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Although theory suggests that guilt motivates approach tendencies and shame
motivates avoidance tendencies, research has not always supported these rela-
tionships. The present study examined the degree to which shame and guilt are
uniquely predictive of avoidance and approach motives, respectively, for both
self-caused and other-caused wrongdoings. Results revealed that shame and guilt
are more highly correlated for self-caused compared to other-caused wrongdo-
ings. This greater blending of shame and guilt in response to self-caused acts
makes it somewhat more difficult to distinguish between different unique moti-
vational correlates of these two emotions. However, in response to other-caused
wrongdoings, shame uniquely predicted avoidance tendencies (distancing from
the event), whereas guilt uniquely predicted approach tendencies (repairing the
event). The implications for research on motivation, emotion, and social relations
are discussed.
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Approach and avoidance are two motivational orientations that govern behavior.
Whereas approach motivation is associated with behavior designed to achieve
positive goals, avoidance motivation is typically associated with behavior designed
to avoid losses. Existing research has mostly examined approach and avoidance
as aspects of a general behavioral regulation system (e.g., Gray, 1982; Higgins,
1997) that can be applied to individual achievement (e.g., Forster, Grant, & Idson,
2001) and well-being (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000). This focus on self-regulation with
respect to one’s own behavior and personal goals is useful, but because of the social
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nature of human life, people must also regulate their behavior in relation to moral
standards created by social relationships. Emotion scholars have identified shame
and guilt as social emotions that are thought to regulate people’s behavior with
regard to moral standards (Eisenberg, 2000; Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton,
1994). The goal of our present research is to examine the extent to which shame
and guilt are distinctly linked to avoidance and approach motivations.

Linking Moral Emotions to Approach and Avoidance Motivations

Traditionally, approach motivation has been thought to involve efforts to
seek out positive affect while avoidance motivation has been thought to involve
efforts to escape negative affect. However, recent research suggests that discrete
emotions cannot be categorized by assuming that positive emotions are approach
related and negative emotions are avoidance related. Certain negative emotions,
such as fear, sadness, and disgust, elicit avoidance tendencies. However other
negative emotions, such as anger, seem to be associated with approach tendencies
(Harmon-Jones, 2004). Similarly, although shame and guilt are negative emotions
that are often assumed to be more similar than different (Smith & Ellsworth,
1985), there is reason to think that they might differentially predict avoidance
and approach. In fact, many theorists have argued that shame and guilt can be
distinguished in terms of the motivations they evoke (e.g., Tangney, Miller, Flicker,
& Barlow, 1996; Wicker, Payne, & Morgan, 1983). Guilt is thought to be associated
with approach responses meant to repair harm caused by the guilt-eliciting event.
Shame, on the other hand, is theorized to be more strongly linked to avoidance
responses aimed at insulating oneself from negative evaluation. Thus, rather than
facilitating reparative actions, feelings of shame are said to provoke a desire to
hide or disappear.

The notion that guilt is linked to approach and shame is linked to avoidance
has been so widely discussed that many scholars simply accept it to be true.
However, a close review reveals only a handful of studies that have tested this
motivational distinction and the evidence for that distinction is not always clear.
Some of these studies have examined shame and guilt not as discrete experiences
to specific events, but as individual differences in the tendency to feel ashamed
or guilty for one’s own wrongdoings (e.g., Tangney & Fischer, 1995). Although
this dispositional approach to the experience of emotion has been informative in
the study of psychological distress, understanding the specific motivations that are
uniquely linked to discrete emotions requires a more experimental and situation
specific approach.

Two studies have been widely cited for experimentally demonstrating
that shame and guilt are distinguished by approach and avoidance motivations
(Tangney et al., 1996; Wicker et al., 1983). In the first, Wicker et al. found
that participants who recalled a time when they felt ashamed reported more
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avoidance/less approach than participants recalling a guilt experience. However,
because these two motives were represented as opposite poles on the same dimen-
sion, one cannot determine if shame is uniquely related to avoidance and guilt
to approach. Improving on Wicker et al. Tangney et al. (1996) had participants
rate separately their motivations to make amends (approach) or hide (avoid) from
the emotion eliciting situation. They found that people reported a stronger avoid-
ance motivation in response to shame than to guilt experiences, but contrary to
predictions, did not find evidence of a stronger approach motive for guilt than
shame.

Other studies that have tested a broader range of emotions have also
failed to find clear motivational differences between shame and guilt (Frijda,
Kuipers, & ter Schure, 1989; Roseman, Wiest, & Schwartz, 1994; Scherer &
Wallbott, 1994). In a study involving 37 countries, Scherer and Wallbott (1994)
found no evidence that shame and guilt could be distinguished in terms of approach
and avoidance motives. Frijda et al. (1989) found some evidence that shame in-
volves a greater desire to disappear from view, but shame and guilt were not differ-
entiated on other approach or avoidance tendencies. Finally, the pattern of means
reported by Roseman et al. (1994) suggest very little distinction between shame
and guilt in specific approach (e.g., apologizing, make up for what you have done)
or avoidance behaviors (e.g., wanting to hide, shrink away, disappear, or conceal
inadequacies).

These ambiguities in past studies highlight that it may not be so easy to dis-
tinguish shame from guilt in terms of their motivational correlates. We suggest that
one reason for this difficulty is that past studies have focused on these emotions felt
for one’s own transgressions. We assert that when considering self-caused wrong-
doing, individuals might often experience a blend of shame and guilt, making it
hard to identify motivational distinctions between the two emotions. A goal of the
present research was to compare instances of shame or guilt felt for one’s own
actions (self-caused shame and guilt) to instances of shame and guilt felt for the
actions of others (other-caused shame and guilt). We hypothesize that shame and
guilt will be more motivationally distinct when the causal agent of the wrongdoing
is someone other than the self.

Shame and Guilt for Self-Caused and Other-Caused Wrongdoing

Prior research has focused almost entirely on people’s experience of shame
and guilt after they have personally committed a blameworthy act. Indeed, some
research has identified the appraisal of personal responsibility as a defining feature
of both emotions (e.g., Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). However, recent evidence shows
that, because of the social associations that people have to each other, individuals
sometimes feel ashamed and/or guilty for the actions of other people (Lickel,
Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). When another person acts wrongly,
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people feel guilty to the degree they believe that they should have been able to
predict and control the other person’s behavior, and feel ashamed to the degree
they believe that the other person’s behavior reflects poorly on an aspect of identity
they share in common with the wrongdoer. These distinctions might provide clues
as to why shame and guilt would be experienced more distinctly in response to
another’s wrongdoing than in response to one’s own.

Contemporary emotion theory suggests that shame and guilt can be differ-
entiated by the way one appraises a situation with respect to the self. People feel
shame when they appraise their behavior as revealing a flaw in their character and
guilt when they believe that they could have done more to control their behavior
(Lutwak, Panish, & Farrari, 2003; Tangney et al., 1996). In other words, people
feel ashamed for who they are, but guilty for what they do. Given this distinction,
we assert that individuals are likely to feel a blend of these emotions in response to
their own actions (Harris, 2003). When the causal agent is oneself, it might not be
easy for the perceiver to distinguish between the cause of the event being a stable
self-aspect that he or she possesses or a regrettable behavior he or she carried out.
If people intuit that bad people do bad things, then feelings of shame might often
be accompanied by feelings of guilt, and vice versa.

When the causal agent is someone else, in contrast, the proximal actor of
the behavior is by definition separated from the perceiver’s sense of self. When
someone acts wrongly, feeling that one had control over that individual’s behavior
(an appraisal that predicts guilt) is easily distinguished from feeling that his or her
behavior threatens one’s own identity (an appraisal that predicts shame). Thus,
one can feel ashamed for the actions of perfect strangers over whom one has
no influence (shame without guilt). Likewise, one might feel guilty for failing
to prevent another’s wrongdoing without feeling that the other person’s behavior
necessarily implicates one’s own sense of identity (guilt without shame).3 This
analysis leads us to predict that shame and guilt will be more correlated and have
similar motivational effects when elicited by one’s own wrongdoings. However,
when these emotions are elicited by the wrongdoings of others, shame and guilt
should be less correlated and more distinctly related to approach and avoidance
tendencies. In other words, individuals might feel more emotional and motivational
ambivalence in response to their own moral wrongs than in response to the moral
wrongdoings of others.

In testing these hypotheses, we adopted the same narrative recall paradigm
used in past research (e.g., Tangney et al., 1996). To ensure that we had equiva-
lent numbers of shame and guilt-themed narratives, participants were randomly

3Note that these processes stem from how the perceiver appraises the person’s wrongdoing in terms
of relevance to the self. Our appraisal based model of other-caused shame and guilt is distinct from
what other research has identified as emotional contagion effects where one might feel empathically
the emotion that another is expressing (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). In fact, according to
our model, individuals might in some instances feel more ashamed of a close other’s misdeeds to the
degree that the other person does not express shame him or herself.
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assigned to recall an instance when they felt either ashamed or guilty for an event
(either caused by themselves or by someone else). They then made ratings of
their emotional and motivational responses. This method allows us to test people’s
emotional responses to real and sometimes intense situations that we would be
unable to recreate in a lab and that might not be captured by imagined responses
to hypothetical events.

METHODS

Participants, Design, and Procedure

Participants were 166 undergraduates (108 females, 57 males, one unspec-
ified) who completed the study for research credit. The majority of participants
were White (n = 133), although the sample also included people who identified
themselves as Asian or Asian American (n = 11), Hispanic or Latino/a (n = 9),
American Indian (n = 3), African American (n = 2), or identified themselves in
a mixed or “other” category (n = 8). The median age of participants was 19 years
(SD = 2.72). Participants were randomly assigned to condition in a 2 (Causal
Agent: Self or Other) × 2 (Directed Emotion: Shame or Guilt) between-subjects
design. They were instructed to write about a time in which they felt either guilty or
ashamed for something that they (self-caused condition) or someone else (other-
caused condition) did and complete ratings of their emotions and motivations.

Measures

Shame and Guilt Ratings

Drawing on past research (Lickel et al., 2005), shame was assessed as the
average of “ashamed,” “humiliated,” disgraced,” and “embarrassed” (α = .86) and
guilt as the average of “guilty,” “regret,” “sorry,” and “remorse” (α = .83, rated
from 1: Not at all, 9: Very intensely). In a maximum likelihood factor analysis
with oblique rotation, the four guilt items all loaded greater than .60 on the first
factor (43% variance explained), and the four shame items all loaded greater than
.60 on the second factor (16% variance explained).

For comparison purposes, participants also rated several other emotions such
as anger (α = .62, “anger at others,” “offended,” and “upset”), sad (α = .81;
“hurt,” “sad,” “depressed,” and “disappointed”), and anxious (α = .68, “nervous,”
and “anxious”).

Approach–Avoidance Motivations

Drawing from past shame and guilt research (Lickel et al., 2005; Tangney
et al., 1996), approach was operationalized as making reparations and assessed
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with three items (rated on a 9-point scale), “I felt like I should do something
after the event to make it better,” “I tried to do something after the event to
make it better,” “I felt like I should apologize for what happened.” (α = .67).
Avoidance was operationalized as distancing and assessed with four items, “I
wanted to be completely unassociated with the event,” “At the time, I remem-
ber wishing that I could hide or remove my association to what happened,”
“I felt like I wanted to disappear from the situation,” “I wanted to distance
myself as much as possible from the event.” (α = .85). In a maximum like-
lihood factor analysis with oblique rotation, the four distancing items loaded
on the first factor (all loadings >.55; 38% variance explained), and the three
reparation items loaded on the second factor (all loadings >.51; 17% variance
explained).

RESULTS

Coding the Validity of the Narratives

To ensure that participants had followed instructions, two indepen-
dent coders rated the narratives for whether the causal agent of the event
was the respondent or someone else and the degree to which the partic-
ipant was a victim of the event. Interrater reliability was high on both
measures, ICC (2, k) = .94, p < .001 for causal agent rating and ICC
(2, k) = .77, p < .001 for victim rating. Based on this coding, 21 cases were
deemed invalid and excluded from analyses because both coders agreed that the
participant was a victim of the event (n = 1) or that the event did not fit the
causal agent instructions (n = 20). For the remaining cases, we analyzed partic-
ipants’ agreement with the statement “I was the cause of the event” (1: strongly
disagree, 9: strong agree). Individuals agreed that they had caused events in the
self-caused condition (M = 7.48) and strongly disagreed that they were the cause
in the other-caused condition (M = 2.01), F(1, 141) = 249.42, p < .001. This effect
was moderated by the type of emotion participants were directed to recall, F(1,
141) = 8.31, p < .01. Although participants saw themselves as having a relatively
larger causal role for other-caused guilt events (M = 2.59) than for other-caused
shame events (M = 1.59), p < .05, their mean ratings in both conditions were still
significantly below the midpoint of the scale (5), p’s < .001, suggesting that par-
ticipants did not see the other-caused events as ‘‘self-caused.’’ Participants also
tended to rate their causal role higher for self-caused shame events (M = 7.97)
than for self-caused guilt events (M = 7.00), p < .06.

Coders also rated whether or not participants’ narratives explicitly men-
tioned “shame” and “guilt” (both ICCs (2, k) > .98, p’s < .001). Two 2 (di-
rected emotion) × 2 (causal agent) ANOVAs revealed only significant main
effects of directed emotion on coders’ averaged ratings of both shame, F(1,



Shame and Guilt Emotions 49

141) = 87.12, p < .001, and guilt, F(1, 141) = 68.14, p < .001, indicating that the
directed emotion manipulation was highly effective and not moderated by causal
agent.

Distinguishing Shame from Guilt for Self-Caused
and Other-Caused Events

Correlational analyses

We first examined whether shame and guilt are more highly correlated when
felt for one’s own wrongdoings than in response to the wrongdoings of others.
As predicted, whereas participants’ ratings of shame and guilt were very highly
interrelated for self-caused events (r = .73, p < .001), their ratings of shame and
guilt were only weakly related for other-caused events (r = .19, p < .10). These
correlations were very similar for male (r = .76, p < .001 for self-caused; r = .24,
p > .20 for other-caused) and female (r = .71, p < .001; for self-caused, r = .17,
p > .20 for other-caused) participants. We had hypothesized that the higher overlap
for self-caused events is due to the unique nature of shame and guilt. However,
an alternative possibility is that all emotional responses might overlap more when
people consider self-caused as opposed to other-caused event. To examine this
alternative, we conduced ten moderated regression analyses to test whether the
magnitude of the relationship between any two emotions measured (i.e., shame,
guilt, anger, sadness, and anxiety) was significantly moderated by causal agent.
Across these analyses, only the relationship between shame and guilt differed
significantly between the two causal agent conditions; β = −.16, p < .05. The
magnitude of association between other emotions did not vary by causal agent, all
β’s < |.12|, all p’s > .10.

Mixed Model ANOVA’s

Another way to assess the overlap between shame and guilt is to analyze
shame and guilt ratings (entered as a within-subjects variable) as a function of
directed emotion and causal agent conditions (entered as between-subjects vari-
ables) in a mixed model ANOVA. This analysis yielded a main effect of causal
agent, F(1, 141) = 24.62, p < .001 (i.e., self-caused emotion ratings were more
intense than other-caused emotion ratings), a directed emotion by emotion rating
interaction, F(1, 141) = 15.89, p < .001, and a causal agent by directed emotion
interaction, F(1, 141) = 18.37, p < .001. All of these effects were qualified, how-
ever, by the threeway interaction between the two manipulated variables (causal
agent and directed emotion) and the type of emotion participants rated (shame and
guilt), F(1, 141) = 9.71, p < .01 (see the top panel of Table I for the eight cell
means). No other effects were significant, F’s < 3.5.
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Table I Mean Differences and Simple Effects Tests for Emotion Ratings and Motivation Ratings
as a Function of Causal Agent and Directed Emotion Instructions

Self-caused event Other-caused event

Shame condition
(n = 32)

Guilt condition
(n = 33)

Shame condition
(n = 46)

Guilt condition
(n = 34)

Emotion ratings
Ashamed 6.34a 5.38a 5.67a 4.70b
SD 2.23 2.29 2.02 2.07
Guilty 7.60b 6.94b 4.38b 5.85a
SD 1.52 1.83 2.28 1.77

Simple interaction, F < 1 Simple interaction, F = 27.29∗∗∗
Motivation ratings

Distancing 6.49 6.11 5.60a 5.17a
SD 2.39 2.12 2.48 2.23
Repairs 7.02 6.81 4.55b 5.67a
SD 1.70 1.89 2.14 1.96

Simple interaction, F < 1 Simple interaction, F = 6.41∗

Note. Response scales ranged from 1 to 9. For each causal agent (self or other) and type of rating
(emotion or motivation), within row and within column means not sharing the same subscript differ
significantly, p < .05.

Follow-up analyses showed that the simple directed emotion by emotion
rating interaction was not significant in the self-caused condition, F < 1. Instead
there was only a main effect of directed emotion, F(1, 141) = 30.51, p < .001,
whereby participants gave higher ratings of guilt than shame for self-caused events
regardless of the type of emotion they had been directed to recall. In contrast, the
simple directed emotion by emotion rating interaction was significant in the other-
caused condition, F(1, 141) = 27.79, p < .001, and showed a pattern that more
clearly distinguished guilt and shame. That is, participants’ ratings of shame were
higher when they were directed to recall a shame as opposed to a guilt event,
and their ratings of guilt were higher when they were directed to recall a guilt as
opposed to a shame event.4

We next repeated this same mixed model analysis on motivation ratings
(in place of emotion ratings). A 2 (causal agent) × 2 (directed emotion) × 2
(motivation ratings) mixed ANOVA, with motivation entered as a within-subjects
variable, yielded a main effect of causal agent, F(1, 141) = 23.51, p < .001

4To explore possible differences by gender, we repeated this analysis with gender included as a
between-subjects factor. Results revealed a marginal interaction between directed emotion, causal
agent, and sex, F(1, 137) = 3.81, p = .053, that was not moderated by the type of emotion participants
rated. Simple effects testing suggested that although emotion ratings were generally higher for self-
caused events than for other-caused events, p’s < .05, this was not the case for men asked to recall
guilt experiences p > .60. Compared to women, men had somewhat weaker emotional reactions to
events they recalled as guilt events, p = .061, and thus the strength of their emotion ratings were
equivalent for self and other caused guilt events.
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(i.e., stronger motivations were elicited for self-caused than other-caused events)
and a causal agent by motivation rating interaction, F(1, 141) = 3.87, p < .05
(participants were more motivated to repair than distance from self-caused events,
but this difference was not apparent for other-caused events). The directed emotion
by motivation rating interaction was marginal, F(1, 141) = 3.57, p = .06, and there
was a weaker trend toward a threeway interaction, F(1, 141) = 2.32, p = .13; all
other effects, F’s < 1.5.

To test our specific hypotheses, we tested the simple directed emotion by
motivation rating interaction within each causal agent condition (see bottom
panel of Table I for the eight cell means). For self-caused events, this simple
interaction was not significant, F < 1. Instead, regardless of the type of emo-
tion they were directed to recall, there was a non-significant trend toward rat-
ing reparations higher than distancing, F(1, 141) = 3.34, p < .10. However, for
other-caused events, the simple directed emotion by motivation rating interac-
tion was significant, F(1, 141) = 6.41, p < .05. Participants rated reparations
higher when they recalled guilt as compared to shame events. We also pre-
dicted greater distancing ratings when directed to recall shame as opposed to guilt
events. These means were in the predicted direction, but were not significantly
different.5

Predicting Approach–Avoidance Motives
from Shame and Guilt

The goal of our second set of analyses was to test which emotions uniquely
predict approach (i.e., reparations) and avoidance (i.e., distancing). We predicted
that shame should be the best unique predictor of avoidance, whereas guilt should
be the best predictor of approach; however, we anticipated that these relation-
ships should be clearer for other-caused events. To test this, we conducted two
separate simultaneous regression analyses in which the two motives were re-
gressed onto five different emotion ratings (shame, guilt, anger, anxiety, and
sadness) controlling for directed emotion condition. We repeated this analysis for
both self-caused and other-caused events. Results of these analyses (including
bivariate correlations and standardized regression coefficents) are summarized in
Table II.

5When this analysis was repeated with gender included as a between-subjects factor, there was a
significant four-way interaction, F(1, 137) = 7.56, p < .01. For self-caused events, there was a
significant motivation rating by gender interaction, F(1, 137) = 4.33, p < .05. For self-caused events,
men rated reparations higher than distancing, p < .05, but women did not, p > .20. For other-caused
events, there was a significant motivation rating by directed emotion by gender interaction, F(1,
137) = 4.74, p < .05. Both men and women rated reparations higher for other-caused guilt events as
compared to shame events, although these trends were not significant, p’s < .12. In addition, women
rated distancing higher for other-caused shame events compared to guilt events, p < .01, but men did
not, p > .20.
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Other-Caused Events

When examining other-caused events, all five emotions had significant bivari-
ate correlations with reparations. However, results of the simultaneous regression
analysis revealed that only guilt had a significant unique relationship to repair-
ing the wrongdoing of another. No other emotion was a significant predictor.
Follow-up analyses (using procedures described by Cohen & Cohen, 1983) re-
vealed that the regression coefficient for guilt was significantly greater than that
for shame, t(73) = 2.65, p < .05. When analyzing the motive to distance oneself
from another’s wrongdoing, each emotion except for sadness had a bivariate
association with distancing. However, shame and anxiety were the only unique
predictors. Guilt, anger, and sadness did not contribute significant unique effects.
Again, follow-up analyses supported our hypothesis that shame was a significantly
stronger predictor of distancing than was guilt, t(58) = −1.99, p < .05. Gender
of participant did not moderate the predictive relationships of shame and guilt in
any of these analyses, p’s > .10.

Self-Caused Events

For self-caused events, guilt, shame, and sadness each had a significant
bivariate relationship with the reparations. When entered simultaneously into
a regression analysis predicting reparations, guilt had the strongest relationship
though it was only a trend, β = .34, p < .11. No other emotions, including shame,
were significant predictors of repair. A test of the coefficients for shame and guilt
showed no evidence that guilt was a significantly stronger predictor of reparations
than was shame, t < 1. Finally, all five emotions had a bivariate relationship
with distancing from self-caused events. When entered simultaneously, shame
was a significant predictor and there was a trend for guilt, however a test of these
coefficients revealed no significant difference in their magnitudes, t < 1. No other
emotions were significant. Gender of participant did not moderate the predictive
relationships of shame and guilt in any of these analyses, p’s > .10.

DISCUSSION

This study reports the first comparison of how approach and avoidance dif-
ferentially relate to shame and guilt for wrongs committed by oneself or someone
else. One striking result is that shame and guilt were more clearly differentiated
when individuals felt these emotions for the actions of others than for their own
actions: There was a weaker correlation between ratings of shame and guilt, clearer
experimental differences between shame and guilt experiences, and a stronger pat-
tern of unique relationships between emotions and motivations when participants
recalled other-caused events. The fact that other emotions (e.g., anger, sadness,
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anxiety) were not also more highly interrelated for self-caused events suggests that
the higher overlap for self-caused shame and guilt is unique to these emotions.
Because people feel ashamed for reasons of identity and guilty for controllable
behaviors, it may simply be more difficult to separate one’s sense of identity from
one’s actions when considering one’s own behaviors. However, when someone
else has committed a wrong, there is more flexibility in how that person’s behav-
iors seem to implicate one’s own actions and/or identities. Put another way, if I
feel ashamed of who I am, I probably also feel guilty for what I do. However,
I can feel ashamed of the actions of others without necessarily feeling guilty or
responsible for their behavior.

An additional finding, however, is that when considering their own wrong-
doings, people reported more guilt than shame and a stronger approach than
avoidance motivation. There might be several reasons for the motivational and
emotional primacy given to guilt for self-caused events. First, given that shame is
considered a more maladaptive response (Tangney & Fischer, 1995) and that guilt
is more beneficial for smoothing damaged relationships (Baumeister et al., 1994),
guilt might be more primary because it is the more socially adaptive response.
Additionally, self-enhancement biases might lead one to avoid calling their own
behavior shameful since doing so implies that one is somehow flawed. This inter-
pretation is called in to question, however, given that participants’ overall ratings
of self-caused shame were still higher than the scale midpoint and they had little
difficulty writing about shame-evoking experiences. Instead, individuals might
feel guiltier for their own wrongdoings because they simply feel a greater sense
of control over their own behavior (an appraisal that elicits guilt) than over the
actions of others.

In addition to showing that shame and guilt are more distinct when consid-
ering the wrongdoings of others, the present research also provides some of the
clearest evidence that shame and guilt are uniquely linked to approach and avoid-
ance. Because of the high correlation between the emotions for self-caused events,
these links are more apparent when examining other-caused events. People were
motivated to distance themselves from the event to the degree they felt shame for
the other person’s actions, but shame did not uniquely predict reparations. People
were more motivated to repair whatever harm the other person had done to the
degree they felt guilty, but guilt did not uniquely predict distancing. These relation-
ships held even controlling for other approach (i.e., anger) and avoidance emotions
(e.g., sadness and anxiety). In analyses of self-caused experiences, the evidence
was less clear that shame uniquely predicts avoidance motives and guilt uniquely
predicts approach motives. Rather both shame and guilt predicted distancing from
one’s own misdeeds and neither was a unique predictor of reparations.

These data highlight that past researchers might have had difficulty identify-
ing distinct motivational correlates of shame and guilt because they have focused
on responses to one’s own wrongdoings (i.e., situations where we observed the
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greatest blending of shame and guilt). In our study, participants reported high
levels of guilt for their own behavior regardless of whether they were instructed
to recall a shame or guilt experience. This result might lead some to question
whether lay perceivers distinguish the concepts of shame and guilt. We believe
that people are at least implicitly aware of this distinction. However, because self-
caused events often elicit both emotions, both emotional labels often get applied
to one’s experience. When applying the same emotion labels to the actions of
others, individuals appear to use words like shame and guilt distinctly. Emotion
theorists might consider the degree to which other conceptual distinctions between
emotions might be more easily examined when studied as group-based responses.

Broader Implications

Whereas traditional research on approach and avoidance has important im-
plications for how individuals regulate their own behavior, the present research
on group-based moral emotions might have implications for how people help to
regulate the actions of others. If we want to understand when individuals will
intervene and help those who have been harmed by other people, it is important to
isolate the emotional response likely to evoke those pro-social actions. For exam-
ple, people who feel guilty for the actions of ingroup members might feel more
motivated to support policies that would right the wrongs done to others (e.g., Iyer,
Leach, & Crosby, 2003). However, other research shows that individuals can also
feel a strong sense of shame when they see the actions of ingroup members as a
threat to their social identity. We have observed shame of this type from Ameri-
cans in response to prejudice (Johns, Schmader, & Lickel, 2005), British citizens
in response to the Iraq war (Iyer, Schmader, & Lickel, 2006), and Hispanics in
response to stereotypic ingroup members (Schmader & Lickel, 2006). The results
of the present research suggest that shame would predict avoidance motivations
that would not be aimed at solving intergroup conflicts implicit in each of these
examples. In these contexts, the approach and avoidance motivations that distin-
guish shame and guilt could have important implications for intergroup relations
that merit further investigation.
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