals feeling shame for their own misdeeds 

have a tendency to blame others for their painful emotional experience because that 

person’s presence signals negative judgment and intensifies the wrong-doer’s sense of 

image threat. If shamed individuals have the tendency to lash out at blameless observers, 

it seems even more likely that an innocent person who experiences vicarious shame in 

response to another person’s wrong-doing may be even more likely to react harshly to the 

wrong-doer—as if to punish the other person for doing something bad that threatened 

their image and caused them to feel badly.  Again, results from Study 1 revealed that 

parents who felt shame strongly indicated that they were especially motivated to repair 

their own image. 
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The more parents’ attention is consumed by efforts to repair their image and to 

escape from the shame-eliciting event, the less able they will be to take their child’s 

perspective (Feshbach, 1975; Coke, Batson, & McDavis, 1978; Davis, 1980; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002, p 83)—a decrement which arguably interferes with parents’ ability to 

accurately identify the source of their child’s misconduct and to subsequently address the 

problem sensitively and effectively.  In fact, empathy, which hinges upon perspective-

taking, has been identified as a critical contributing factor to positive parent-child 

relationships (Feshbach, 1987).  In stark contrast to empathetic perspective-taking, 

mothers who felt more shame in Study 2 were more likely to say that they would be less 

responsive to their child’s needs, less understanding of their child’s emotions, and less 

likely to praise their child following an event like the one they imagined.  From a 

conceptual perspective, they were more likely to punish their children by removing their 

warmth and love.  In other words, shame predicted the degree to which mothers said they 

would omit important parenting practices.   If these omissions were to ever reach a level 

of severity that exposed a child to substantial risk of physical or mental harm, they could 

legally be considered neglect. 

Guilt’s relationship with behavioral tendencies, like wanting to explain the 

consequences of the child’s bad behavior and the reasons why rules, such “not hitting,” 

should be followed, and wanting to talk about emotions involved in behavior problems 

(e.g. all inductive discipline strategies), appears to paint a more positive picture about the 

role that moral emotions can play in parenting strategies.  Although it is tempting to infer 

that guilt actively promotes healthy parenting practices, the correlational nature of our 
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findings clearly limits our ability to infer that guilt causes parents to choose adaptive 

discipline strategies and to avoid maladaptive ones, whereas shame causes parents to use 

maladaptive discipline.  Thus, future research needs to develop experimental methods 

that successfully manipulate shame and guilt responses to test their causal effect on 

discipline choice. Such research would need to develop powerful enough manipulations 

to create different levels of shame and guilt that would allow statistical analysis to detect 

between subjects differences in discipline choice that result from the type and level of 

moral emotion experienced.  As indicated by the weak effects of our independent 

variables on moral emotion in Study 2, creating sufficiently strong manipulations often 

proves challenging for researchers studying shame and guilt.  Nonetheless, such an 

endeavor represents an important next step because the findings from the current project 

suggest that shame and guilt may actively play important and very different roles in 

determining how parents respond to their children’s bad behavior. 

If future research were to establish a causal relationship between the type of moral 

emotion and discipline choice, and also to establish the finding that severe feelings of 

shame contribute to child abuse and neglect, then the foundation would be laid for 

subsequent research to explore whether interventions could be created to help at-risk 

parents re-construct their appraisals about their child’s bad behavior so that they are be 

more likely to experience guilt versus shame.  Indirect support for this idea comes from 

cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), a well-researched and popular intervention used by 

clinical psychologists.  The effectiveness of CBT revolves around teaching clients to 

reframe their cognitive appraisals of life events so to decrease debilitating emotional 
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experiences, like depression and anxiety, and increase positive emotions (Bledsoe & 

Grote, 2006; Dalle, Calugi, & Brambilla, 2007; Gelhart, Hand-Ronga, & King, 2002; 

Linden, 2006).  In light of the degree to which guilt helps parents use adaptive discipline 

strategies and avoid maladaptive strategies, perhaps specific CBT interventions could be 

designed to train abusive or at-risk parents how to make guilt-related appraisals rather 

than shame-related appraisals.  To this end, a thorough understanding of the cognitive 

appraisals that differentially predict shame and guilt is required.    

The role of publicity in shame experiences. 

 Parents’ perceptions about how public their child’s wrong-doing predicted their 

feelings of shame, which is consistent with perspectives that shame is a more public 

emotion than guilt (Smith et al., 2002).  Moreover, across both of the studies, 

meditational regression analysis yielded convergent evidence that the reason parents who 

appraised the negative event as more public reported stronger feelings of shame was 

because their image felt threatened.  The wrong-doer, or individuals associated with the 

wrong-doer, may feel a greater sense of threat when the nature of the situation increases 

the potential for being negatively evaluated by others. This finding, initially observed in 

Study 1, suggested that if a person had reason to believe that the public exposure of a 

transgression would not lead to negative judgment, then the person would feel less 

shame.   I further reasoned that the degree to which observers are perceived as supportive 

versus judgmental might actually serve to buffer people from feelings of shame.   

 The data from Study 2 provided partial support for the hypothesis regarding the 

effects of different types of public situations on participants’ ratings of shame.  
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Consistent with the predictions, the results revealed that participants who imagined their 

child misbehaving in the presence of a critical observer reported higher levels of shame 

than participants in the neutral condition.  Although shame ratings of participants in the 

critical public condition tended to be higher than ratings made by participants who 

imagined their child misbehaving in front of a supportive observer, the difference was not 

significant.  Thus, the data did not support the prediction that social support would buffer 

individuals from shame.   

The lack of evidence for the buffering hypothesis of a supportive observer is 

surprising since participants in the supportive condition rated the observer as more 

supportive than did participants in either of the critical or neutral conditions.  I was also 

surprised to observe that the supportive condition did not protect parents’ image from a 

sense of threat.  In an effort to gain some insight from the data, I followed up with 

exploratory analysis suggesting that perceiving an observer as supportive might still 

predict appraisals related to shame.  Specifically, participants who reported the observer 

as more supportive were more likely to experience image threat rooted in one’s personal 

judgments, and less likely to experience image threat rooted in others’ judgments.  

One explanation for these findings could be that the publicity manipulation 

influenced participants’ liking for the observer.  The portrayal of the neighbor as 

someone who was caring and understanding (e.g., supportive condition) could have easily 

elevated participants’ impression of the woman higher than the portrayal of her as a 

neighbor who was critical and opinionated (critical condition).  Since people’s liking of 

others shares a strong relationship with how similar they feel to themselves (Berscheid & 
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Reis, 1998; Byrne & Nelson, 1965; Byrne, 1997), imagining a liked other may have 

caused participants to judge the negative event in relation to their own personal standards.  

Feeling similar to another may have fostered the impression that both people (the 

participant and the observer) would make similar judgments about the event; therefore, 

the participants’ personal moral standards of behavior, that they imagined their child had 

violated, may have been salient.  Subsequently, negative evaluations which caused the 

mother’s self-image to be threatened may have been based on her own personal 

judgments, as our findings suggest.  An observer perceived as dissimilar would have been 

less likely to prime the participants’ personal standards.  As our data suggests, 

participants who perceived the observer as dissimilar may have focused more on the 

observer’s judgments rather than on their own, which also could have threatened 

participants’ self-image.   

An implication of this post-hoc interpretation is that presence of supportive others 

will not help to buffer feelings of shame in scenarios where the child’s misconduct has 

personally violated the parent’s personal standard for behavior.  Imagining one’s child 

physically harm a younger child is bound to be judged as unambiguously bad by most 

parents.  In fact, research demonstrates that parents react especially strongly when their 

child harms another child compared to other violations (Lopez et al, 2002).  There may 

be no way to avoid feeling some amount of shame when one’s child does something that 

is undeniably wrong.  However, the question still remains whether the type of publicity 

will differentially influence shame responses if the wrongness or blameworthiness of the 

child’s behavior is more ambiguous.  Smith et al. (2002) demonstrated that individuals 
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who imagined committing a transgression that they personally didn’t view as immoral 

made higher shame ratings if a real or imagined other was described as being present.  

Many parents can probably think of examples of behavior they let their children “get 

away with” in the privacy of their own home because it doesn’t personally bother them, 

but that would cause them to feel ashamed if it were enacted in the presence of others.  

The supportiveness of observers might buffer parents from shame in public situations 

where they would only find fault in their children’s conduct because of other people’s 

reactions.  This remains an important theoretical question because of its applied 

significance for professionals like elementary principals and teachers, who must regularly 

communicate with parents about their children’s classroom behavior.  Perceptions of 

supportiveness may help to guard parents who receive unpleasant feedback about their 

children’s questionable behavior from feeling shame, which my results suggest may 

cause them to take less effective measures in correcting their child’s behavior.   

In spite of these suggestive patterns, the results from Study 2 primarily failed to 

support the hypothesis that social support buffers individuals from shame.  Since much of 

the literature on social support is on the positive effects of support on various indexes of 

well-being, it is important to consider potential reasons why a buffering effect was not 

observed in the present study. 

It is also worth noting that my method of examining support effects on negative 

emotion differs substantially from prior research on the stress-buffering effects of social 

support. Previous research on social support has primarily focused on the buffering effect 

of support on global outcome measures of psychological well-being; depression, anxiety, 
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and anger; or general symptomatology in chronically stressful situations (e.g., dealing 

with disease, PTSD, economic hardship, and single-home parenting, or in response to 

major life events like job loss or job disruption). These measures of psychological well-

being tend to share a relatively macro level of analysis, exploring how well people cope 

with difficult situations, instead of focusing on specific emotional reactions to a discrete 

event. The data might indicate that the buffering hypothesis does not generalize well to 

discrete emotional processes.  Moreover, the finding that participants in the supportive 

condition reported similar levels of shame ratings to those made by participants in the 

critical condition supports the reverse-buffering effect.   The reverse-buffering effect 

states sometimes the presence of social support may function to strengthen the 

relationship between certain types of stress and individual strains instead of facilitate 

coping strategies (Cohen and Wills, 1985).  

Finally, it is possible that the vignette methodology used in Study 2 was not 

powerful enough to test the moderating effect of a supportive observer. Vignette 

paradigms have the advantage of increased experimental control, expedient data 

collection, and the ability to address a wider range of hypotheses.  However, some have 

criticized the use of vignette paradigms to study emotion because participants’ responses 

reflect cognitive processes instead of experientially based emotional-processes (Robinson 

& Clore, 2002).  From this perspective, the publicity manipulation may not have 

influenced participants’ reactions for two reasons.  First, the different descriptions of the 

neighbor may not have been powerful enough to create the same kind of visceral 

emotional experience associated with shame.  Secondly, even though the publicity 
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manipulation influenced participants’ perceptions of supportiveness in the predicted 

direction, they may not have accurately judged how the presence of a supportive person 

would influence their ability to cope with the shame-eliciting event, had it occurred in 

reality. Research on affective forecasting by Wilson and Gilbert (2005) shows that people 

do poorly at predicting their emotional responses to anticipated negative events.  More 

specifically, people often underestimate their own coping skills, causing them to 

overestimate how bad they will feel in undesirable situations.   

To address this methodological limitation, future research may need to adopt 

methods that are more likely to capture experientially-based emotions.  Although 

participant recruitment would be more difficult and the data collection process would 

take substantially longer, mother-child dyads could be brought into the lab, where a 

situation could be set up to make it appear that the child has done something wrong.  

Support could be manipulated by training a research confederate to behave in either a 

supportive or non-supportive way.  Reports of shame made using this method would be 

based on emotions actually felt in response to a real event and allow participants to 

experience the effect of social support, providing a better test of the buffering hypothesis.      

Guilt Findings 
 Another goal of the current research project was to take a closer look at an 

appraisal which has predicted guilt reactions in previous studies.  According to current 

emotion theory and research, people typically feel guilty for self-caused or other caused 

wrong-doings that they think they should have been able to prevent.  For example, 

individuals typically report higher levels of guilt to the degree that their appraisals reflect 

higher levels of control over the actions that caused the transgression (Lickel et al, 2005; 
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Tangney & Fischer, 1995).  Accordingly, it is logical to expect individuals who feel they 

have more control over another’s blame-worthy actions to feel guiltier than individuals 

who have less control.  However, results of the present research suggest that vicarious 

guilt is less about the control one does have over another’s wrongdoing and more about 

the control one feels one should have had but didn’t. 

 Data from both studies demonstrated that parents who perceive themselves as 

having less control over their child than what they think parents should have are more 

likely to feel guilt than parents who think they have adequate control.  Study 1 

demonstrated that higher deficiency scores uniquely predicted reactions of guilt versus 

shame.  Study 2, which was designed to test the causal effect of interdependence 

deficiency on guilt, provided qualifying information.  Higher deficiency ratings predicted 

guilt only in the condition that was designed to reduce participants’ perceptions of control 

over their children. A manipulation designed to increase parents’ feelings of control 

eliminated this relationship.   There are at least two ways to interpret the findings from 

Study 2.  From one perspective, higher levels of deficiency may have predisposed 

participants to be receptive to the deficiency prime (difficult recall condition).  The 

difficult experience of recalling eight events felt consistent with the mothers’ negative 

self-perceptions; thus, their perceptions of deficiency played a similar role in predicting 

their emotional reaction to the vignette as they did for parents who recalled instances of 

their child’s misconduct in Study 1.  The implication from this finding is that parents who 

think they have relatively little control over their child will feel guiltier for his or her 

wrongdoing to the degree that the features of the situation prime their perception of 
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having inadequate control over their child.  Likewise, if they are primed to feel more 

efficacious as parents, these chronic feelings of parenting deficiency lose their power to 

predict guilt.       

The explanations discussed above have different implications at an applied level, 

depending on which event-recall condition is presumed to have impacted high deficiency 

participants. If the high deficiency parents were impacted more by the difficult recall 

condition, then the role of interdependence deficiency in predicting vicarious guilt has 

positive implications for parenting behavior in that guilt subsequently motivated parents 

to adopt discipline strategies that experts consider to be relatively adaptive.  Perhaps this 

deficiency construct, when combined with feelings of guilt, produces a readiness in 

parents to take corrective steps when their current strategies are not sufficient.  After all, 

the function of moral emotions is to help people live up to social standards; therefore, it 

makes sense that guilt would help fuel self-regulation processes by alerting parents to 

situations where their behavior needs to be changed to meet their parenting goals.  From 

this perspective, it is understandable that parents who indicated a deficiency in their 

parenting skills were more open to experiences of guilt than parents with lower 

deficiencies.  It may be of value to conduct further research exploring deficiency effects 

on other types of outcome variables. For example, guilt might motivate parents high in 

interdependence deficiency to engage in more effortful on-going behavior, such as 

agreeing to take parenting classes or receiving other professional guidance.  In contrast, if 

the easy recall condition impacted high deficiency parents, then interdependence 

deficiency may have negative implications for parenting behavior, to the extent that 
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situational variables induce them to appraise themselves more positively instead of 

wrestling with experiences that might lead to constructive change.  

Limitations of Research  
 
 A methodological limitation is that the deficiency measure used in Study 2 did not 

have a sufficiently strong enough effect to influence parents’ perceptions of control over 

their children.  Consequently, I was not able to test the causal nature of the relationship 

between perceptions of deficiency and guilt.  I adopted Schwarz’s fluency model in an 

effort to increase the external validity of the experiment by trying to subtly prime 

differences in participants’ experiential sense of having control over their children. 

Initially, I hoped that the ease of recall technique would temporarily sway mothers’ 

perceptions of control much like positive and negative feedback temporarily affects 

participants’ self-esteem.  Although the procedure affected guilt reactions amongst 

participants who already had high levels of behavioral control deficiency, the ease of 

recall technique was not powerful enough to shift people’s chronic self-views. In 

hindsight, it is understandable that a mother whose perception of control over her child 

was based on countless experiences would not change as a result of having an easy time 

recalling two events where she successfully influenced her child’s behavior (or having a 

difficult time recalling eight).  It would seem that a more direct approach may be needed 

to shift participants’ chronic self-views in domains as important as parenting.  For 

example, participants might be asked to complete a task in which they indicate how they 

would resolve various parent-child conflicts, and then the researcher could give feedback 

communicating that they either scored high or low on parenting skills.   



99 
 

 

 A final concern with the present research relates to the theoretical treatment of 

shame.  My findings echo mainstream perspectives which argue that shame is an 

intensely painful and maladaptive emotional experience (Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 

1992).  In contrast, some have opposed shame’s bad reputation by pointing to cross-

cultural research on emotion and the self (e.g. Ellsworth, 1994; Kitayama, Markus, & 

Matsumoto, 1995; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Mesquita, 2001) and counter-arguing that 

important cultural differences play a role in shame experiences.  For example, research 

by Bagozzi, Gavino, and Verbeke (2003) demonstrated that culture moderates the self-

regulation of shame and its effects on performance.  Specifically, salespersons from 

independent-based cultures responded to shame experiences in the work place with 

diminished work performance (e.g. diminished sales volume, communication 

effectiveness, and relationship building), but salespersons from interdependent-based 

cultures responded to such experiences constructively (e.g. enhanced customer 

relationship building and civic virtue).  Even in the context of interdependent cultures, it 

has been argued that shame plays an important functional role in people’s lives.  

According to Sabini and Silver (1997), “bad character needs to be nipped in the bud 

before seriously bad things happen.” They propose that shame plays a more powerful 

preventive role than guilt.  Although a thorough review of cross-cultural research on 

shame is beyond the scope of the current paper, it is important to point out that theory and 

research supports a more positive view of shame than what has been presented in the 

current paper. In fact, shame may be more likely to spawn self-improvement among 

parents in interdependent cultures rather than maladaptive parenting techniques.    
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Conclusions 

 The research presented here was designed to contribute to the understanding of 

the unique roles that shame and guilt play in parents’ reactions to their children’s 

transgressions.  Following past research, the primary question was whether contemporary 

models that differentiate cognitive antecedents and motivational consequences of self- 

and other-caused shame and guilt experiences (Lickel et al, 2005; Tangney & Fischer, 

1995) generalize to the parenting domain.  The results of two studies provide evidence of 

processes that are largely consistent with mainstream perspectives on moral emotion and 

offer new conceptual angles from which to consider how publicity and behavioral control 

variables play out in shame and guilt experiences.  Most importantly, the current research 

illuminates the relationships between shame and guilt and adaptive versus maladaptive 

types of parenting behavior. Thus, the present research advances our theoretical 

understanding of moral emotions and has significant applied implications for the quality 

of parent-child relationships. 
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APPENDIX A  

Measures used in Study 1 

Construct Measure Variables Alpha 
Appraisals   
  Intention How much of your child’s behavior was done on purpose vs. accident. N/A 
  Publicity I felt that the ‘whole world knew’ about the event and I was on display for 

everyone to see. 
N/A 

  Harm to 
Others 

1.  How severe did this event seem to you? 
2.  How much damage did this event have for other people (not including 
your child)? 

.64 

  Image Threat 1. I felt that people would make negative judgments about me because of 
what my son/daughter did. 
 2.  Because of the event, I found myself making negative judgments about 
the type of parent I am. 
3.  I was afraid that my child’s behavior would be viewed by others as 
indicating that I am a bad parent. 
4. I felt that my child’s actions reflected something bad about the type of 
person I am. 
5.  I felt that my child’s actions actually did indicate that I am a bad parent.  

.88 

  
Interdependen
ce 

General Interdependence 
1. In general, how much control should parents have over their children’s 
behavior? 
2. How strongly do you feel that parents should spend as much time as 
possible interacting with their children? 
3. In general, how much influence should a parent have over their children’s 
choices and behavior? 
4. Parents should know where their children are and what they are doing. 
 
Own Interdependence 
1. How much control do you have over your children’s behavior? 
2. How much time do you spend together with your children compared to 
most families? 
3. How much do you feel that you can influence your children’s choices and 
behavior? 
4. How much do you feel like you children can talk about most anything with 
you? 

.66 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
.75 

Emotion   
  Shame 1. Ashamed 

2. Embarrassed 
3. Humiliated 
4. Disgraced 

.90 

  Guilt 1. Sorry 
2. Remorseful 
3. Regret 
4. Guilty 

.75 
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APPENDIX A Continued 

Behavior 
Items 

 

  Reason Did you try to reason with your child, so that they would understand why their 
behavior was wrong or bad?  

  Make Sit 
Better 

How motivated did you feel to do something that would make the situation better? 

  Disapproval To what extent did you make it known to others that you disapproved of your child’s 
behavior? 

  Punish To what extent did you punish your child in some way for his/her behavior? 
  Sinking To what extent did you feel like you wanted to just sink into the floor after you learned 

about the event? 
 Space To what extent did you feel like you needed some space from your child following the 

event? 
  Apologize How much (if at all) did you apologize to the victims of the event? 
Escape How much did you want to escape from the event? 
  Change Self To what extent did your child’s behavior make you want to change some aspect of 

yourself? 
  Should 
Make-Up 

How much did you feel like you should ‘make up’ for what your child had done? 

  Avoid Victim Did you find yourself avoiding the victims of the event? 
  Avoid Others Did you find yourself avoiding people who knew about the event? 
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APPENDIX B 

Measures Used in Study 2 

Publicity Items • Measure Variables Alpha 
 • To what extent would you be grateful for the neighbor’s 

presence in the situation. 
• To what extent would you wish the neighbor had not witnessed 

your child’s actions. 
• How concerned would you be that the neighbor might lose 

respect for you because of your child’s behavior? 
• How concerned would you be that the neighbor might think 

less of you because of your child’s behavior? 

N/A 

Discipline 
Construct 

  

Removal of 
Warmth/Support 

• I might be less responsive to my child’s feelings immediately 
after the event. 

• I would be less likely to comfort my child and show 
understanding for his/her feelings of anger immediately after 
the event. 

• I might be less likely to praise my child for the rest of the day. 

.82 

Lax • I would say my child can’t do something later that day, but 
then let my child do it anyway. 

• If my child got more upset, I would back down and give in for 
the time being. 

• I would let the situation go. 
• I would give a threat or warning that I wouldn’t fully intent on 

carrying out. 
• If my child wouldn’t apologize to the little boy, I would let it 

go or end up doing it myself. 
• I would coax or beg my child to be nice to the younger child. 
• I would let my child do whatever he or she wants later that day. 
• If my child acts sorry, I would let it go that time. 

.80 

Overreactive  • I would be so frustrated or angry that my child would be able 
to see that I’m upset. 

• Things would build up and I might do things I don’t mean to. 
• I would raise my voice or yell 
• I would spank, grab, slap, or hit my child. 
• I would hold a grudge. 
• I would be on my child’s back for the rest of the day at least. 
• I would insult my child, say mean things, or call my child 

names. 
• I would get into a long argument with my child about what 

he/she had done. 
• I would give my child a long lecture about what he had done. 
• I would probably use bad language. 

.86 
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APPENDIX B Continued 

Inductive • I would explain the consequences of the child’s behavior. 
• I would give the child reasons why rules, such as “no hitting,” 

should be obeyed. 
• I would help my child to understand the impact of his/her 

behavior by encouraging him/her to talk about the consequences 
of his/her actions. 

• I would explain to the child how I feel about the child’s 
behavior. 

• I would encourage my child to talk about his/her trouble with 
the little child 

 

.80 
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