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Abstract 

Recent studies have shown that beliefs about the malleability of one’s personality traits can 

manifest as motivated reasoning within certain situations, but no studies have examined whether 

this motivated reasoning is a consequence of emotional states. Based on Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model on negative self-conscious emotions, we investigated this possibility by asking 

participants to relive a moral failure from the past year where they felt either guilt, shame, 

rejected, or inferior. We hypothesized that reliving a feeling shame or guilt would motivate 

participants to describe the Big Five trait they attributed most as a cause of their past moral 

failure as more malleable than their least attributed trait. We also hypothesized that feeling 

rejected or inferior would motivate participants to act defensively by describing their most 

attributed trait as less malleable than their least attributed trait. Participants who relived feeling 

guilt tended to describe their most attributed trait as more malleable than their least attributed 

trait, but this was not true for participants who relived a feeling shame, rejection, or inferiority. 

These results suggest that feeling guilt can elicit motivated reasoning about the malleability of 

one’s traits with implications beyond reparative behaviors following a moral failure. 
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How Malleable Are Malleability Beliefs about Traits? Self-Theories About Traits as Motivated 

Reasoning After Reliving a Negative Self-Conscious Emotion 

Because we are vulnerable to other people’s judgments, self-conscious emotions are 

necessary, albeit excruciating reminders that we “live in the minds of others” (Gilbert, 2007, pp. 

284). Current literature suggests that various negative self-conscious emotions—which result 

from one’s failure to meet culturally-based expectations—may differentially motivate people to 

either defend or improve their identity or reputation (Fessler, 2007; Gausel & Leach, 2011; 

Leary, 2007). However, results are inconsistent on which negative self-conscious emotions 

responsible for motivating self-improvement because the appraisals associated with each remain 

contested (Gausel, Vignoles, & Leach, 2016; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). The following study 

proposes a novel solution to tease apart these motives by investigating how individual’s beliefs 

about the malleability of their personality traits may be predicted by the negative self-conscious 

emotion they experience. Depending on which trait one most attributes to their failure, the desire 

to self-improve may hinge on how likely trait change seems possible. If some negative self-

conscious emotions are more likely to elicit the motive to self-improve, then the affective 

experience may sufficiently motivate biased reasoning that is congruent with the desired 

outcome following a moral failure. 

Literature Review 

The inextricable link between emotions and identity begins in early childhood, when 

one’s identity snowballs into a monolith of countless concepts about oneself over time (Pfeifer & 

Peake, 2012). These self-concepts vary in specificity and relation to one another, such as 

autobiographical memories or abstract ideas about oneself (i.e., self-theories; Damian & Robins, 

2012). Self-concepts become actively or passively accessible or suppressed depending on context 
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cues so that one can regulate their own behavior, evaluate their own performance, and more 

(Brown, 1998; Fessler, 2007; Higgins, 1996). Subsequently, self-concepts primed by context 

often guide one’s judgments, emotions, and behaviors because of the prevalent concern of 

‘getting along’ instead of ‘getting ahead’ of others who may be watching (Bargh & Chartrand, 

2000; Fessler, 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2007). 

Negative Self-Conscious Emotions 

Self-conscious emotions are the affective bridge between culturally-based expectations 

and how these expectations are internalized (Tracy & Robins, 2007). Culturally-based 

expectations include standards, rules, and goals (SRGs), which are explicitly defined at some 

point over the course of development because they provide opportunities for social acceptance or 

status when achieved (Fessler, 2007). Thus, self-conscious emotions are powerful, momentary 

reactions that reinforce or extinguish socially important behaviors. Depending on what one 

attributes to their failure to meet an SRG, people can experience a negative self-conscious 

emotion such as shame or guilt that can feel devastating (Tracy & Robins, 2007). Although some 

studies have shown that experiencing either guilt or shame can motivate people to self-improve 

(e.g., Allard & White, 2015; de Hooge, Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2010), the dominant 

perspective of shame is that this emotion leads to psychological and physical withdrawal because 

the moral failure seems irreparable (e.g., Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tracy & Robins, 2007). 

Gausel and Leach (2011) claimed that these models of shame tend to ignore important 

differences between feelings of shame, rejection, inferiority, which may explain why shame 

sometimes positively correlates with the motive to avoid or self-improve. 

In the Expanded Conceptual Model of the Experience of Moral Failure by Gausel and 

Leach (2011), one can appraise a moral failure in three ways; either by (a) perceiving real or 
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possible condemnation from others, (b) perceiving oneself as globally or specifically self-

defective, or (c) that one is the cause the moral failure (i.e., personal agency). If a moral failure 

results in condemnation by others, a feeling of rejection can be elicited, which may motivate one 

to defend their reputation without concerning about their identity. In addition to perceiving or 

expecting condemnation by others, their model also claims that perceiving oneself as globally 

self-defective following a moral failure would likely elicit a feeling of inferiority. 

Gausel and Leach (2011) claimed that appraising a specific self-defect after a moral 

failure would elicit shame and the motive to improve one's self-image. If one believes they are 

the cause of the failure (i.e., personal agency), but they do not appraise a self-defect, they should 

be primarily motivated to improve their social-image. In other words, shame should elicit the 

motive to improve one’s identity, whereas guilt should elicit the motive to improve one’s 

reputation. There are several studies that support the difference in improvement motives that 

Gausel and Leach (2011) claim in their model. For example, Lickel and colleagues (2014) asked 

participants to recall any past event that elicited either shame, guilt, or embarrassment by 

describing what happened, how they responded in the situation, how they felt, and what occurred 

afterward. This experiment is nearly identical to procedures used in early neurophysiological 

research on emotions, such as the Relived Emotion Task (Ekman, Levenson, & Friesen, 1983) 

that was adapted by Tracy and Robins (2006) to study types of attributions endorsed after 

reliving shame or guilt. Lickel and colleagues (2014) created items to assess participant’s recall 

of their motives following their past failure, including the motives to change something about 

oneself, repair the situation, and distance oneself from the situation. The authors found that 

feeling shame after the event was a stronger predictor of the motive to change oneself than 

feeling guilt. 
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Motivated Reasoning 

Instead of assessing participant’s recall of their motives following a past failure that 

elicited negative self-conscious emotions, an alternative method could be assessing differences in 

motives felt following their recall of the past failure. For example, how might a participant's self-

beliefs be influenced by how they feel after recalling a moral failure? Motivated reasoning could 

provide a strong indication of a motive to self-improve after feeling a negative self-conscious 

emotion because some situational goals can bias cognitive processes underlying the construction 

or reconstruction of beliefs. Kunda (1990) described the retrieval, construction, and evaluation of 

beliefs as motivated reasoning because accessing beliefs within a situation is often guided by one 

of two goals: people can be motivated to either be accurate or come to a personally-desired 

conclusion. In contrast to attributions and appraisals that describe antecedents of an emotion, 

motivated reasoning describes how people recruit a host of autobiographical memories and 

schemas in response to emotional states and situational needs, such as to improve one’s mood or 

active cooperatively. 

Motivated reasoning is a form of abductive reasoning where one is concerned with 

finding the “best” explanation–albeit, within the confines of limited rationality, information 

filtering, and other possible limitations (Kahan, 2013). Kunda's (1990) model describes not only 

biased hypotheses testing, but also biased justifications and the formulation of new beliefs. The 

memories that are retrieved are themselves biased by the contextual goal of reaching the desired 

conclusion, and the memories that become accessible are thus used to create biased justifications. 

The resulting beliefs can be specific to one's conclusions about themselves, other people, as well 

as attributions about events. There is currently no research on the possible relationship between 

negative self-conscious emotions and motivated reasoning. To resolve this gap, beliefs that may 
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be most relevant to the moral failures that elicit these negative emotions could be investigated: 

implicit theories about the malleability of one’s personality traits. Can self-perception change as 

result of one’s motives following a moral failure? 

Implicit Theories About Traits 

Implicit theories, which start to develop in early childhood, are often described as chronic 

individual differences in perception that provide a sense of control and mastery through 

predictions about how others and oneself would behave within various situations (Dweck and 

Leggett, 1988; Heyman & Gelman, 2000; Plaks, Grant, & Dweck, 2005). Dweck and Leggett 

(1988) referred to these beliefs as theories to allude to the fact that scientists are not the only 

ones who generate and test hypotheses to build upon their existing knowledge. These theories are 

implicit because they are rarely endorsed explicitly when interacting with others, but they are 

also referred to as lay theories because everyone develops implicit theories regardless of their 

scientific knowledge. Despite being implicit, they can easily be retrieved and shared explicitly 

(Wang, 1997). Implicit theories concern social or personal attributes such as intelligence that can 

be specific to one domain of an attribute (e.g., quantitative intelligence), and these beliefs are 

likely to change over the course of one’s life and even differ based on the target of one’s belief 

(Dweck, 2000). For example, the target of implicit theories can include oneself, generalized 

others, specific others, and groups of individuals such as age cohorts. 

To add even more confusion, not only can implicit theories be about specific attributes at 

different levels targeting oneself or others, people also construct implicit theories that assess 

attributes based on a variety of criteria just as scientists do, such as the malleability, stability, 

consistency, or origin of an attribute (Heyman & Giles, 2004). Even recent studies on implicit 

theories, however, investigated attributes such as personality as unidimensional constructs 
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without mention of their domains such as personality traits (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong, 1995; 

Rutledge, Crouch, Valentiner, Davila, Milner, & Skowronski, 2018; Satchell, Hoskins, Corr, & 

Moore, 2017; Wang, 1997; Yeager, 2017). Items intended to measure implicit theories should 

instead reflect the nature of these constructs, which are undoubtedly complex, to capture 

important intrapersonal differences in beliefs instead of assuming that non-scientists are 

inadequate theorists (Kruglanski, 1995). 

Considering the lack of adequate research on implicit theories about personality traits, 

there are no measures that specifically assess one’s beliefs about the malleability of their own 

personality traits. However, there are two measures for implicit theories about traits, but they 

include beliefs about others. For example, Spinath, Spinath, Riemann, and Angleitner (2003) 

created a measure based on Dweck and Leggett’s (1988) implicit theories about attribute 

malleability, whereas Church and colleagues (2003; 2006) designed their inventories to assess 

differences between individualistic and collectivist societies in beliefs about the determinants of 

behavior. Other than their focus on concepts beyond the present study, the personality 

dimensions (i.e., trait) they assessed do not entirely represent Goldberg’s (1980) trait taxonomy. 

As for the questionnaire by Spinath and colleagues (2003), it is comprised of malleability items 

adapted from Dweck, Chiu, and Hong (1995), but also includes trait terms from Norman (1963) 

based on the Five Factor Model (Costa & McCrae, 1992). Spinath and colleagues (2003) were 

explicit in their attempt to remain as close as possible to Dweck and Leggett’s (1998) 

operationalization of implicit theories on the malleability of attributes, and their data suggests 

that implicit theories about the malleability of personality traits were highly discriminant from 

measures of actual personality and intelligence. 

It may be possible to improve upon Spinath and colleagues’ (2003) methods in several 
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ways. First, trait adjectives like Open-Mindedness from newer measures such as the Big Five 

Inventory 2 (BFI-2; Soto & John, 2017a) could replace the adjectives from the Five Factor 

Model (McCrae & Costa, 1996). Because these inventories do not address more specific beliefs 

about the individual, items could reflect ‘I’ statements instead of ‘you’ statements that do not 

specify the target. For example, instead of “How (adjective) you are is something about you that 

you can't change very much,” the item could state, “How (adjective) I am is something about me 

that I can't change very much.” The BFI-2 (Soto & John, 2017a) is recommended because it has 

provided unprecedented clarity about facet loadings due to the author’s improvements on trait 

specificity, inclusivity, and predictive power over the original measure, the Big Five Inventory 

(John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008; John & Srivastava, 1999). Their lower order facets encompass 

the higher order factors of conscientiousness, agreeableness, negative emotionality, open-

mindedness, and extraversion. Soto and John (2017) updated the Big Five because of recent 

literature showing that each factor has between two to four facets, and the original Big Five 

Inventory was not meant to represent a hierarchical measure. 

Implicit Theories as Motivated Reasoning 

For implicit theory research, the evidence is mixed on whether people tend to chronically 

favor malleability beliefs or fixed beliefs about their attributes. Someone may describe one of 

their attributes as highly malleable at one point in time, but that does not necessarily mean they 

will continue to do so a few weeks later; Poon and Koehler (2008) found that the test-retest 

reliability of implicit theories about global personality was considerably low after ten weeks (r = 

.28) and further hypothesized that the changes that occur for people day-to-day may be to blame. 

In other words, the stability of one’s implicit theories may be confounded by situational goals. 

Experiments by Leith and colleagues (2014) confirmed this hypothesis, as they found that people 
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were less likely to describe intelligence as fixed when they receive negative performance 

feedback on a word association task. Similarly, Wilson and English (2017) concluded that one’s 

implicit theories about an attribute as malleable or fixed is neither wrong nor right because 

people can use both beliefs to meet desired conclusions within specific situations. 

There is strong evidence that one’s endorsement of implicit theories can depend on 

situational goals due to motivated reasoning, but the cognitive-affective processes remain 

unclear. Kunda (1990) stated that situational goals often serve a hedonic function, and unpleasant 

emotions following a moral failure provide ample opportunity for motivated reasoning about 

one’s personality traits to alleviate distress. However, moral failures are often attributed to 

ineffective or undesirable behaviors pertaining to a specific personality trait. Therefore, trait 

failure attributions could play a significant role in determining when motivated reasoning is 

present. It is unknown whether each emotion is associated with differences in motivated 

reasoning about oneself after experiencing a moral failure. Of course, moral failures can occur in 

many contexts with unique expectations. Also, no research has investigated if each emotion 

might elicit different trait attributions. If there is conformity in trait attributions across these four 

emotions, it would be appropriate to observe differences between one’s most and least attributed 

traits instead of types of traits. 

Aims & Hypotheses 

The purpose of the study was to investigate whether experiencing one of four negative 

self-conscious emotions could motivate individuals to momentarily change how they perceived 

the malleability of their Big Five traits. The study attempted to address the following questions: 

1.  Can people be motivated to change how they describe the malleability of their Big Five traits 

when they relive a negative self-conscious emotion; and if so, which ones? 
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2.  If reliving a negative self-conscious emotion can elicit motivated reasoning about the 

malleability of one’s own Big Five traits, does this motivation apply to self-theories about all 

traits or just the trait most attributed as a cause of the moral failure? 

This study was guided by the following hypotheses: 

H1. Based on Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model, participants in their respective RET conditions 

will be more likely to endorse the matching appraisal, feeling, and motive measured by the SSGS 

than would participants in all other RET conditions. 

H1a. Participants in the guilt condition will be more likely to feel guilt after the RET than 

would participants in all other conditions. 

H1b. Participants in the inferiority condition will be more likely to feel inferior as 

operationalized by Gausel and Leach (2011) after the RET than would participants in all 

other conditions. 

H1c. Participants in the rejection and inferiority conditions will be more likely to endorse 

the motivation to withdraw after the RET than those in the shame and guilt conditions. 

H1d. Participants in the shame condition will be more likely to feel “humiliated, 

disgraced” after the RET than would participants in all other conditions. 

H2. Participants will not differ across RET conditions in which Big Five traits they attribute to 

the failure they relived. 

H3. A significant interaction will exist between the emotion relived and the perceived 

malleability of the traits they most and least attributed to their moral failure.  

H4. A simple main effect of relived emotion will be found on the degree of malleability of their 

personality traits; participants who relived shame and guilt will demonstrate greater malleability 

beliefs across all traits, regardless of attribution, than participants who relived rejection and 
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inferiority. 

H5. There will not be a significant main effect of trait failure attribution on how participants 

described the malleability of Big Five traits. Specifically, participants in the rejection and 

inferiority conditions will not perceive their most attributed trait as more malleable than their 

least attributed, whereas participants in the shame and guilt condition would perceive their most 

attributed trait as more malleable than their least attributed trait. 

Method 

Design 

Altogether, participants responded to a single writing task and four inventories after 

reviewing the consent form. First, participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions 

of a modified version of the Relived Emotion Task (RET; Ekman et al., 1983) (see Appendix A 

for measures). Conditions were based on the four negative self-conscious emotions described in 

Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model of moral failure, which includes guilt, shame, rejection, and 

inferiority. Participants then responded to a state measure of affect using items from the State 

Shame and Guilt Scale (Marshall, Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994) as a manipulation check.  

The order of the two following inventories was randomized to control for a possible order 

effect. Participants responded to a new questionnaire measuring their Big Five Failure 

Attributions (B5-FAs), which were designed to assess which of the Big Five traits they did or did 

not attribute to the failure they relived. After assessing their B5-FAs, participants responded to 

the MSTQ to determine if the RET affected how participants across conditions perceived the 

malleability of their Big Five traits to assess motivated reasoning. Finally, participants responded 

to the demographic questionnaire. Afterwards, participants were debriefed on the nature of the 

study and provided with resources to ensure that participants who became emotionally distressed 
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beyond expectations by the experimental task could access necessary mental health resources. 

Participants and Recruitment 

Study Inclusion Criteria. 528 participants were initially recruited from Reddit, 

Facebook, SONA, and MTurk. Although recruiting through online sources provided 

opportunities to improve external validity, it also provided more opportunities for poor data 

collection that does not typically occur when recruiting in person. 48 participants failed the 

control question in the B5-FA (“The answer to this control question is “Disagree.””) and 19 

additional participants failed the control question in the MSTQ. 7 (i.e., “The answer to this 

control question is “Agree.””). Seven participants spent less than 5 minutes on the entire survey, 

20 participants spent more than 25 minutes on the RET, 4 participants spent more than 3 minutes 

on the page containing the SGSS with 15 items, 5 participants spent over 8 minutes responding 

to the B5-FA, 4 participants spent over 8 minutes responding to the MSTQ, and 4 participants 

were missing over 10 percent of their data. Participants who spent an excess amount of time on 

each procedure were removed due to the increased likelihood that they had disengaged from their 

screen to engage in other tasks. 

The content of every RET response was also reviewed, and 61 participants either did not 

write about a specific situation or they stated that they could not think of a situation. These 

criteria were used to determine which participants were excluded before the manipulation check. 

Finally, because the purpose of the study was to assess how reliving a negative self-conscious 

emotion affects one’s reasoning about their own personality traits, 30 additional participants 

were excluded because they did not score at least a 3 out of 5 on any of the Likert items of the 

SGSS. Although it is unfortunate the criteria excluded 202 participants, this was expected for an 

online study because it was not possible to influence participant’s attention through means that 
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are common in lab settings. However, these criteria can improve the likelihood that the 

remaining participants are quite comparable to one another in the amount of time and attention 

they spent during the study. 

Participants included in final analyses. After removing participants that did not meet 

the inclusion criteria, 326 participants (𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑒= 31.24, SD = 11.27) were included in the analyses. 

Of these remaining participants, 125 participants were recruited from MTurk, 159 from social 

media websites (i.e., Facebook, Reddit), and 51 were recruited from UMD’s SONA system that 

provides undergraduate students enrolled in a General Psychology course to earn credit by 

participating in psychological studies. Regardless of recruitment source, participants were 

analyzed together to reduce the likelihood that unique source confounds would influence results. 

The purpose of the study was described to participants as, “To understand when and where 

people are most likely to experience certain emotions as well types of beliefs about oneself.” To 

date, this study is the first to use the RET paradigm with a diverse online sample.  

In terms of gender, 141 of the participants identified as cisgender men, 160 as cisgender 

women, 14 as gender nonconforming, 9 as transgender, and 2 undisclosed. In terms of sexual 

orientation, 233 participants described themselves as heterosexual/straight, 30 as 

gay/lesbian/homosexual, 33 as bisexual, 27 as other, and 3 undisclosed. As for highest education 

attained, 46 participants had a high school diploma or less, 7 completed vocational schooling, 

100 had some college experience without a degree, 31 earned an associate’s degree, 106 earned a 

bachelor’s degree, 34 earned a graduate degree, and 2 undisclosed. Finally, 262 participants 

identified as Caucasian, 19 as Asian, 18 as Hispanic or Latinx, 10 as other, 6 as Native 

American, 6 as African American, and 5 undisclosed. 
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Social media recruitment. Participants from Facebook and Reddit were recruited 

through advertisements using funds from a UMD Psychology Department Internal Grant. 

Advertising targeted native English speakers residing in the United States who were age 18 and 

above. Reddit is a forum website that provides social media users with a platform for discussion 

and content sharing on “subreddits,” or pages that are reserved for certain topics and purposes. 

Posts were also created for free on a subreddit that allows users to participate in academic and 

nonacademic surveys called “SampleSize,” which has accrued nearly 100,000 subscribers. 

Researchers have found that paid and unpaid participants from Reddit are highly reliable and 

more diverse than college student samples (Jamnik & Lane, 2017). Participants from Facebook 

and Reddit were not financially compensated for their time participating in the study, but they 

were compensated by providing a comprehensive results page at the end of the study, which was 

described in their consent form, that provided participants with their MSTQ scores and 

information on how to interpret their results based on the purpose of the study. 

MTurk recruitment. Participants were recruited through a crowdsourcing platform 

hosted by Amazon called Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and were paid 2.50 dollars using funds from 

a UMD Psychology Department Internal Grant. MTurk provides researchers with access to a 

diverse, global sample and tools to set demographic parameters and other criteria to ensure that 

only participants who are relevant to the studies are recruited. MTurk users are typically those 

seeking supplemental income by completing tasks that are too complex for automation, such as 

accurately translating audio from a business meeting, that do not pay a substantial amount. 

Studies have shown that despite the compensatory nature of recruitment on MTurk, participants 

from this website are more diverse in terms of both ethnicity and socioeconomic status than 

college student samples (Casler, Bickel, & Hackett, 2013). For this study, participants from 
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MTurk were restricted to native English speakers residing in the United States who were at or 

above the age of 18 and had been rated as reliable on the site. 

Measures and Materials 

Relived emotion task. First, participants were presented with an adaption of the Relived 

Emotion Task (RET; Ekman, Levenson, & Friesen, 1983) by Tangney, Miller, Flicker, and 

Barlow (1996), which is designed to elicit the self-conscious emotions of rejection, inferiority, 

shame, or guilt (see Appendix A for measures). The instructions are Tracy and Robins (2006) 

found that this manipulation is especially effective for eliciting self-conscious emotions because 

priming one’s self-concepts engages the self-evaluation process, whereas eliciting basic 

emotions may be more dependent on external stimuli. Like Tracy and Robins (2006), we did not 

provide participants with definitions of their target emotion so that they would rely solely on 

their idiosyncratic definition of the emotion, instead of a predetermined definition by the authors 

that could have biased result. Also, participants were not aware that there were other emotion 

conditions. Participants received the following prompt originally used by Tangney and 

colleagues (1996): 

Think of a time when you felt [self-conscious emotion]. Try to recall as many details of 

the incident as you can. Tell in detail what happened to cause you to feel [self-conscious 

emotion]. Why did it happen? Tell in as much detail as you can what you were feeling 

and thinking; what you said, if anything, and how you said it; what physical signs of 

[self-conscious emotion] you showed, if any. 

Measure of negative state affect. To determine if the Relived Emotion Tasks 

successfully manipulated participant’s feelings during the survey, participants responded to the 

State Shame and Guilt Scale (SSGS; Marshall, Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). No items required 
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reverse-coding. State negative self-conscious emotions were assessed using the 15 items within 

the SSGS on a scale from 1 (not feeling this way at all) to 5 (feeling this way strongly) (Marshall, 

Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). An example of a guilt item would be: “I feel like apologizing, 

confessing” (Marshall, Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). SSGS items that emphasize perceiving 

oneself as globally self-defective may have inadvertently measured Gausel and Leach’s (2011) 

conceptualization of felt inferiority (i.e., “I feel like I am a bad person,” “I feel worthless, 

powerless,” “I feel small”). As for the other two items originally conceived to measure shame by 

Marshall and colleagues (1994), it is possible that the motivation to withdraw (i.e., I want to sink 

into the floor and disappear.”) may be more strongly endorsed by those in the rejection and 

inferiority conditions, whereas “I feel humiliated, disgraced” may be associated with all 

conditions except for those who relived guilt. Therefore, these items were assessed separately to 

check whether it was possible to more strongly and specifically differentiate between what 

feelings were elicited in the shame, rejection, and inferiority conditions. 

Big five failure attributions. Participants were asked to describe how they “should 

have” acted to prevent the failure they relived by responding to an adapted form of the Big Five 

Inventory 2 – Short Form (Soto & John, 2017b) assessing Big Five Failure Attributions (B5-

FAs). Item adaptations were based on methods by Hudson and Roberts (2014), who adapted the 

original Big Five Inventory to measure trait change goals. For example, Hudson and Roberts 

(2014) changed “Is outgoing, sociable” to “I want to be outgoing, sociable.” For the B5-FAs 

though, items are adapted to reflect “should have” statements that participants may or may not 

endorse about the failure they relived. For example, instead of “Is outgoing, sociable,” 

participants rated their agreement with the following statement: “I should have been outgoing, 

sociable.” Instructions from the Attributional Complexity Scale were adapted for the B5-FAs 
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(Fletcher, Danilovics, Fernandez, Peterson, & Reeder, 1986), because the Attributional 

Complexity Scale reflects attributions about a past event when participants experienced self-

conscious emotion, so it seemed most appropriate compared to other attribution measures. 

Participants received the following prompt and rated their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale, 

where 5 equates to “Strongly Agree” and 1 equates to “Strongly Disagree:” 

This questionnaire has been designed to investigate the different ways that people think 

about themselves. There are no right or wrong answers. We are interested in your own 

perceptions about what you should or should not have done to prevent the situation you 

just described, where you felt [self-conscious emotion]. Please answer each question as 

honestly and accurately as you can, but don't spend too much time thinking about each 

answer. 

The inventory was scored by creating five totals representing Failure Attributions for 

each of the Big Five traits. For example, the 6 items adapted for this study to measure how much 

participant’s attributed extraversion were used to create the total for Extraversion Failure 

Attributions. Having these five totals of B5-FAs provided an opportunity to compare possible 

differences across B5-FAs for each RET condition. Additionally, these totals provided the means 

to rank which Big Five traits each participant most attributed and least attributed to the failure 

they relived. 

Measure of negative state affect. To determine if the Relived Emotion Tasks 

successfully manipulated participant’s feelings during the survey, participants responded to the 

State Shame and Guilt Scale (SSGS; Marshall, Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). No items required 

reverse-coding. State negative self-conscious emotions were assessed using the 15 items within 

the SSGS on a scale from 1 (not feeling this way at all) to 5 (feeling this way strongly) (Marshall, 



SELF-THEORIES ABOUT TRAITS AS MOTIVATED REASONING  17 
 

Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). An example of a guilt item would be: “I feel like apologizing, 

confessing” (Marshall, Sanftner, & Tangney, 1994). SSGS items that emphasize perceiving 

oneself as globally self-defective may have inadvertently measured Gausel and Leach’s (2011) 

conceptualization of felt inferiority (i.e., “I feel like I am a bad person,” “I feel worthless, 

powerless,” “I feel small”). As for the other two items originally conceived to measure shame by 

Marshall and colleagues (1994), it is possible that the motivation to withdraw (i.e., I want to sink 

into the floor and disappear.”) may be more strongly endorsed by those in the rejection and 

inferiority conditions, whereas “I feel humiliated, disgraced” may be associated with all 

conditions except for those who relived guilt. Therefore, these items were assessed separately to 

check whether it was possible to more strongly and specifically differentiate between what 

feelings were elicited the shame, rejection, and inferiority conditions. 

 The inventory was scored by creating five totals representing Failure Attributions for 

each of the Big Five traits. For example, the 6 items adapted for this study to measure how much 

participant’s attributed extraversion were used to create the total for Extraversion Failure 

Attributions. Having these five totals of B5-FAs provided an opportunity to compare possible 

differences across B5-FAs for each RET condition. Additionally, these totals provided the means 

to rank which Big Five traits each participant most attributed and least attributed to the failure 

they relived. 

Malleability self-theories about traits. The effects of the RET conditions were assessed 

using the Malleability Self-Theories Questionnaire (MSTQ). Steps for creating the MSTQ were 

based on Spinath and colleagues (2003). Four items from Dweck, Chiu, and Hong (1995) were 

adapted for this study to reflect self-beliefs about personality traits. Items from Dweck and 

colleagues (1995) were transformed for this study using methods first used by Spinath and 
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colleagues (2003) in their investigation of the discriminant validity of implicit trait theories from 

one’s personality trait scores. Their item templates included: 

● “How (adjective) you are is hardly or not at all changeable by yourself.” 

● “How (adjective) you are depends mainly on your own effort.” 

● “How (adjective) you are cannot be influenced by yourself.” 

● “If someone is not very (adjective) as a child, he or she cannot be very (adjective) as an 

adult either, even if he or she tries to.” 

Items from Dweck and colleagues (1995) were transformed for this study using methods 

first used by Spinath and colleagues (2003) in their investigation of the discriminant validity of 

implicit trait theories from one’s personality trait scores. Although Spinath and colleagues (2003) 

cited Dweck and colleagues (1995) for these items, this is not necessarily true. For example, the 

last item is not described in Dweck and colleagues (1995), and this is likely because it resembles 

a belief about personality stability more than malleability. It is not known where this item comes 

from or if the authors created it themselves. Dweck and colleagues (1995) instead used the 

following items, which describe implicit theories about intelligence, personality, and morality: 

● “You have a certain amount of intelligence and you really can't do much to change it.” 

● “Your intelligence is something about you that you can't change very much.” 

● “You can learn new things, but you can't really change your basic intelligence.” 

● “The kind of person someone is something very basic about them and it can't be changed 

very much.” 

● “People can do things differently, but the important parts of who they are can't really be 

changed.” 

● “Everyone is a certain kind of person and there is not much that can be done to really 
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change that.” 

● “A person's moral character is something very basic about them and it can't be changed 

very much.” 

●  “Whether a person is responsible and sincere or not is deeply ingrained in their 

personality. It cannot be changed very much.” 

● “There is not much that can be done to change a person's moral traits (e.g., 

conscientiousness, uprightness and honesty).” 

Some of the original items by Dweck and colleagues (1995) were adapted for this study 

instead of using Spinath and colleagues’ items. Items that were easiest to transform into self-

theories about personality traits were chosen for this study. Instead of using adjectives from the 

Five Factor Model (Costa & McCrae, 1992) like Spinath and colleagues (2003), six adjectives 

from the most recent version of the BFI-2 (Soto & John, 2017a) were used to fully assess self-

theories about the malleability of each Big Five trait. The BFI-2 was chosen for this study 

because of the previously mentioned strengths of this inventory, compared to other five factor 

measures, in clarifying the lower levels (i.e., trait facets) of each higher-order trait factor. 

Additionally, the Soto and John (2017a) chose adjectives that were accessible to most adults, 

including participants with a lower reading comprehension. For Conscientiousness, these 

adjectives included: organized, tidy, efficient, persistent, dependable, and responsible. For 

Agreeableness, these adjectives included: sympathetic, compassionate, polite, respectful, 

forgiving, and trusting. For Negative Emotionality, these adjectives included: tense, anxious, sad, 

depressed, moody, and temperamental. For Open-Mindedness, these adjectives included: 

curious, philosophical, artistic, interested in music or literature, creative, and inventive. For 

Extraversion, these adjectives included: dominant, assertive, active, energetic, outgoing, and 
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sociable.  

Like Spinath and colleagues (2003), 4 item templates were used: 

● “How (adjective) I am is something about me that I can't change very much.” 

● “How (adjective) I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very 

much.” 

● “Whether I am (adjective) or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be 

changed very much.” 

● “There is not much that can be done to change how (adjective) I am.” 

Items were scored similarly to the BFI-2, where items measuring related adjectives were 

added together, then divided by the total number of items to reflect malleability beliefs about 

each of the Big Five traits. Altogether, there are 30 items in the MSTQ. Dweck and colleagues 

(1995) recommended only items measuring fixed beliefs due to previous studies that showed that 

malleability items are more often endorsed despite how participants respond to entity items 

(Leggett, 1985). For the purposes of this study, these items were subsequently reverse coded so 

that higher scores represented greater endorsement of each trait’s malleability. One notable 

difference between this study and Dweck and colleagues (1995) is the fact that they used a 6-

point Likert scale for their scale due to their preference of dichotomizing participants who fall 

near the midpoint. Because dichotomizing responses removes importance variance that should 

not be ignored, the method by Spinath and colleagues (2003) was used instead, where 

participants rated their agreement on a 5-point Likert scale.  

Demographics. At the end of the survey before the debriefing, participants completed a 

brief measure of demographics. The demographics assessed include age, sex, gender, sexual 

orientation, race, relationship status, and highest level of education attained. 
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Data Analyses 

Feelings After RET 

Data cleaning. The first hypothesis stated that participants in their respective RET 

conditions would be more likely to endorse the matching appraisal, feeling, and motive measured 

by the SSGS than would participants in all other RET conditions. Before investigating the H1, 

data cleaning procedures were conducted on SSGS items measuring the negative affect that 

participants experienced following the RET. The skew and kurtosis statistic were divided by 

their respective standard errors to assess univariate and multivariate normality. Although 

univariate kurtosis was far greater than 3.00 for most of the SSGS scores created, high kurtosis 

was no longer apparent when assessed within each RET condition. SSGS data were not 

transformed nor did bootstrapping markedly change the confidence intervals of the one-way 

ANOVAs, so bootstrapping was not used in subsequent analyses. 

Feeling guilt. H1a, which stated that participants in the guilt condition will be more 

likely to feel guilt after the RET than would participants in all other conditions, was then 

investigated by conducting a one-way ANOVA with post hoc analyses. Levene’s Test of 

Homogeneity of Variances was nonsignificant [F(3, 322) = 1.61, p = .19], so the assumption of 

homogeneity of variance was not violated. A significant main effect of relived emotion was 

found [F(3, 322) = 7.51, p < .0001], and all possible pairwise comparisons were made using 

Tukey’s test. Participants who relived a situation that was intended to cause feelings of guilt 

were more likely to feel guilty as a result of their RET [n = 86, M = 3.23, SD = 1.01, 95% CI 

(3.01, 3.45)] compared to participants in the inferiority condition [n = 78, M = 2.60, SD = .94, 

95% CI (2.39, 2.81), p < .0004] or rejection condition, n = 83, M = 2.74, SD = .95, 95% CI (2.53, 

2.95), p = .008. However, participants in the guilt condition were not more likely than 
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participants in the shame condition [n = 79, M = 3.13, SD = 1.06, 95% CI (2.89, 3.36)] to feel 

guilt, p = .91. Therefore, H1a was partially supported. 

Feeling inferior. H1b stated that participants in the inferiority condition would be more 

likely to feel inferior as operationalized by Gausel and Leach (2011) after the RET than would 

participants in all other conditions. To test H1b, a total was computed for the three shame items 

of the SSGS that are intended to measure Gausel and Leach’s (2011) operationalization of 

inferiority. The internal reliability of these three SSGS items was adequate when combined to 

represent felt inferiority, α = .69. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare felt inferiority 

across RET conditions. Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of Variances was nonsignificant, F(3, 

322) = .98, p = .40, so the assumption of homogeneity of variance was not violated. A significant 

main effect of relived emotion was not found [F(3, 322) = .28, p = .84], so participants in the 

inferiority condition (M = 2.71, SD = .98) were not more likely to endorse items assumedly 

assessing felt inferiority after their RET than participants in the guilt (M = 2.79, SD = 1.06), 

shame (M = 2.87, SD = 1.11), or rejection condition, M = 2.79, SD = 1.00. Considering these 

results, H1b was not supported. 

Motive to withdraw. Next, we investigated H1c, which claimed that those in the 

rejection and inferiority conditions would endorse the item measuring a withdraw motivation 

(i.e., “I want to sink into the floor and disappear.”) more so than those in the shame and guilt 

conditions. When conducting a one-way ANOVA, Levene’s test was not statistically significant 

[F(3, 322) = 2.24, p = .08], so the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated. A 

significant main effect of relived emotion was not found [F(3, 322) = .18, p = .91], so there were 

no notable differences between participants in the rejection (M = 2.64, SD = 1.38), inferiority (M 

= 2.59, SD = 1.22), guilt (M = 2.60, SD = 1.38), or shame (M = 2.73, SD = 1.43) conditions on 
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how motivated participants were to withdraw after their RET. Therefore, H1c was not supported 

because participants in the rejection and inferiority conditions did not endorse a withdraw 

motivation more than participants in the guilt and shame conditions. 

Feeling humiliated and disgraced. H1d stated that participants in the shame condition 

would be more likely to feel “humiliated, disgraced” after the RET than would participants in all 

other conditions. To test H1d, we performed a one-way ANOVA with the SSGS item of “I feel 

humiliated, disgraced” as the DV. Levene’s test was not significant, F(3, 322) = 1.47, p = .22, so 

the assumption of homogeneity of variances was not violated. A significant main effect of 

relived emotion was not found, F(3, 322) = 1.43, p = .23. Therefore, participants in the shame 

condition (M = 2.77, SD = 1.28) were not more likely to feel “humiliated, disgraced” than those 

in the guilt condition (M = 2.42, SD = 1.21), rejection condition (M = 2.72, SD = 1.38), or the 

inferiority condition, M = 2.50, SD = 1.31. Thus, H1d was not supported. 

Trait Attributions 

Data cleaning. Before investigating H2, which stated that participants would not differ 

across RET conditions in which Big Five traits they attributed to the failure they relived, data 

cleaning procedures were conducted. 1 participant from the shame condition was excluded due to 

scoring at the midpoint on all B5-FAs, so it was not possible to assess these differences. One 

assumption that guided the development of hypotheses for this study was that participants would 

widely vary in how they described which traits they least and most attributed to their moral 

failure, so participants with z-scores above 3.00 were not removed. 

Main effect of relived emotion. To test H2 that participants would not differ across RET 

conditions on what Big Five traits they attributed to their relived failure, a one-way MANOVA 

was conducted with follow-up ANOVAs, where RET was set as the independent variable 
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predicting a linear combination of the B5-FAs. Pearson correlations between B5-FAs were 

investigated to confirm that these variables were significantly correlated before conducting a 

MANOVA. As shown in Table 1, the B5-FAs correlations were all statistically significant and 

small to moderate in size, which means a MANOVA was appropriate to assess the factor 

structure of the measure. Additionally, Table 1 also shows that age was unrelated to one’s B5-

FAs, so age was not included as a covariate in the MANOVA. 

For the MANOVA, Box’s Test of Equality of Covariance Matrices was significant [F(45, 

251972.89) = 1.82, p = .001] with a Box’s M of 84.22 despite the steps previously taken to 

improve normality and linearity. However, no Cook’s Distance values were of concern and no 

participants deviated from the average leverage value of .016. Levene’s Test of Homogeneity of 

Variances showed that the variance for all B5-FAs were not statistically significant, p’s > .08. 

However, Pillai’s Trace revealed that at least one difference across RET conditions in the linear 

combination of B5-FAs was statistically significant, but not practically significant due the weak 

effect size, F(15, 957) = 2.94, p < .0002, ηp
2 = .04. Follow-up ANOVAs were necessary for both 

Agreeableness FAs and Conscientiousness FAs. 

Post hoc ANOVA for agreeableness attributions. A one-way ANOVA revealed that a 

statistically significant difference across RET conditions was found for Agreeableness FAs, F(3, 

321) = 4.25, p = .006, ηp
2 = .04.  All pairwise comparisons were observed using Tukey’s, which 

showed that those in the guilt condition [M = 3.49, SD = .83, 95% CI (3.31, 3.67)] were more 

likely to attribute their failure to low agreeableness than participants in the inferiority condition, 

M = 3.03, SD = 1.00, 95% CI (2.80, 3.25), p = .004. No other post hoc tests were statistically 

significant for Agreeableness FAs, p’s > .08.  
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Post hoc ANOVA for conscientiousness attributions. A one-way ANOVA was 

conducted to assess differences in Conscientiousness FAs across RET conditions, and a main 

effect of RET condition was found, F(3, 321) = 3.33, p = .02, ηp
2 = .03. All pairwise 

comparisons were observed using Tukey’s, which revealed a statically significant difference 

between the shame [M = 3.74, SD = .78, 95% CI (3.56, 3.91)] and inferiority [M = 3.40, SD = 

.87, 95% CI (3.20, 3.59)] conditions when a cutoff value of .05 was used, but these results should 

be interpreted with caution because of a greater likelihood of a Type I error at the .05 cutoff. Of 

the 20 differences across 4 RET conditions on B5-FAs that could have existed, the two 

differences found with weak effect sizes are not expected to significantly impact subsequent 

analyses. Therefore, H2 was partially supported. 

Trait Malleability 

Data cleaning. Before testing H3 through H5, all MSTQ items were reverse-coded 

before scoring to reflect beliefs about the malleability of one’s traits instead of the fixedness of 

one’s traits. The between-subjects factor of was relived emotion with 4 levels (guilt, shame, 

rejection, and inferiority). This factor was predicted to be related to within-subject differences in 

the perceived malleability between the traits most and least attributed to the failures participants 

described (i.e., 2 levels). Assumptions for two-way mixed ANOVAs were investigated. Z-scores 

were computed for malleability beliefs about each Big Five trait, and no cases were above a z-

score of ± 3.00. Multivariate outliers for malleability beliefs within relived emotion conditions 

were inspected, and again, no outliers were found with a z-score of 3.00 or higher. Skew and 

kurtosis were also well below z-scores of 3.00 for each of the Big Five malleability beliefs across 

relived emotion conditions. Univariate outliers were also investigated for malleability scores on 
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participant’s least and most attributed traits, and none were found. Kurtosis and skew for each 

were also below z-scores of 3.00.  

Interaction between relived emotion and attributed traits. H3 stated that a significant 

interaction would exist between the emotion relived and the traits participants least and most 

attribute to their failure. Pearson intercorrelations between the malleability of one’s Big Five 

traits were investigated to confirm that these variables were significantly correlated. As shown in 

Table 2, the intercorrelations between malleability self-theories about Big Five traits were all 

statistically significant and moderate in size. Table 2 also shows that age was unrelated to one’s 

MSTQ scores, so age was not included as a covariate in subsequent models. A two-way mixed 

ANOVA was next conducted to assess H3, and Box’s M of 11.25 testing the Equality of 

Covariance Matrices was not statistically significant, F(9, 1149143.15) = 1.24, p = .27, so the 

assumption of homogeneity of covariances was not violated. Figure 1 provides a bar graph of the 

means and standard error for how participants described the malleability of their least and most 

attributed trait. The interaction between relived emotion and trait attribution was then calculated, 

and there was a statistically significant interaction between emotion condition and the perceived 

malleability of the traits most and least attributed to their failure, F(3, 321) = 3.06, p = .03, ηp
2 = 

.03. Therefore, H3 was fully supported. The simple main effects of both relived emotion and trait 

attributions was then investigated to determine which IV is significant or not. 

Main effect of relived emotion with planned contrasts. H4 stated that a simple main 

effect of relived emotion would be found on the degree of malleability of their personality traits; 

participants who relived shame and guilt were expected to demonstrate greater malleability 

beliefs across all traits, regardless of attribution, than participants who relived rejection and 

inferiority. Simple main effects for relived emotion were then investigated to test H4, and 
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Levene’s test was not significant, so the homogeneity of variances assumption was met, F(3, 

321) = 2.08, p = .10. A simple main effect of RET condition predicting the malleability of 

participant’s most attributed trait was not found, F(3, 321) = .86, p = .46, ηp
2 = .01. A simple 

main effect of relived emotion on participant’s least attributed traits was also investigated, and 

Levene’s test was not statistically significant [F(3, 321) = .89, p = .45, so the assumption of 

homogeneity of variances was not violated. For the malleability of participant’s least attributed 

trait, a simple main effect of relived emotion was not found, F(3, 321) = .77, p = .51, ηp
2 = .01. 

Considering these insignificant simple main effects of relived emotion on the malleability of 

participant’s most attributed traits or participant’s least attributed traits, H4 was not supported. 

Main effect of trait attributions. The simple main effect of trait attributions was 

assessed for each RET group to investigate H5. For those in the guilt condition, a statistically 

significant effect of trait attributions on the perceived malleability of one’s Big Five traits most 

and least attributed to participant’s failures was found, F(1, 85) = 19.01, p < .0001, ηp
2 = .18, so 

the difference in mean scores between the malleability of one’s most and least attributed traits 

was highly significant with a large effect size. For participants in the shame condition, the main 

effect of trait attributions was not statistically significant [F(1, 77) = 2.64, p = .11 ηp
2 = .03]. 

Also, the main effect of trait attributions was not significant for those in the rejection condition 

[F(1, 82) = .30, p = .59, ηp
2 = .004] or for those in the inferiority condition, F(1, 77) = 3.09, p = 

.08, ηp
2 = .04. These results provide partial support for H5. It was confirmed that those in the 

guilt condition were more likely to describe their most attributed traits as more malleable than 

their least attributed traits, but this was not true for participants in the shame condition. As 

expected for those in the rejection and inferiority condition, significant differences in the 

perceived malleability of their least and most attributed traits were not found. 
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Post hoc analyses of guilt condition with covariate. The significant differences 

between how participants described the malleability of the traits they least and most attributed to 

their failure in the guilt condition warranted performing an additional analysis to determine if felt 

shame as a covariate could explain this motivated reasoning. Gausel and Leach (2011) described 

that feeling “disgraced” or “humiliated” are the most common descriptors that people use to 

express feeling prototypical shame. The simple main effect of trait attributions was once again 

observed, and the SSGS item “I feel humiliated, disgraced” was included as a covariate. For 

participants in the guilt condition, the statistically significant difference and large effect size 

between the perceived malleability of participant’s least and most attributed traits were no longer 

present, F(1, 85) = 2.38, p = .13 ηp
2 = .03. Therefore, feeling “disgraced, humiliated” adequately 

explained how motivated reasoning was present in the guilt condition. 

Post Hoc Content-Coded Appraisals 

To better understand these results, post hoc coding of participant’s responses to their RET 

were conducted to assess the frequency of appraisals described by Gausel and Leach (2011) (i.e., 

condemnation by others, self-defects, personal agency. This strict coding procedure was chosen 

to reduce the likelihood of introducing bias when reviewing participant’s RET responses. Table 3 

provides an overview of the thematic categories of each appraisal coded as well as examples of 

responses that were characteristic of each theme. Tables 4, 5, 6, and 7 provide examples of 

responses to the guilt, shame, rejection, and inferiority conditions respectively.  

Appraising condemnation by others. First, we assessed how many of the participants 

appraised condemnation from others when describing their failure. Based on Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model, participants in the guilt condition should not appraise condemnation by others, 

whereas those in the rejection and inferiority conditions should. Table 8 provides frequency 
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statistics for real, expected, or imagined condemnation by others explicitly appraised by 

participants in their written responses, which shows that condemnation by others was most 

common in the shame condition (45.45%) and least common in the rejection condition (11.11%). 

Only a third of the participants in the guilt and inferiority condition appraised condemnation 

from others. 

Global and specific self-defect appraisals. Types of self-defects were difficult to 

discern between due to an unclear criterion introduced by Gausel and Leach (2011), who 

described being called a liar as a global self-defect. In contrast, research on the Big Five traits 

has indicated that the higher order trait factor of agreeableness includes more than the facet of 

trustworthiness, and agreeableness is of course only one out of five higher order factors and 

related facets that are also internalized as self-concepts (Soto & John, 2017a). Subsequently, 

global and specific self-defects were coded together. As shown in Table 8, participants in the 

inferiority condition were most likely to endorse self-defects and participants in the guilt 

condition were the second most likely to appraise self-defects. Participants in the rejection 

condition (30.86%) were only slightly more likely to appraise self-defects compared to 

participants in the shame condition (25.97%). 

Personal agency appraisals. Like Gausel and Leach (2011), personal agency was 

operationalized and coded based on participant’s descriptions of their own culpability or lack of 

culpability in causing the failure, but participants who primarily endorsed external factors as 

causes were counted separately. Participants were only included in one of agency appraisal 

groups because the appraisal of personal agency opposes the appraisal of no agency. 

Interestingly, participants in the shame condition (74.03%) were most likely to endorse personal 

agency as a cause of their moral failure, whereas almost all participants in the rejection (8.64%) 
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and inferiority (5.33%) condition did not appraise personal agency. In fact, participants in the 

rejection condition most often stated that they were not the primary cause of feeling rejected 

(79.01%). Participants in the guilt (42.17%) and inferiority (45.33%) conditions were similar in 

how they described a lack of personal agency in causing their failure. Participants in the shame 

condition (22.08%) were least likely to describe a lack of personal agency in their situation. 

Discussion 

This study was designed to empirically examine the veracity of Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model that describes defensive and improvement motives hypothetically associated with 

guilt, shame, rejection, and inferiority by asking participants to describe the malleability of their 

own personality traits after reliving a recent failure that elicited one of the four emotions. Also, 

differences between the traits that participants attributed least and most to their failure were 

investigated by measuring trait failure attributions using an adapted version of the BFI-2 (Soto & 

John, 2017a). In contrast to other studies that utilized the Relived Emotion Task (RET), a diverse 

range of participants were recruited online across the US to increase external validity. This 

method, however, required strict inclusion criteria based on participant’s behaviors while taking 

the survey to increase the likelihood that those included in final analyses participated only once 

and in a timely manner. 

Feelings After RET 

When assessing felt guilt across RET conditions, it was clear that those in the guilt and 

shame condition were more likely to endorse these items compared to those in the rejection and 

inferiority conditions, but participants in the guilt condition were no more likely to endorse these 

items than those in the shame condition. These results suggest that there is a conceptual overlap 

between guilt and shame in this regard. However, the items used to assess felt inferiority across 
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RET conditions such as “I felt small” were equally endorsed across RET conditions despite 

hypothesizing that participants in the inferiority condition would endorse these items more. The 

absence of differences in felt inferiority across the four RET conditions may reflect that the 

individual items do not adequately measure feelings of inferiority, thus masking specific 

differences across groups. The motive to withdraw also did not differ across the conditions, so 

this motive may not be unique to the rejection and inferiority conditions as hypothesized by their 

model. Yet, only one item was used to assess these differences, so these results should be 

interpreted with caution. It is possible that the instructions for this adaptation of the RET more 

adequately induced feelings of guilt compared to the other RET conditions, resulting in the 

absence of some differences among the remaining RET conditions. However, the SSGS did not 

measure all possible differences of state affect that participants endured, such as felt rejection. 

Traits Attributions 

With respect to the 20 possible differences that could have existed when comparing trait 

attributions across RET conditions, only two differences were found, where those in the guilt 

condition were more likely to attribute low agreeableness to their failure than participants in the 

inferiority condition. Similarly, participants in the shame condition were more likely to attribute 

low conscientiousness as a cause of their failure compared to participants in the inferiority 

condition. Nonetheless, the model effect sizes were weak at best, so the second hypothesis was 

partially supported (i.e., there would be no significant differences in trait attributions across RET 

conditions). These results confirmed that the emotion relived were mostly unrelated to the types 

of traits attributions participants endorsed as causes of their failure. Yet, the mean scores of the 

B5-FAs suggest that open-mindedness and extraversion were least attributable to participant’s 

situations. Instead, participants were more likely to attribute their failure to low 
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conscientiousness and high negative emotionality. 

Trait Malleability 

The significant interaction between emotion condition and attributed traits (i.e., least 

versus most attributed) provided an opportunity to observe which simple main effects were 

significant. We hypothesized that a main effect of relived emotion on perceived trait malleability 

would exist, whereas a main effect of attributed traits was not expected, but both hypotheses 

were not supported. The hypotheses differed from what was found because it was expected that 

participants in the rejection and inferiority conditions would act defensively by describing their 

most attributed traits as less malleable than their least attributed traits as a form of motivated 

reasoning to justify avoidance behaviors. Participants in the shame, rejection, and inferiority 

conditions did not endorse motivated reasoning about the traits they least and most attributed to 

their failure, although those in the guilt condition greatly differentiated between these two trait 

attributions. These results confirm that differences in trait attributions are important to consider 

when assessing how personality concepts relate to one’s motives following a feeling of guilt, but 

shame did not motivate participants to self-improve despite the self-improvement motive being 

most associated with shame in Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model. Instead, participants in the 

shame condition were comparable to those who relived rejection and inferiority. 

Although shame did not elicit the expected self-improvement motive for participants in 

the shame condition, our quantitative results suggest that Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model may 

underestimate how guilt may lead to improving one’s identity over time. Guilt may motivate 

individuals to perceive aspects of their personality as malleable beyond repairing their reputation 

in a single situation. For example, consider the semantics of the MSTQ items: “Whether I am 

sympathetic or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed very much.” 
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Gausel and Leach (2011) claimed that the appraisals of agency and specific self-defect should be 

modestly correlated, but an appraisal of agency alone could not explain how a participant in the 

guilt condition was more likely to disagree with the aforementioned item compared to those in 

the other conditions in regard to the trait they most attributed to their failure. However, the final 

model that included the SSGS item “I feel humiliated, disgraced” as a covariate suggested that 

feeling shame may explain the significant difference between how participants in the guilt 

condition described their most attributed trait as more malleable than their least attributed trait. 

Compared to Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model, Bandura’s (1989; 1993) Social Cognitive 

Theory and Self-Efficacy Theory could more adequately explain how feeling guilt and 

immediately acting to repair a situation could result in personality change over time, if the initial 

attempt to repair is successful. For example, successfully regulating one’s behavior in a situation 

after feeling guilt may result in other successful expressions of desired behaviors and, 

consequently, an increase in one’s efficacy in expressing the desired behaviors. As a result, this 

increased self-efficacy may change one’s perception of the malleability of their respective 

personality trait over time. This possibility could affect how the present results could be 

interpreted because participants may be describing the malleability of their most attributed trait 

based on what changes they successfully implemented or are still attempting. Essentially, the 

behavioral and subsequent trait changes could have already occurred. Thus, an elevation in belief 

about the malleability of one’s most attributed trait found in this study could reflect previous and 

ongoing self-observations.   

Post Hoc Content-Coded Appraisals 

Appraising condemnation by others. The appraisals of condemnation by others in the 

guilt and shame condition were not expected because Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model does not 
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describe condemnation by others as an appraisal for either of these emotions. It was also 

unexpected that condemnation by others would be described far less in the rejection condition, 

considering this is the only appraisal implicated in Gausel and Leach’s (2011) model for feeling 

rejected. If participant’s explicit descriptions of their failures based on the RET instructions are 

reliable indicators of their primary appraisals of what caused their targeted emotion, these results 

indicate that the current theoretical model does not adequately characterize appraisals that elicit 

feelings of rejection in participant’s situations. 

Several factors may explain the lack of explicit condemnation by others in the rejection 

condition. First, participants in the rejection condition often described the ambivalent or 

uncompassionate responses from those involved in their situations that consequently limited 

social opportunities, such as one participant who described feeling rejected after applying to 

dozens of jobs: “None of the potential employers had even bothered to call me back, so I was 

feeling very inadequate.” This response describes a lack of agency, but it does not indicate that 

the participant felt condemned. Second, participants in the rejection condition also frequently 

described the moral failures of others in their situation as a barrier to their competence or 

relational goals, such as when others pursued their conflicting agendas. This indicates that many 

participants in the rejection condition described non-moral failures instead of moral failures. 

Consider for example the following participantwho experienced rejection: 

“About 8 months ago, my husband's best friend came to live with us for a while. We 

usually all got along great and I didn't have any problems with the friend. But then my 

husband and I started having some problems and arguing every night. We all used to 

hang out in the man cave where the friend was staying but now I couldn't hardly go back 

there anymore. Some other friends would even come over and everyone was having so 



SELF-THEORIES ABOUT TRAITS AS MOTIVATED REASONING  35 
 

much fun but me. I went in there a couple of times and the tension was really high. 

Another friend had said to me that it was better if I stayed out because they didn't want to 

be around if my husband and I started to argue. It was a bad couple of months and I felt 

rejected by everybody. I cried almost every night and just slept or ate alone in my room.” 

In this response to the RET, the participant did not describe her husband’s friend’s 

request as condemnation. They nevertheless felt rejected and described how the request 

negatively affected their ability to spend time with their husband and his friends. Their response 

and similar responses provide a reason to disagree with Gausel and Leach’s (2011, p. 476) claim 

that, “There are few failures more important to self-image or social image than moral failures.” If 

participants in the rejection condition often described non-moral failures, the similarities in B5-

FAs across RET conditions is a surprising find. The similarities in B5-FAs are notable because 

there may not be a significant difference in the types of personality traits that individuals 

attribute as causes of moral and non-moral failures when an adequate sample size is used that 

provided diversity in responses. Participants in the rejection condition could have attributed their 

failure to internal causes such as traits if they believed that their traits were responsible for 

other’s avoidance and ambivalence toward them. For this reason, the B5-FA inventory designed 

for the purposes of this study could also be applicable in future studies on non-moral failures that 

elicit feelings of rejection. 

Global and specific self-defect appraisals. Despite not coding global and specific self-

defects separately, these appraisals were only endorsed by 57.33% participants in the inferiority 

condition even though it was expected that a much higher percentage would appraise self-

defects. It is also worth noting that self-defects are not considered to be an appraisal in the model 

for guilt or rejection, although results from coding the content of RET responses suggested that 
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self-defects are common appraisals in situations that elicit guilt. In fact, participants in the guilt 

condition were slightly more likely to endorse self-defects than participants in the shame 

condition. Because participants in the rejection condition were almost as likely to appraise self-

defects as participants in the guilt condition, it is not likely that self-defects alone could explain 

the quantitative differences in motivated reasoning about one’s least and most attributed traits for 

participants who relived guilt. 

Personal agency appraisals. The presence or lack of personal agency appraisals cannot 

be explained by the theory on moral failures by Gausel and Leach (2011) that guided this study 

for several reasons. First, the theory predicts that the only appraisal that elicits guilt after 

experiencing a moral failure is one’s personal agency as a cause of the failure. However, only 

50.60% of participants in the guilt condition appraised their own agency as a cause of their 

failure. The absence of condemnation by others in the rejection condition may also be explained 

by the fact that participants in the rejection condition were far more likely to state that they were 

not the primary cause of their failure, 79.01%. The lack of personal agency often reported by 

participants in the guilt condition may also be a fruitful direction for future research in 

determining the cause of motivated reasoning after experiencing this self-conscious emotion 

because participants who relived guilt were 20.09% more likely to appraise a lack of agency in 

their failure than participants in the shame condition. 

Study Implications and Limitations 

There are important distinctions between this study and previous studies on how motives 

were evaluated following theoretically distinct self-conscious emotions that are negative in 

valence, and future studies should continue to pursue similar methods. For example, this study 

differs from Lickel and colleagues’ (2014) methods because they exclusively measured 
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participant’s recall of their motives following the situation. The present study indicates that 

reliving the target emotion could presently affect their motives based on how participants 

described the malleability of the traits least and most attributed to their failure. Future 

experiments that also utilize the RET for guilt, shame, rejection, and inferiority should also 

investigate appraisals such as condemnation by others, self-defects, personal agency, as well as 

other appraisals that were undoubtedly missed. Doing so would provide a clearer explanation of 

within-subject differences in motivated reasoning about one’s own personality traits after feeling 

guilt. It is highly unlikely that a lack of personal agency is the only appraisal that elicits feelings 

of rejection. 

Because participants in the guilt conditioned differed in their degree of motivated 

reasoning about their own traits compared to the shame, rejection, and inferiority, the 

implications of this difference go beyond implicit theories about general domains like personality 

or intelligence that have been observed as unidimensional constructs in other studies. This study 

demonstrated why more nuanced beliefs like implicit theories about own’s Big Five traits should 

be considered during scale development instead of personality globally. Future studies should 

continue to differentiate between malleability beliefs about more specific attributes like Big Five 

traits to improve the construct validity of research on implicit theories. As for limitations of the 

present study, the factor structure of the two inventories designed for this study were not 

evaluated and thus not confirmed, which could negatively impact the interpretability of these 

results if future studies are able to find other ways in which people perceive B5-FAs or in the 

perceived malleability of their Big Five traits. This study also did not provide adequate clarity 

about the differences in appraisals that participants explicitly described across RET condition 

responses because statistical significance was not assessed. 
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Summary 

 This study demonstrated that experiencing guilt influences individual’s reasoning about 

their own attributes after experiencing a moral failure, and the target of their motivated reasoning 

is often the personality trait(s) most implicated as a cause of their moral failure. However, this 

study also revealed that shame may not elicit similar motivated reasoning about how malleable 

one’s personality traits are despite previous studies that demonstrated how shame can elicit a 

motive to self-improve. Self-defensive motivated reasoning was also investigated in the rejection 

and inferiority conditions, where participants were expected to describe their most attributed trait 

as less malleable than their least attributed trait, but this did not occur. Instead of defensive 

reasoning, participants in the rejection and inferiority conditions described similarities in the 

perceived malleability of their most attributed trait and least attributed trait. 

After coding the RET responses for appraisals described in Gausel and Leach’s (2011) 

model, results revealed that all model-based appraisals were endorsed in the guilt and shame 

condition despite the predictions that only agency would be endorsed by participants in the guilt 

condition and the prediction that only self-defects would be endorsed by participants in the 

shame condition. More so, participants the rejection and inferiority conditions often described 

the moral failures of others that elicited their feelings or their own non-moral failures such as 

barriers to meeting a desired relational goal. Considering these results, Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model does not adequately explain the appraisals or motives of the four emotions 

investigated. 
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Table 1 

Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Age and Big Five Failure Attributions (B5-FA) 

Variables M (SD) C-FA A-FA N-FA O-FA E-FA 

C-FA 3.53 (.80) -- -- -- -- -- 

A-FA 3.28 (.88) .48** -- -- -- -- 

N-FA 3.59 (.78) .35** .48** -- -- -- 

O-FA 3.01 (.80) .52** .49** .41** -- -- 

E-FA 3.01 (.71) .44** .30** .37** .52** -- 

Age 31.24 (11.27) -.04 -.06 -.01 -.05 -.11 

Note. n = 325 to 326; FA = Failure Attribution, C = Conscientiousness, A = Agreeableness, N = 

Negative Emotionality, O = Open-Mindedness, and E = Extraversion; ** p < .001.  
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Table 2 

Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Age and the Malleability Self-Theories Questionnaire 

(MSTQ) for the Big Five Traits 

Variables M (SD) C-MSTQ A-MSTQ N-MSTQ O-MSTQ E-MSTQ 

C-MSTQ 3.50 (.87)  -- -- -- -- -- 

A-MSTQ 3.18 (.97) .62** -- -- -- -- 

N-MSTQ 3.35 (.90) .45** .53** -- -- -- 

O-MSTQ 2.77 (.92) .47** .60** .51** -- -- 

E-MSTQ 3.11 (.83) .52** .61** .55** .57** -- 

Age 31.24 (11.27) .03 -.03 .02 -.07 -.01 

Notes. Participants were excluded listwise; n = 324; C = Conscientiousness, A = Agreeableness, 

N = Negative Emotionality, O = Open-Mindedness, and E = Extraversion; ** p < .001.  
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Table 3 

Thematic Categories and Coding Procedures for RET Responses 

Code Appraisal Category Thematic Category Characteristic Response 

1 Condemnation by others Expected “...I didn't want to get into trouble so 
I didn't say anything…” 

  Real “...She was very mad that I did it…” 

  Imagined “...I know we never met, but I hope 
they don't hate me…” 

2 Agency Personal “...I felt guilt because I felt like I was 
in a sense abandoning him…” 

  No/Mixed “...because of a massive anxiety/panic 
attack that I wasn't prepared for...” 

3 Self-Defect(s) Endorsed By Self “...I really did love her and I screwed 
It all up because of my selfishness…” 

  Endorsed By Others “….I feel it will take them a little 
while to trust me again…” 

Notes. This coding procedure was based on the appraisals described in the Expanded Conceptual 

Model of The Experience of Moral Failure (Gausel & Leach, 2011); All example responses are 

from the guilt condition; Self-Defect appraisals included those that were specific and global. 
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Table 4 

Examples of RET Responses and Coding Procedures for Participants in the Guilt Condition 

“I sent an email to my supervisor². Someone I trust greatly. I did not pay attention to the tone 
and did not write the email in a professional manner². I was reprimanded for the email¹, with 
ways to improve. The email had no fluff and was to the point. It was a statement of my 
abilities. Immediately my stomach became tight and I wanted to repair what was wrong.  I 
wasn’t sure how and found myself becoming anxious, and overwhelmed. My brain became a 
fog as I wanted to fix what was broken. The guilt was present due to the respect I had for my 
supervisor. The fact that I had come to trust him. The concern of ruining the relationship I had 
developed. The concern on how it impacted how I was viewed on a professional level as well 
as a personal level³. Physically my stomach tightened, my breath became shallow.” 

“When I was home for winter break, my grandfather asked about my religious beliefs and if I 
was going to church. I told him that it was difficult to attend church since I was so focused on 
school. I came up with a lot of excuses. Church is really important to my family, so it was 
assumed that I should go. I didn't want to go, though. I don't know why I lied to him²; maybe it 
was to please him, to say that I was actively trying but external sources were causing problems. 
It didn't sit right with me to have lied to him. I felt awful for lying to his face², as I do anytime 
that I lie. It made me physically ill. My stomach would get upset, and I couldn't keep food 
down. I knew I shouldn't have lied, but I did anyway².” 

“I felt guilty last night. I put my toddler in her crib and promised I'd be right back but got 
distracted cleaning the kitchen and when I finally went back to her room, I saw that she'd 
fallen asleep with tears. I felt terrible guilt that she wanted me there and was expecting me 
back but felt I wasn't returning. My stomach felt like I'd been punched and I was close to tears 
myself that she had depended on her mother and I'd disappointed her². The dishes and table 
could have waited but she's tired and little and couldn't wait.” 

“I don't feel guilt too often, but the one time I felt guilt was when I said something really mean 
to a friend². I'd rather not get into specifics but I knew as I was saying it that it was mean, and 
yet I said it anyway. I don't know why I said it, it just came out and I couldn't stop myself. 
Usually I have better self-control over myself, but this time I didn't. As soon as I said it, I 
regretted it. I actually get a little bit anxious thinking about it. I didn't apologize but I tried to 
change my behavior immediately and be nicer³ to my friend afterwards, and show by my 
actions that I didn't mean to hurt my friend. I think it was because we were in a minor 
argument and when that happens, you tend to lose control of your emotions. Sometimes we 
can't help but say the wrong thing, but all you can do is try to learn from your mistakes.” 

Notes. Underlined text are responses coded as one of the three appraisals in Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model. ¹ = Condemnation by Others; ² = Agency/No Agency/Mixed; ³ = Self-Defect(s).  
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Table 5 

Examples of RET Responses and Coding Procedures for Participants in the Shame Condition 

“A few months ago when my dad got sick, I had to look after him. I am not very close to my 
parents so when it came time to answer questions about his health and basic information to the 
doctors and nurses, I rarely had answers for them. I knew I should have kept in touch with my 
parents and try to build a better relationship². When in front of the doctors I felt embarrassed 
and my anxiety started acting up so my mind went blank, my body tensed up and I had shaking 
in my hands. My mom who was in the room would put me down about this and it made me 
feel shameful¹.” 

“I fell UP stairs while wearing a formal gown and was ashamed², although few saw it. Despite 
having started the evening feeling like one of the group, the clumsy uncoordinated behemoth³ 
in borrowed costume jewelry with small-town beauty shop coiffure surfaced and spoiled the 
night out. My face was flushed, and I had difficulty putting thoughts into words for 
conversation (because such a klutz³ must surely at least be intelligent). The only saving grace 
to the experience was that the rest of the group was highly inebriated and I was designated 
driver. Still. Shame lingers, y'all.” 

“I felt shame when my partner told me that she did not feel supported by me³. She expressed to 
me that she didn't think that I was doing a very good job listening to her vent¹, and that this has 
been difficult for her because she has been in a stressful time at work. I listened quietly for 
some time, and felt great shame at this--I can recall thinking something like, "well, that's the 
bare minimum a partner ought to be able to do²--be supportive," and thought that she must feel 
awfully lonely if this is what she is coming home to every night³. I expressed deep apologies 
and acknowledgement that I wasn't being the partner she deserved². I don't remember any 
specific physical feelings; I didn't cry, but I recall being very upset with myself and my 
behavior.” 

“I snapped my smartphone in half out of anger, which caused me to feel shame². I was 
frustrated because the phone was malfunctioning while I was trying to complete an important 
task, and a friend was assuming that I was somehow doing it wrong. He said that he could do it 
instead, and I casually snapped my phone in half and told him that now he would have to. At 
the time I was embarrassed by my outburst, and avoided saying anything to him while he 
struggled his way through the task. Later, he told me that he was scared that I was going to 
hurt him³, and I was ashamed that I had made him feel that way.” 

Notes. Underlined text are responses coded as one of the three appraisals in Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model. ¹ = Condemnation by Others; ² = Agency/No Agency/Mixed; ³ = Self-Defect(s).  
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Table 6 

Examples of RET Responses and Coding Procedures for Participants in the Rejection Condition 

“A few months ago I felt pretty rejected when my closest friend didn't invite me to go out one 
night with some people², which I knew he was doing. I know it sounds silly, but I just don't 
have many friends and don't do much and I always assume that people don't want to be around 
me or hang out with me, so I felt like that event kind of confirmed that to me¹. My friend knew 
I was just sitting at home alone doing nothing, so it kind of hurt. Plus he was texting me about 
it, which was annoying. I guess I could have invited myself but I didn't² because I hate feeling 
imposing like that. I kind of got mad at my friend and kind of withdrew from speaking to him 
very much. This kind of stuff always seems to happen with me and friends, and I know I just 
take everything too personally³. It's a personal problem, really.” 

“An incident in the past year where I felt rejected was when I applied to tryouts for a 
professional gaming team. I knew many people were trying out so I practiced hard. Everyone 
was allowed to show some skills in game and the admins made their choice after everything. I 
wasn't even considered in the first wave. I think this happened because my gaming skills were 
not up to par with a professional team²? I do remember asking why I was rejected because I 
was not given a reason but all I got was a blanket answer that they would have sent to 
everyone who was rejected. I felt angry from being rejected because I really wanted to make 
the most of this opportunity but I've moved on.” 

“I felt rejected after my husband died. He was young, 49 and I was 51. It was a shock to 
myself and our 13 year old daughter. I began to realize that people basically shun widows³. I 
became invisible to the outside world. I didn't want to date because I had a teenaged girl in my 
home and I don't want more children². Anyway, men my age, want women, half my age and 
rightfully so. I don't want to have sex all night and there is no female viagra, so let the young 
women have them. Still though, it was hard to not have even the bag boys at the local market 
even make eye contact with me². My life is very lonely now, though I'm not alone, as I have 
my daughter and she has me.” 

“I was talking with my significant other about finances and our future. He has always wanted 
to keep our money separate, even though he says he considers us to be married (we aren't 
officially) and I am disabled so I don't really have my own source of income. I wanted to 
combine our finances and make sure that my future is secure since my name is on none of our 
assets. We got in a big argument about it and he told me he didn't love me and that he never 
had and didn't consider us to be together in that way¹. I was absolutely devastated and 
blindsided and furious. I felt completely lied to and tricked². Very rejected and unloved as 
well. I felt like money was so much more important to him than I was² and that all of my hard 
work that I had invested in our life had nothing to show for it. I felt physically sick, short of 
breath and tingly. Very hot and emotionally exhausted too.” 

Notes. Underlined text are responses coded as one of the three appraisals in Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model. ¹ = Condemnation by Others; ² = Agency/No Agency/Mixed; ³ = Self-Defect(s).  
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Table 7 

Examples of RET Responses and Coding Procedures for Participants in the Inferiority Condition 

“I felt inferior when I was not invited to my friend's Game of Thrones premiere night party². I 
have only seen some of the seasons and everyone around me is caught up. It felt like I was 
being excluded². I only found out about it in person because a third friend asked if I was going. 
I felt awkward and got kind of quiet and made rushed excuses "Oh, I have work... and I'm not 
caught up" and I feel like I know less about it and pop culture and it just sucks. Physically I 
withdrew somewhat and played on my phone for a few minutes while talking to someone else 
to change the subject.” 

“I felt inferior when I could not financially care for myself and had to depend on others² to 
help me out. It could not afford my own food and felt that I could not assert myself in 
obtaining the food I require to thrive² instead of whatever someone else thought I needed. I felt 
put down and weird and less than a worthy human being. I was forced to room with those that 
had very little to no respect for me² or who I am and that lead me to disrespecting myself. I 
was left with no privacy whatsoever which lead to a high amount of stress. I became extremely 
angry and there was a great deal of fighting¹ where I attempted to assert myself and was told 
that others came first and that I was being selfish³.” 

“I was in the grocery store, paying for my groceries with food stamps. The lady behind me 
turned around to tell the people behind her that I was paying with food stamps¹, and look at 
what I’d bought! Salmon, steak, chicken, burgers ... she said SHE couldn’t afford all that and 
she has money and a job! I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me. I, too, had a job and 
more money than I knew what to do with at one time, and then a tragedy occurred and this is 
my life for the time being². I really wish it weren’t this way; I certainly don’t WANNA be on 
food stamps². It’s demoralizing, degrading, and things like this happen from time to time and 
because of the horror, I eat a lot less than I should because I’m afraid of going to the store. I 
couldn’t even look the cashier in the eye; I grabbed my bags and ran from the store in tears, 
scared that those people would catch up to me¹ to try to make me feel even smaller³.” 

This would be when my supervisor kind of scolded me in front of my coworkers¹. I had been 
late a couple of times and my supervisor had enough of it. He told me to be more responsible³ 
and used me as an example. I felt inferior at the time because there was really nothing I could 
do. I felt small³ and not confident in myself. I felt weak³ and I felt like I had no control of the 
situation at all². I felt like a bug that could be squashed easily. I felt everyone's eyes on me and 
I was really embarrassed as well. 

Notes. Underlined text are responses coded as one of the three appraisals in Gausel and Leach’s 

(2011) model. ¹ = Condemnation by Others; ² = Agency/No Agency/Mixed; ³ = Self-Defect(s).   
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Table 8 

Frequency of Appraisals Across RET Conditions 

Appraisals by Condition Guilt Shame Rejection Inferiority 

Condemnation by Others 27 (32.53%) 35 (45.45%) 9 (11.11%) 24 (32.00%) 

Self-Defect(s) 32 (38.55%) 20 (25.97%) 25 (30.86%) 43 (57.33%) 

Personal Agency 42 (50.60%) 57 (74.03%) 7 (8.64%) 4 (5.33%) 

No/Mixed Agency 35 (42.17%) 17 (22.08%) 64 (79.01%) 34 (45.33%) 

No Coded Appraisals 1 (1.21%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.33%) 

Notes. Many participants endorsed multiple appraisals, so frequencies do not represent the sum 

of each RET condition. Condemnation by Others includes condemnation that was real, expected, 

or imagined. Self-Defect(s) include those that were specific or global. 
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Figures 

 

Figure 1. Bar graph of mean scores for trait malleability (MSTQ) across Relived Emotion Task 

conditions based on the traits most and least attributed to participant’s situation. 
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Appendix A 

Measures 

Relived Emotion Task  

Instructions: Think of a time when you felt [self-conscious emotion]. Try to recall as many 

details of the incident as you can. Tell in detail what happened to cause you to feel [self-

conscious emotion]. Why did it happen? Tell in as much detail as you can what you were feeling 

and thinking; what you said, if anything, and how you said it; what physical signs of [self-

conscious emotion] you showed, if any. 
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State Shame and Guilt Scale 

Instructions: The following are some statements which may or may not describe how you are 

feeling right now. Please rate each statement using the 5-point scale below. Remember to rate 

each statement based on how you are feeling right at this moment. 

(not feeling this way at all) 1 - - - - 2 - - - - 3 - - - - 4 - - - - 5 (feeling this way strongly) 

1. I feel good about myself. 

2. I want to sink into the floor and disappear. 

3. I feel remorse, regret. 

4. I feel worthwhile, valuable. 

5. I feel small. 

6. I feel tension about something I have done. 

7. I feel capable, useful. 

8. I feel like I am a bad person. 

9. I cannot stop thinking about something I have done. 

10. I feel proud. 

11. I feel humiliated, disgraced. 

12. I feel like apologizing, confessing. 

13. I feel pleased about something I have done. 

14. I feel worthless, powerless. 

15. I feel bad about something I have done. 

Notes. Reverse scoring is not necessary for any of the items; Pride items will be excluded from 

analyses; Shame items: 2, 5, 8, 11, 24; Guilt items: 3, 6, 9, 12, 15; Pride items: 1, 4, 7, 10, 13.  
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Big Five Failure Attributions (BFI-FA) 

Instructions: This questionnaire has been designed to investigate the different ways that people 

think about themselves. There are no right or wrong answers. We are interested in your own 

perceptions about what you should or should not have done to prevent the situation you just 

described. Please answer each question as honestly and accurately as you can, but don't spend 

too much time thinking about each answer. 

(Strongly Disagree) 1 - - - - 2 - - - - 3 - - - - 4 - - - - 5 (Strongly Agree) 

1. I should not have been quiet. 

2. I should have been compassionate, had a soft heart. 

3. I should not have been disorganized. 

4. I should have not worried a lot. 

5. I should have been fascinated by art, music, or literature. 

6. I should have been dominant, acted as a leader. 

7. I should not have been rude to others. 

8. I should have started on tasks. 

9. I should not have been depressed, blue. 

10. I should have been interested in abstract ideas. 

11. I should have been full of energy. 

12. I should have assumed the best about people. 
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13. I should have been reliable, always counted on. 

14. I should have been emotionally stable, not easily upset. 

15. I should have been original, come up with new ideas. 

16. I should have been outgoing, sociable. 

17. I should not have been cold and uncaring. 

18. I should have kept things neat and tidy. 

19. I should have been relaxed, handle stress well. 

20. I should have had more artistic interests. 

21. I should not have let others take charge. 

22. I should have been respectful, treat others with respect. 

23. I should have been persistent, work until the task is finished. 

24. I should have felt secure, comfortable with self. 

25. I should have been complex, a deep thinker. 

26. I should have been more active than other people. 

27. I should not have found fault with others. 

28. I should not have been careless. 

29. I should not have been temperamental, get emotional easily. 

30. I should have been creative. 
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Malleability Self-Theories Questionnaire (MSTQ) 

Instructions: You have beliefs about your own qualities that you are certain about, some that you 

are less certain about, and some that you just simply accept. Please rate your agreement or 

disagreement with the following statements. 

(Strongly Disagree) 1 - - - - 2 - - - - 3 - - - - 4 - - - - 5 (Strongly Agree) 

1.      How organized I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 

2.      How tidy I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very much. 

3.      Whether I am efficient or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed 

very much. 

4.      There is not much that can be done to change how persistent I am. 

5.      Whether I am dependable or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be 

changed very much. 

6.      There is not much that can be done to change how responsible I am. 

7.      Whether I am dominant or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be 

changed very much. 

8.      There is not much that can be done to change how assertive I am. 

9.      How active I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 

10.  How energetic I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very much. 

11.  How outgoing I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 
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12.  How sociable I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very much. 

13.  Whether I am sympathetic or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be 

changed very much. 

14.  There is not much that can be done to change how compassionate I am. 

15.  Whether I am polite or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed 

very much. 

16.  There is not much that can be done to change how respectful I am. 

17.  How forgiving I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 

18.  How trusting I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very much. 

19.  How tense I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 

20.  How I anxious I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very much. 

21.  Whether I am sad or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed. very 

much. 

22.  There is not much that can be done to change how depressed I am. 

23.  How moody I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 

24.  How temperamental I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very 

much. 

25.  How curious I am is something about me that I can't change very much. 
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26.  How philosophical I am is something very basic about me and it can't be changed very 

much. 

27.  Whether I am artistic or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed 

very much. 

28.  There is not much that can be done to change how interested in music or literature I am. 

29.  Whether I am creative or not is deeply ingrained in my personality and it cannot be changed 

very much. 

30.  There is not much that can be done to change how inventive I am. 

Notes. Adjectives are from Soto and John’s (2017) items in the Big Five Inventory 2, which were 

chosen by the original authors for their clarity and accessibility in reading level; Original items 

are from Dweck and colleagues (1995), whereas item modification procedures are based on 

Spinath and colleagues (2003). 
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Demographics Questionnaire

1. What gender do you identify with? 

a.   Man 

b.   Woman 

c.   Transgender man 

d.   Transgender woman 

e.   Gender queer/gender nonconforming 

f.    I would prefer not to disclose 

g.   Other (please specify): _________________ 

  

2. Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation? 

a.   Heterosexual (Straight) 

b.   Gay 

c.   Lesbian 

d.   Bisexual 

e.   Queer 

f.    Pansexual 

g.   Don’t know 

h.   I would prefer not to disclose 

i.    Other, please specify: __________________ 

  

3. Current relationship status 

a.   Single 

b.   Dating 

c.   In a monogamous relationship 

d.   In a polyamorous relationship 

e.   In an open relationship 

f.    Cohabiting 

g.   Married 

h.   Divorced 

i.    I would prefer not to disclose 
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j.    Other (please specify): __________________ 

  

4. Age: ______ (in years) 

  

5. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 

received? 

a.   Less than high school degree 

b.   High school degree or equivalent (e.g., GED) 

c.   Some college but no degree 

d.   Associate degree 

e.   Bachelor degree 

f.    Graduate degree 

g.   I would prefer not to disclose 

  

6. How would you describe yourself? (multi-choice) 

●       American Indian or Alaska Native 

●       Asian 

●       Black or African American 

●       Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

●       White or Caucasian 

●       Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish 

●       I would prefer not to disclose 

●       Other (please specify): _________________

 
 


