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Invest igated central assumptions of an appeasement model of blushing that
holds that blushing s a rellable communication of apology for soclal
transgressions. Male or female subjects were assigned to actor or observer
reles; the actors then performed a secles of elther embarrassing or lnnocuous
taiks under publlc or *private" conditions. Actors’ heart rates and cheek and
finger temperatures were contlnuously monltored throughout, and all subjects’
chronlc embarrassabl|ity was assessed. Cheek temperature was positlively related
to both self-percelved blushing and the observers’ Judgnents of the actors’
embarrassment. Embarrassment was found to be recognizable, was based on
Involuntary physiological responses, and engendered kindly reactions from
observers, findings all consistent with an appeasement mode!.
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Blushing as an Appeasement Gesture:
Felt, Displayed, and Observed Embarrassment

Blushing Is an Involuntary response of the parasympathet!ic nervcus system
(PNS) that Is a hallimark of embarrassment (Buss, 1980). Why shouid
embarrassment often cause such a response? The answer, according to a
provocative new theory, |s that blushing serves an anclunt evolutlonary
functiont by blushing, an embarrassed actor communicates that he or she
understands and shares the established norms of conduct and |s apologetlic about
breaking them (Castlefranchl & Poggl, 1990)., Blushing may thus be a gesture of
appeasement that helps embarrassed people to avold soclal rejection (Leary,
1989). In particular, since people caiinot feign blushing, the presence of a
blush may allow observers to distingulsh well-meaning persons who are actually
remorseful about thelr soclal transgressions from other, more worrlsome people
who are unconcerned about broken rules.

Most of the emerging studles on blushing have obtalned results that support
this appeasement function (Asendorpf, 1989; Leary & Meadows, ln press).
Uncertainties remaln, however. We lack documentation of the actual connectlions
among felt embarrassment and blushing, and the displayed embarrassment and
blushing evident to observers. More importantly, central assumptions of the
appeasement mode! have yet to be directly tested. The model assumes that
blushing should be more obvious 1) the greater one’s ambarrassment, 2) the more
public one’s predicament, and 3) the greater one’s fear of excluslon. Thls
study sought to examine these propositlions.

Subjects and Method |

Bighty male and 80 female volunteers from psychology classes flrst completed
MoZigliani’s (1968) Embarrassabllity Scale, a measure of chronlic susceptiblllity
to embarrassment. Thereafter, in the laboratory, two subjects (each Initlally
unaware of th¢ other’s presence) were randomly assigned to elther an actor or
gbserver role.

Actors were then randomly assigned to elther a publjc or private performance
condition. Publlc actors were truthfully informed that an observer would be
watching through a one-way mirror and would be able to see and hear them
clearly. By contrast, private actors were told that no one would be able to see
or hear them.

After basellne heart rate and cheek and flnger temperature measurements, the
actor randomly drew a i1ist of elther embarrassing or upembacrassing tasks. The
embarrassing tasks instructed actors to 1) sing the "Star Spangled Banner:" 2)
laugh for 30 seconds as |f they had just heard a joke; and 3) place an earplug
In one ear and sing along with a recording of "Feellings'. By comparison, the
Innocuous tasks directed actors to write out the words to the "Star Spangled
Banner," and merely listen to the recording. Once the tasks were chosen, actors
were glven ancther two minutes to plan thelir performances.

Finally, the experlimenter opened curtains that revealed the observat!on
window In the public condition (or lgnored them, leavinn a smal! crack In the
curtains in the private condition) and the actor began the tasks. The actors’
physiological reactions were monitored continuously as the observer looked on.
After the tasks, both the actors and observers provided self-reports of their
perceptions.

The study thus constituted a 2 by 2 by 2 by 2 factorlal design, iIncluding
subject sex, subject role (actor or observer), performance condltion (public
versus private), and type of tasks (embarrassing versus lnnocucus), with the
actors’ embarrassabllity as a covariate,
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Resylts

d - Both the performance and task manlpulatlions were
apparently successful. MANCOVAs showed that actors reported more embarrassment
and blushing In public than In prlvate conditlons, and were more embarrassed
when they had performed the embarrassing, rather than the lnnocuous, tasks. The
actors’ embarrassabllity was also Influential; the more embarrassable the
actors, the higher thelr embarrassment and the more pronounced thelr
se| t-percelved blushing.

Further, embarrassed actors reported more Intense physiological symptoms
than did those who performed the !nnocuous tasks, and belleved they had
displayed more embarrassment, blushing, and abashment (Table i1). The nature of
the tasks befalllng the actors fundamentally lnfluenced both thelr percelved
Internal changes and assumed outward displays.

Physiological Measures. The performance conditlcn had relatlively minor
effects on the actors’ self-reports, but substantlally Influenced thelr
physliologlical responses. Interactlions of performance conditlon and experimental
tasic emerged on changes In both heart rate and flnge: temperature (Table 2). In
general, subjects experienced greater increases In pulse rate (HR) and greater
decreases |n finger temperature when they performed the tasks In publlc
conditions than In private. Both of these results suggest PNS wlthdrawal
Instead of sympathetic actlvatlon (Martin & Venables, 1980), a pattern
characteristic of embarrassment (Leary, 1989) that serves to dlfferentlate |t
from anxlety or fear.

The naiure of the tasks affected cheek temperature, as expected; actors
performing the embarrassing tasks had warmer cheeks than those who engaged in
more lnnocuous actlvity.

Observer‘s Perceptiong. The observers judged actors who performed the
embarrassing tasks to be more embarrassed and abashed, and to blush more, than
did actors who performed the lnnocuous tasks (Table 3). Thus the actors felt
that their embarrassment was more apparent, and the observers perceived that the
actors were more embarrassed when a predicament actually exlsted than when It
did not.

Interestingly, embarrassed actors made better impressions on the observers
than did nonembarrassed actors. As other studles have shown (cf. Semin &
Manstead, 1982) and the appeasement model predicts, approprlate displays of
embarrassment engender acceptance, not cdlsfavor.

Correlational Analyses. The actors’ felt embarcassment correlated
moderately highly with thelr percelved displays of both embarrassment and
blushing. Further, the observers’ perceptlions of the actors’ embarrassment was
obviously related to the actors’ percelved dlsplays (Table 4). Finally, actual
changes In cheek temperature were positlively related to hoth the actors” bellefs
about their dlisplayed blushling, r (68) = .24, and the amount of blushing
percelved by the observers, r (68) = .25, both p’g < .05.

Conclusions

The data are consistent wlth several assumptions of the appeasement model.
The observers’ Jjudgments fit the actors’ perceptlions of their emotlonal displays
falrly well, and the observers were typlcally able to tell when the actors were
embarrassed. In fact, the observers’ judgments were modestly but rellably
assoclated with the temperature of the actors’ cheeks, Just as the appeasement
view would predict. When blushing occurred, both the actor and observer tended
to know It. Further, public embarrassment received favorable, not rejectling,
reactlons from the observers.
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The results suggest that embarrassment |s recognlzable, that It |s based on
Involuntary physlological responses, and that |t engenders kindly reactlons from
observers. However, they do not support the argument that vislble embarrassment
is a solely public event, because the actors’ self-reports were not markediy
affected by the public/private distinction. Further Investigation of the
Influence of public and private conditlons on embarrasament displays Is

suggested.
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Task Condition B
Uependent Measure o s-ececemmcecccccecccoeoo- E less
Embarrassing Innocuous than
Manipulation Chec!
Embarrassment 16.8 13.6 15.12 .001
Blushing 7.8 3.3 10.24 .002
Physiological Changes
Muscle Tension 7.3 5.1 4.80 .03
Stomach Butterflies 5.6 3.7 10.71 .002
warmth in Cheeks 7.6 4.8 13.41 .001
Pulse Accelzration 7.8 5.1 11.24 .00t
Blushing 7.3 2.5 43.56 .001
Voice Trembling 9.8 1.9 79.53 .00
Displaved Erotions
Embarrassment 10.6 5.3 15.18 .001
Blushing 9.1 4.2 19.96 .001
Flustered 8.9 4.8 13.37 .001
Abashed 8.9 5.4 7.08 .01

Note. All items, except fnr the first, were 19-point s~ales.
The range on the first ltem was 4 - 28,
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Table 2
£ th v asks op the
Bhysiological Change Scores
Procedural Task
Independent --------------------cccm—e o oo oo cmm o mm e
Varlable Task Curtain *Banner" Laugh “"Feel lngs"
Selection
--------------------------- Heart Rate ---=-----c-cmeccccccaana-
Performance
Condition
Private 5.8 14 6.6 ¢ 11.9n 11.94 7.3
---------------------- Finger Temperature -------------=---c---
PUbllC -'368 -1'958 -2029 a '20973 -30373
Prlvate -086 be -1053 bde -2.14 Cf “2-66 bd -2077 Cef
------------------------- Cheek Temperature ----------------<-e--
Task
conditlon
Eroarrassing -.10 -.07 5 -.21l b 14 .01
Innocuous - .07 cde -.3C acd -.77 bee -.87 df -.40 ef

Note. Heart rate ls scaled in beats per minute. Finger and Cheek temperatures
are deqrees Farenheit. MANCOVAs we:re performed on the raw data using
basel lne scores as covariates; scores representing changes from haselir»
are presented here for easier lnterpretation. Means sharing the same
single-letter subscript differ by at least p < .05.
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Table 3
Main Effects of Task Condition on Observers’ Perceptjons
Task Conditlion p
Dependent Measure @ = = -------se--osomme——-moo-o- E less
Embarrassling Innocucus than
Actor’s Embarragssment 17.4 14.6 8.11 .006
Actor’s Blushing 6.3 3.6 5.95 .02
Actor’s Abashment 7.5 4.8 7.94 .007
Impression Favorablllity 10.8 7.2 10.06 .002

Note. All items, except for the flirst, were 1?-polnt scales.
The range on th: flrst ltem was 4 - 28.

Table 4
arrelat] amon c / /
Embarrassment
Felt Dlsplayed Displayed Perceived Perceived
Blushing [Embarrassment Blyshing Embarrassmpent Blushing
Actors’
Felt .32 .58 .42 .41 .22
Embarrassment
Felt 1.00 .37 .6 .36 19
Blushing
Displayed 1.00 .69 .30 48
Embarrassment
Displayed 1.00 .32 .20
Blushing
Percelved 1.00 .45
Embai‘rassment
Percelved 1.00

Blushing

Note. All correlations higher than .20 are signiflcant at p < .0S.
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