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In personal accounts, humiliation is often reported as a very intense, painful, negative

emotion. We report two scenario studies in which we explored two factors that may

contribute to the intense character of humiliation: (1) unwanted, negative public exposure,

and (2) a threat to central aspects of one’s identity. Study 1 (N= 115) assessed emotional

reactions to a public insult when an audience responded with either laughter or not

and when someone from the audience offered support after the insult or no support

was offered. Results showed that the intensity of humiliation increased when people

laughed after the insult. However, support offered after the insult had no effect on reported

humiliation. Study 2 (N = 99) focused on threats to different self-related values and

showed stronger reports of humiliation when central self-related values were threatened

than when less central self-related values were threatened. Study 2 also replicated the

audience-effect from Study 1, but only when central self-related values were threatened

and not when less central self-related values were threatened. Limitations of these

studies (e.g., the use of scenarios) and potential avenues for future research, such as the

(long-term) consequences of humiliation and humiliation in the context of social media,

are discussed.

Keywords: humiliation, audience laughter, self, identity, values, social support

INTRODUCTION

I fell in the dirt. The pizza fell on top of me. The Diet Pepsi tipped over and glugged out all over my dress.

The table fell on top of the Pepsi on top of the pizza on top of me. The napkin fluttered away. EVERYONE

LOOKED AT ME.

[...] I’m sure nobody else in that dusty press paddock remembers the time some rando[m] fat chick fell

down. [...] But I WILL NEVER, EVER FORGET IT. That’s the thing about humiliation—it sticks with you.

It becomes a part of you. Because it’s not an external emotion, like anger, it’s internal. It’s losing your grip

on the image of yourself you’re trying so desperately to control and project. It tears down the curtain. It

undermines who you think you are as a person, and that’s frightening (West, 2014).

Humiliation seems to be a “darker” and more pervasive emotional experience than many other
emotions. The quote above illustrates humiliation’s intense and painful character. This intensity
is, for example, reflected in a tendency for humiliating experiences to remain vivid in the minds
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of victims, regardless of the amount of time that has passed
(Klein, 1991). In line with this, some recent empirical evidence on
the neural processing of emotions has showed that humiliation is
a very intense emotion, more so than related negative emotions
such as shame and anger (Otten and Jonas, 2014).

In the present article, we follow Hartling and Luchetta’s (1999,
p. 264) definition of humiliation as “the deep dysphoric feeling
associated with being, or perceiving oneself as being unjustly
degraded, ridiculed, or put down—in particular, one’s identity has
been demeaned or devalued.” We further consider humiliation
a unique mix of emotions as it has been associated with shame
and avoidance tendencies, but also with anger and tendencies to
attack and take revenge (e.g., Elison andHarter, 2007;Mann et al.,
2016; Mann et al., manuscript in preparation).

Our primary focus in the present studies is on explaining
why the experience of humiliation is often reported to be so
intense. In particular, we examine two potential reasons. The first
is derogative, public exposure. This is especially the case with
a laughing audience, because laughter in a negative situation is
generally perceived as derogatory, and amplifies the threat to
one’s identity. A second reason for humiliation’s intensity may be
found in the specific target of the humiliation, in other words,
which aspects of oneself are being threatened: central, stable,
and unique elements vs. less central, changeable, and situation-
dependent elements of one’s identity. A threat to central elements
of the self is likely to be associated with more intense feelings of
humiliation than a threat to less central elements of the self. We
examine these two factors in two scenario studies, in which we
manipulated the response of an audience during an imaginary
humiliating episode (Study 1), and examined several humiliating
situations that vary in the extent to which they target central or
less central aspects of the self (Study 2).

Humiliation and Negative Public Exposure
Perhaps not surprisingly, humiliation—especially when
experienced frequently—has been associated with a host of
psychological, relational, and societal problems, as well as with
clinical disorders such as low self-esteem, depression, general
anxiety disorder, suicidal intentions, homicide and (domestic)
violence (e.g., Klein, 1991; Gilbert, 1997; Hartling and Luchetta,
1999; Farmer and McGuffin, 2003; Kendler et al., 2003; Leary
et al., 2003; Elison and Harter, 2007; Torres and Bergner, 2010;
Walker and Knauer, 2011; Harter, 2012; Collazzoni et al., 2014,
2015). One often cited example of the destructive potential
of humiliation is the phenomenon of school-shootings, the
(attempted) mass killing and injuring of students and teachers at
a school or university by one or more students of that institution.
The shootings are (at least partly) considered to be the result
of the frequent humiliation that has been experienced by these
perpetrators (Leary et al., 2003; Elison and Harter, 2007; Torres
and Bergner, 2010; Harter, 2012).

But what causes people to feel humiliated? In general, the
experience of humiliation can result from being the center of
negative attention, as is the case when being teased, harassed,
ridiculed or put down (Elison and Harter, 2007; Harter, 2012),
but it can also follow from being neglected, excluded or ostracized
(Hartling, 2007; Veldhuis et al., 2014). These acts of humiliation

(bullying, excluding) can be triggered by a strong norm violation
or transgression by the subject, but also merely by being
“different” or judged by others as inadequate (Harter, 2012).

Humiliation is often associated with shame (e.g., Lewis,
1971, 1992; Miller, 1993; Hartling and Luchetta, 1999; Lindner,
2009). Indeed, both emotions are negative and concern the
self (Zavaleta Reyles, 2007) and both are the result of global
attributions; i.e., a focus on the total or core self, rather than on
specific aspects of the self, such as is the case with guilt (Lewis,
1995). Furthermore, they both arouse a wish to hide from others
(Harter, 2012). However, humiliation and shame differ in that
shame entails a judgment or criticism on the self by the self,
whereas humiliation entails a judgment or criticism on the self by
another. This implies an appraisal of unfairness, which is a central
aspect of humiliation (Klein, 1991; Hartling and Luchetta, 1999;
Jackson, 2000; Elison andHarter, 2007; Combs et al., 2010; Torres
and Bergner, 2010; Harter, 2012).

Humiliation is also connected to embarrassment. Elison and
Harter (2007) report some overlap between these emotions, but
they and others also note important differences, especially in
terms of the perception of others’ hostile intent (e.g., Elison and
Harter, 2007; Combs et al., 2010; Harter, 2012). This hostile intent
drives the association between humiliation and anger or even
rage. Although anger and humiliation clearly differ, the appraisals
of unfairness and perceived hostile intent show the similarities
between humiliation, anger, aggression, and a desire for revenge
(e.g., Smith et al., 2002; Elison and Harter, 2007; Combs et al.,
2010; Leidner et al., 2012; Fernández et al., 2015).

A key element in the experienced intensity of humiliation
seems to be the presence of other people witnessing the
humiliating event (e.g., Klein, 1991; Hartling and Luchetta, 1999;
Elison and Harter, 2007). Smith et al. (2002) argue that “public
exposure of any sort of behavior, and the evaluative implications
of public scrutiny, may be an especially powerful ingredient of
the socially constructed self ” (p. 146). Supporting this argument,
there is evidence that public exposure of a wrongdoing leads to
stronger reports of shame, humiliation, and embarrassment than
when the wrongdoing remains private (see also Combs et al.,
2010; Fernández et al., 2015). Elison and Harter (2007) further
showed that the presence of an audience displaying hostile
intent is judged as prototypical for humiliation. Thus, although
humiliation can be felt without an audience being present, we
argue that the most typical and intense instances of humiliation
are those in which others are present, showing hostile intent.

There are various ways of signaling hostile intent. In the
present research we focus on laughter in response to a negative
event. Although laughter often has a clear positive and prosocial
function (see e.g., Sauter et al., 2010; Scott et al., 2014), it can also
be a signal of negative emotions (see also Niedenthal et al., 2010).
For example, the emotion of contempt is often accompanied
by a smile, referred to as the unilateral lip curl (e.g., Ekman
and Friesen, 1986; Wagner, 2000; Fischer and Giner-Sorolla,
2016) and can be expressed with scornful and derisive laughter
(Ruch and Proyer, 2008). Schadenfreude—the enjoyment of
others’ misfortune (van Dijk et al., 2006)—is another negative
emotion associated with laughter (see Ruch and Proyer, 2008).
In such instances, laughter is not friendly or supportive, but
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rather derogative and implies that we laugh at rather than with
someone. In the case of humiliation, we therefore expect that
in situations where a person encounters hostile remarks, others’
laughter is a clear signal of degradation or derision.

The Specific Target of Humiliation
A second explanation for the painfulness of humiliation is related
to the target of the humiliative act. We usually do not feel
humiliated when someone laughs at us because of our opinion
about cats, unless someone defines herself as a fanatic cat
lover. We therefore make a distinction between important and
central parts of the self, referring to preferable traits that are
considered stable and relatively unchangeable, vs. more malleable
and situation-dependent parts of the self. These latter aspects
can be adjusted and changed, and we argue that these traits
should therefore be less prone to humiliative acts. For example,
specific preferences or attitudes could be denied or downgraded
in response to a humiliating incident. Humiliation has been
described as “an invasion of the self ” (Klein, 1991, p. 98), and we
therefore assume that a humiliating episode should entail a threat
to central and stable aspects of one’s identity.

We based the operationalization of central and stable vs.
more flexible and malleable aspects of the self on research into
people’s values. Values are concepts or beliefs about desirable end
states or behavior (Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990) and thus, they
reflect what is important in people’s lives. However, some values,
the “high-priority values” (e.g., Schwartz and Bilsky, 1990), are
more important than others, because they are more central
to the self-concept. In Western culture, autonomous values,
such as independence, openness, and originality are considered
more defining of and important to the self (e.g., Markus and
Kitayama, 1991), whereas social-relational values such as respect
for tradition and family are less central and more changeable.
In line with this idea, we predict that when a humiliating act
consists of a threat to autonomous self-related values, people
from Western cultures feel more humiliated than when the
humiliating act concerns a threat to social-relational self-related
values.

The Current Research
Our first set of hypotheses relate to the role of an audience.
We hypothesize that the presence of a laughing audience
during a humiliating episode intensifies feelings of humiliation.
In addition, we examine the effect of a contrasting audience
response, namely the target of humiliation being socially
supported by an individual from the audience, which may reduce
humiliation. Social support has, to our knowledge, not been
experimentally studied in the specific context of humiliation.
However, research on classroom bullying showed that so-called
peer support systems (e.g., Naylor and Cowie, 1999; Cowie
and Hutson, 2005)—trained youngsters who offer friendship
and support to victims of bullying, and promote a pro-social
atmosphere in and around the classroom—reduce the negative
impact of bullying on the victims (Cowie and Hutson, 2005). In
line with this, we argue that social support after a humiliating
event may help the victim to cope with the experience and thus
reduces feelings of humiliation.

Secondly, we focus on the type of threat that the humiliating
situation entails and hypothesize that, in our Western sample,
a threat to stable aspects of one’s identity (e.g., autonomous
values) rather than to more malleable aspects of the self (e.g.,
social-relational values), in a humiliating episode increases the
relevance of the situation, which may make this situation more
humiliating.

Finally, based on Elison and Harter’s (2007) conclusion that
the dynamics of humiliation apply to both genders, we have no
reason to expect gender differences. However, previous studies
on gender differences in subjective emotions have shown more
intense reports of emotions by women (Fischer and Evers, 2013),
and one study showed higher reports of humiliation by women
than by men (Hartling and Luchetta, 1999). Furthermore, there
may be gender differences in the importance attributed to certain
self-related values (e.g., Schwartz and Rubel, 2005). For example,
women may regard social-relational values as more important
than men do1. Thus, we control for gender in our studies.

We report two studies focusing on these ideas. In Study 1, we
examine whether a description of a public insult in the presence
of an audience increases reports of humiliation when the
audience laughs compared to when there is no audience response
(Hypothesis 1).We also expect that including social support from
someone witnessing the episode in such a description decreases
reports of humiliation (Hypothesis 2). In Study 2, we examine
whether humiliation is stronger when central and stable aspects
of the self are threatened than when less central and changeable
aspects of the self are threatened (Hypothesis 3). We also aimed
to replicate the potential effect of audience laughter on reported
humiliation. We confirm that we report all data exclusions, all
measures and all manipulations in the two studies.

STUDY 1

In Study 1 we manipulated the response of an audience during
a hypothetical humiliating episode. We constructed a scenario
that describes a person being accused of not being able to give
their honest and open opinion. This happens in the presence of
others (the audience) who either laugh after the insult or show
no response. Participants were requested to imagine themselves
as the protagonist in the story and to indicate their expected
emotional reaction. We predicted that reports of humiliation
would be higher when the audience laughs at the protagonist than
when there is no such response (Hypothesis 1). We also expected
that support offered after this episode would decrease reported
intensity of humiliation (Hypothesis 2).

Method
Participants and Procedure
A total of 160 participants took part in this study. Data were
collected online by mailing the student mailing list of an English-
speaking international university in Germany. Additionally, we
collected data (paper and pencil) in and around the University
of Amsterdam and via a snowball procedure in the United
Kingdom.

1We would like to thank one of the reviewers for pointing this out.
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As the current study was not focused at testing cultural
differences in these situations, we aimed for a culturally
homogeneous group of people from Western Europe. However,
28 international students of the German university were born
and raised in non-Western, collectivistic countries (i.e., Africa,
Latin America, and Asia). For ethical reasons we did not
exclude students based on nationality, but we analyzed only
the results of participants from Western countries. Importantly,
when we included the data of the non-Western participants we
found the same patterns of significant results. Data of another
17 participants were excluded for other reasons2. Thus, 115
participants remained (72 female, 42 male, 1 gender missing).
Their mean age was 27.34 years (SD= 10.81, range: 14–64).

Participants read the scenario and completed the
questionnaire called “Emotions in Daily Life.” Depending
on their country of origin, a Dutch or an English version was
presented (see below for translation procedures).

Design and Scenario
The scenario and questions were first written in Dutch and then
translated into English by the researchers. These translations
were inspected and where necessary corrected by a native
speaker. We used a 2 (Audience Response: No Response vs.
Laughter)× 2 (Social Support: No Support vs. Support) between-
participants design with Gender as a covariate. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of the four conditions. In all conditions
the first part of the scenario consisted of the following text:

You are participating in a discussion on politics, hosting people

with different backgrounds. At a certain moment the discussion

turns to a sensitive subject for some people. The discussion leader

happens to be aware that you know a lot about this subject and he

asks you a question about it. When you hesitate a little to answer

his question, the person who sits next to you says in a sneering

tone: “If you are not even able to give an honest and open opinion,

then what are you doing here?”

Subsequently, in the Laughter condition the sentence: “Some of
the other participants start to laugh,” was added to the text. We
used the word “laughter,” because this is a neutral description
of a display that can be interpreted both positively (affiliation)
and negatively (derision). If “laughter” would increase reported
feelings of humiliation, this would be a conservative test, and
show that any form of laughter may be interpreted in a negative
way in such contexts.

We did not want to check this manipulation in the current
study as we feared asking participants about the audience’s
response would raise suspicion about the aim of the study and
evoke unwanted effects. Therefore, the laughter manipulation
was checked in a pilot-study (N = 158) using the same scenario
in which we asked participants to indicate how the audience
responded (i.e., “They laughed,” “They did not respond,” “They
were angry,” “It was not stated,” “I don’t know”). All participants

2Because (a) they did not participate in a serious manner (n = 8); (b) their

responses were incomplete (n = 5); or (c) they scored too high on the item

“happiness” (4 or 5 on a five-point scale), which was intended as a control variable

to test the effectiveness of the scenario (n= 4).

in the Laughter condition indicated that the audience laughed
and only 5.1% of participants in the No Response condition
indicated that the audience laughed.

In the Support condition the sentence: “Then, another
participant tells the person next to you: ‘Don’t act so stupid, have
some respect!”’ was added. This manipulation was checked in the
current study as we could measure support more implicitly and
therefore had no reason to expect unwanted effects of this check.

Measures
Participants indicated their agreement with statements on a scale
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). Humiliation was
measured with the following item: “In this situation I would
experience humiliation3.” To check our manipulation of social
support we asked the following question: “Do you feel the
participants were on your side?” (felt support).

Results
Manipulation Check
An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed with Social
Support (No Support vs. Support) and Audience Response (No
Response vs. Laughter) as factors and participants’ rating of
the extent they would feel that the other discussants were on
their side (felt support) as dependent variable. There was no
main effect of Social Support. However, there was a significant
interaction between Audience Response and Social Support,
F(1, 111) = 14.11, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.113. When the audience did
not react after the insult, there was no difference in felt support
in the two conditions (MSupport = 3.04, SD = 0.94; MNo Support

= 3.35, SD = 0.63). However, when the audience laughed after
the insult, support resulted in higher scores on felt support
than when no support was given (MSupport = 3.29, SD = 0.60;
MNo Support = 2.50, SD = 0.86). These results suggest that the
manipulation of support was partly successful, as the extent to
which people indicated to feel support depended on the presence
of audience laughter.

Main Analysis
A univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with Audience
Response (No Response vs. Laughter) and Social Support (No
Support vs. Support) as between-subjects factors, Gender as
a covariate, and reported humiliation as dependent variable
showed a significant main-effect for Audience Response, F(1, 109)
= 5.77, p= 0.018, η2

p = 0.050.When scenarios included audience
laughter, reported humiliation was higher (M = 2.84, SD= 1.08)
than when there was no audience response after the insult (M =

2.30, SD= 1.20), supporting Hypothesis 1.
Contrary to Hypothesis 2, there was no effect of Social

Support on reported humiliation, F(1, 109) = 0.03, p = 0.865,
η
2
p = 0.000. However, in line with our hypothesis, there

3In addition, we asked people whether they would experience shame, anger, and

contempt. Shame was positively related to humiliation (r = 0.58, p < 0.001), as

was anger (r = 0.30, p= 0.001). Contempt was unrelated to humiliation (r = 0.03,

p = 0.771). We also included the emotion label “happiness” as a control item. If

participants scored high on this item (4 or 5), their data were excluded from the

analyses, because in these instances we considered themanipulation of humiliation

as failed. Happiness was negatively related to humiliation (r =−0.23, p= 0.012).
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was a significant negative relation between felt support and
humiliation, r = −0.21, p = 0.025, indicating that the stronger
the participants believed that the other discussants were on their
side, the less strongly they reported humiliation. There was no
significant interaction between Audience Response and Social
Support4.

Finally, Gender was not a significant covariate, F(1, 109) = 1.80,
p= 0.183, η2

p = 0.016.

Discussion
The results of Study 1 support the idea that derogative audience
laughter after an insult leads to stronger humiliation compared
to the same insult without audience laughter, confirming
Hypothesis 1. Contrary to Hypothesis 2, the manipulated social
support from someone in the audience did not reduce reports
of humiliation after the insult, nor did it reduce reported
humiliation after audience laughter. We may explain the absence
of an effect of support on humiliation by the fact that receiving
social support can actually emphasize one’s vulnerable and low
status. Moreover, the involvement of others also stresses the
public nature of the degradation, which may, in some cases, lead
to an unintended negative effect of social support (although we
did not find such an effect in the current study). We will discuss
the role of social support further in the General Discussion.

STUDY 2

Study 1 supported Hypothesis 1 that a public insult followed by
audience laughter is perceived asmore humiliating than when the
audience does not react after the insult. In Study 2, we further
examined whether an insult would be perceived as especially
painful in response to specific types of threats to the self. Previous
research has shown that values reflecting one’s autonomy and
stable personality are a more central part of self-construals of
people from Western-European countries than values related
to one’s connectedness with others (e.g., Markus and Kitayama,
1991). We therefore studied whether in the current (Dutch)
sample, an insult would enhance humiliation in particular when
one’s autonomous self, e.g., one’s independence or honesty, is at
stake rather than when the social-relational self is threatened.

To this end, we created six scenarios describing a public insult
targeted either at the autonomous or at the social-relational
self. We asked participants to read all six scenarios and imagine
themselves as protagonist. The response of the audience
(laughter or no response) was manipulated in the same manner
as in Study 1.

4There was also a significant main effect of Audience Response on shame, F(1, 106)
= 5.99, p = 0.016, η

2
p = 0.053, and a marginal effect of Audience Response on

anger, F(1, 107) = 3.81, p = 0.054, η2
p = 0.034, indicating stronger reports of these

emotions when the audience laughed than when there was no audience response.

Audience Laughter did not affect reports of contempt or happiness. In addition,

there was an effect of Social Support on anger, F(1, 107) = 17.33, p < 0.001, η2
p =

0.139, and on happiness, F(1, 107) = 25.04, p < 0.001, η2
p = 0.19 (but not on shame

or contempt). Participants reported less anger and more happiness when support

was offered than when no support was offered after the humiliating episode. There

were no interactions between Audience Response and Social Support on any of the

emotions.

Method
Participants and Procedure
Participants were 101 students from two universities in
Amsterdam. They had different ethnic backgrounds, but Dutch
was their mother tongue. Data of two participants were not
analyzed because they did not participate in a serious manner.
Thus, 99 participants remained. Their mean age was 21.92 (SD=

4.41, range: 18–42, 71 female).
Students came to the lab and participated in return for credits.

In addition, participants were recruited at the University campus.
As a small token of appreciation they were offered a candy bar.
Participants read the scenarios and completed the questionnaire
called “Social Situations.”

Scenarios and Dependent Measures
In all six scenarios the protagonist is insulted by someone
on the basis of a self-related value in the presence of other
people who either laugh or do not react. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of these two conditions (Laughter or
no Response). Three scenarios described threats to values related
to autonomy (honesty/openness, independence, and originality),
and three scenarios described threats to social-relational values
(respect for tradition/family, respect for elderly, and helpfulness).
These values were selected on the basis of Schwartz’s (2006)
research on cultural values. For the exact wording of the
scenarios, see Appendix A. Before presenting the scenarios, we
measured endorsement of the autonomy values (i.e., honesty,
independence, and originality) and social-relational values (i.e.,
respect for elderly, respect for tradition, helpfulness) by asking
participants to rate their importance. These questions could be
answered on a scale ranging from 1 (not important at all) to 7
(very important). After each scenario, we measured humiliation
with the item: “In this situation I would feel humiliated.” These
questions could be answered on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all)
to 7 (very much)5.

Results
Endorsement of Autonomy- and Social-Relational

Values
We created two scales of value endorsement (autonomy and
social-relational value endorsement). However, the reliability
of these scales was very low (Cronbach’s α = 0.20 and 0.58
respectively). Therefore we could not use the scales in further
analyses (e.g., to test a mediation of value endorsement).
Nevertheless, participants scored higher on the autonomy values
scale (M = 5.86, SD = 0.63) than on the social-relational values
scale (M = 5.36, SD = 0.88), t(98) = 5.67, p < 0.001, r = 0.50.
This indicates that participants thought the autonomy values
were more important for them than the social-relational values.
We took this as evidence that the autonomy values were a more

5Again, we also asked people whether they would experience shame and anger.

Shame was positively related to humiliation for all scenarios; correlations ranged

from r = 0.41 to r = 0.78 (all p’s < 0.001). Anger was unrelated to humiliation for

scenario 3 (see Appendix), but it was positively related to humiliation for the other

scenarios; correlations ranged from r= 0.18 to r= 0.47 (all p’s≤ 0.07). In addition,

we measured sadness, which was positively related to humiliation for all scenarios;

correlations ranged from r = 0.39 to r = 0.68 (all p’s < 0.001).
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central part of participants’ identity than the social-relational
values.

Main Analyses
First, we collapsed scores for humiliation for the three autonomy
and the three social-relational scenarios separately6. In line with
Hypothesis 3, a paired-samples t-test showed that participants
reported more humiliation after reading scenarios describing
threats to autonomous self-related values (M = 4.05, SD = 1.39)
than after reading scenarios describing threats to social-relational
self-related values (M = 3.31, SD= 1.28), t(98) = 5.98, p < 0.001.

Next, because our research design prevented us from
performing a mixed design analysis (with Type of Scenario
as within-subjects factor and Audience Response as between-
subjects factor), we analyzed the potential effect of Audience
Response on humiliation for the autonomy- and social-relational
scenarios separately.

Autonomy Scenarios
We conducted an ANCOVA with Audience Response (No
Response vs. Laughter) as between-subjects factor, Gender as a
covariate, and reported humiliation as dependent variable. There
was a significant effect for Audience Response, F(1, 96) = 8.21, p=
0.005, η2

p = 0.079, indicating that participants who read scenarios
in which the audience laughed reported stronger humiliation
(M = 4.38, SD = 1.36) than participants who read scenarios
without audience laughter (M = 3.69, SD= 1.35)7. Gender was a
significant covariate, F(1, 96) = 10.88, p= 0.001, η2

p = 0.102.
We also analyzed the effect of Audience Response for each

scenario separately (for means and standard deviations see
Table 1). A multivariate analysis of covariance MANCOVA with
Audience Response (No Response vs. Laughter) as between-
subjects factor, Gender as a covariate and reported humiliation
for scenarios 1, 2, and 3 (see Appendix A) as dependent variables
indicated an overall main effect, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.902, F(3, 93)
= 3.37, p = 0.022, η2

p = 0.098. Univariate ANCOVAs indicated

TABLE 1 | Means and standard deviations for humiliation after reading

autonomy- or social-relational scenarios, separated for audience

response (No Response vs. Laughter), Study 2.

Audience Response

No Response M (SD) Laughter M (SD)

AUTONOMY SCENARIOS

Scenario 1 3.91 (1.83)a 4.86 (1.61)b

Scenario 2 4.13 (1.70)† 4.67 (1.76)†

Scenario 3 3.02 (1.57)a 3.71 (1.68)b

SOCIAL-RELATIONAL SCENARIOS

Scenario 4 2.65 (1.61)a 3.21 (1.69)a

Scenario 5 3.12 (1.53)a 3.13 (1.69)a

Scenario 6 4.00 (1.62)a 3.83 (1.82)a

Means in one rowwith different superscripts differ at least at p < 0.05.
†
Indicates p< 0.08.

6For the autonomy scenarios, correlations for humiliation ranged from: r = 0.48

to r = 0.49 (all p’s < 0.001). For the social-relational scenarios, correlations for

humiliation ranged from: r = 0.33 to r = 0.46 (all p’s ≤ 0.001).

a significant effect for scenario 1, F(1, 95) = 9.11, p = 0.003, η
2
p

= 0.088, and scenario 3, F(1, 95) = 5.04, p = 0.027, η
2
p = 0.050,

and a marginally significant effect for scenario 2, F(1, 95) = 3.20,
p = 0.077, η2

p = 0.033. For each scenario, participants reported
stronger humiliation when the audience laughed than when there
was no audience response after the insult, replicating findings
from Study 2.

Social-Relational Scenarios
A similar ANCOVA was conducted for the social-relational
scenarios. There was no effect for Audience Response on
humiliation, F(1,96) = 0.27, p = 0.602, η2

p = 0.0038. Participants
reported almost the same amount of humiliation when the
audience laughed after the insult (M = 3.39, SD = 1.43) as
when there was no audience response (M = 3.23, SD = 1.13).
Gender was not a significant covariate, F(1, 96) = 2.92, p = 0.091,
η
2
p = 0.030.
Again, we also analyzed the effect of Audience Response for

each scenario separately (for means and standard deviations
see Table 1). A MANCOVA with Audience Response (No
Response vs. Laughter) as between-subjects factor, Gender as a
covariate and reported humiliation for scenarios 4, 5, and 6 (see
Appendix A) as dependent variables showed no overall main
effect, Wilks’ Lambda = 0.953, F(3, 93) = 1.52, p = 0.215, η

2
p

= 0.047, nor univariate effects for scenario 4, F(1, 95) = 2.58,
p = 0.112, η

2
p = 0.026, scenario 5, F(1, 95) = 0.01, p = 0.928,

η
2
p = 0.000, or scenario 6, F(1, 95) = 0.29, p= 0.593, η2

p = 0.003.

Discussion
Study 2 first of all showed that participants reported more
humiliation when a public insult described in a scenario
concerned a threat to autonomous self-related values than when
it concerned a threat to social-relational self-related values.
Participants in this study also rated autonomous values as more
important—and thus more central to their self-image— than
social-relational values. This provides evidence for the idea that
when a humiliating insult concerns a threat to more central
aspects of the self, humiliation is experienced more strongly than
when the insult is targeted at less central aspects of the self
(Hypothesis 3).

In addition, Study 2 replicated the results from Study 1 and
found that the presence of a laughing audience in descriptions
of a public insult intensified reported humiliation, but this was
only true for insults targeted at autonomous values and not for
insults targeted at social-relational values. Importantly, because
the method we used did not allow us to compare the effect of
audience laughter for both types of value threats in one analysis,
we cannot say anything about a possible difference between a
laughter effect for the two types of threat; we canmerely conclude
that there was an effect of laughter for the autonomy values,
but not for the social-relational values. This could indicate
that—even though threats to all these values evoke considerably
strong reports of humiliation—the negative response of
audience laughter matters in particular when stable, positive
personality characteristics, that is, central aspects of the self are
threatened.

7,8There were no effects of Audience Response on shame, anger, or sadness.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

Humiliation is often described as an extremely negative, very
intense emotion that is stuck in one’s memory much more
strongly than many other negative emotions. The current
research focused on two explanations for the intense character
of this emotion: negative audience behavior and the target of the
humiliative act. In study 1, we found evidence for the hypothesis
that audience laughter after a humiliating insult leads to stronger
feelings of humiliation than when there is no such response.
Although previous research emphasized the presence of an
audience showing hostile intent as an antecedent of humiliation,
this is, to our knowledge, the first study that shows a direct
causal relationship between (imagined) audience laughter and
reported humiliation. Study 2 provided evidence for the idea
that humiliation after a public insult is experienced as more
intense when the insult concerns a threat to more central (i.e.,
autonomous) self-related values than when the insult concerns
a threat to less central (i.e., social-relational) self-related values.
Furthermore, this study showed that audience laughter only
intensified humiliation after a threat to the autonomous self and
not after a threat to the social-relational self.

Importantly, what is considered one’s central self may
depend on the social and cultural context. The notion of
a stable and agentic self-construal has been shown to be
more crucial in Western individualistic cultures compared to
collectivistic cultures, where social and situational flexibility
of the self is considered more focal (Markus and Kitayama,
1991; Cross et al., 2011). Thus, one could argue that (the
effect of a laughing audience on) humiliation is especially
strong when the autonomous self is threatened, but only
in individualistic cultures. In more collectivistic cultures,
humiliation may be felt stronger, and audience laughter may
have an effect in particular when it concerns a threat to
the social-relational self. Indeed, there is evidence for cultural
differences in antecedents of certain emotions, for example
shame and anger (e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Rodriguez
Mosquera et al., 2002), and in the importance of situations
eliciting emotions (e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Mesquita,
2001).

However, we should be careful with drawing strong
conclusions on the role of cultural values in the present data.
Although, we found that participants in Study 2 scored higher
on autonomous values than on social-relational values, this
difference was not very large. Moreover, we did not find evidence
that participants believed that social-relational values were not
important to them, as the mean score on these values was above
the midpoint. This also reflects the idea that we cannot simply
divide the world into two parts, each endorsing different values
(autonomy vs. social-relational). Importantly, our sample was
relatively young, highly educated, and from an industrialized
country and multicultural city. Thus, the findings could reflect
the endorsement of amore “globalized” pattern of cultural values.
Therefore, we should be careful to generalize these results to other
populations (e.g., lower educated or older participants).

Future studies should compare different humiliating
episodes between people from different cultures. Besides

taking into account the individualistic-collectivistic dimension
in such research, it would also be relevant to study other
cultural dimensions with regard to humiliation, such
as power distance. For example, people from a culture
with a large power distance may be more accepting
of inequalities and therefore feel less humiliated after
a humiliation-evoking incident than when the same
incident would happen in a culture with a small power
distance.

Another interesting option would be to compare different
humiliating scenarios among people from honor, dignity, and
face cultures. For example, humiliation seems a more prevalent
part of emotional life in honor cultures (e.g., Miller, 1993;
Rodriguez Mosquera et al., 2002), because of the stronger
emphasis on one’s reputation and social status (Nisbett and
Cohen, 1996). Some recent findings on national humiliation
(Doosje et al., manuscript submitted for publication) indicated
that people from Albania (an honor culture), Hong Kong and
India (face-keeping cultures) reported more national humiliation
after reading scenarios in which their nation was degraded than
people from the Netherlands (a dignity culture).

In Study 1, we found an unexpected but important null-
result with regard to social support. Whereas a negative audience
response intensifies reports of humiliation, helping behavior
after the humiliating incident does not seem to reduce reported
humiliation. An explanation for this finding may partly reside in
the “dark” side of social support. Although helping is generally
regarded as positive and prosocial, it can also be interpreted
as asserting dominance over an individual or a group (e.g.,
Nadler, 2002) and producing status differences between helper
and recipient (e.g., Dixon et al., 2012). Receiving help and being
in need of help canmake people feel dependent on and inferior to
the helper. This can in turn lower their self-esteem (e.g., Nadler
and Fischer, 1986) by keeping an unequal power relation in place,
rendering the receiver unable to take control over the situation.
This is relevant because a lack of control seems to be an important
feature of humiliation. The humiliating incident itself probably
causes a lowered self-esteem in the victim which may be further
reduced, or at least not restored, by the support, and as such does
not diminish feelings of humiliation. In this regard, the identity
of the helper seems important as well. For example, if support
is offered by a person higher in status than the victim it may
increase feelings of humiliation because it confirms the victim’s
dependency. Similarly, support offered by a stranger may not
have the intended effect, but merely emphasizes the publicity of
the event. If, however, support is offered by a (trusted) peer or
friend of equal status the result could be a decrease in experienced
humiliation. Thus, for future research, it seems crucial to take
into account the nature and source of the support.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

A limitation of the present research is the use of scenarios.
Although, this is an often used and valid method for measuring
imagined or expected emotions, it is difficult to determine
whether people really feel certain emotions as a result of reading
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such a scenario. Nevertheless, we think that people’s concepts of
humiliation provide us with a good gauge of how humiliation
may be caused and experienced in reality. Moreover, research
by Otten and Jonas (2014) showed that scenarios designed to
induce either humiliation, shame, anger, or happiness evoked
different patterns of brain activity (using EEG) in participants.
Although this does not prove that the “real” emotion is indeed
felt, the fact that these scenarios differently affected the brain
adds to their validity in distinguishing these emotions. Still, we
think it is important to develop other methods to examine the
causes and effects of humiliation, such as inducing feelings of
humiliation in the laboratory, in the presence of an audience.
This approach, although ethically challenging, allows for a more
controlled examination of antecedents and consequences of
humiliation.

In addition, we consider it important to examine the relation
between humiliation, shame, and anger in different (cultural)
contexts. We already know that humiliation is related to shame
on the one hand and anger on the other, but these relationships
may differ depending on contextual aspects, such as whether
the episode concerns individual or group-based humiliation, and
the extent to which the humiliating event is appraised as unfair.
More unfairness is likely related to more anger as part of the
humiliating experience.

Fear might be another important emotion that could
be related to humiliation, especially when humiliation is
experienced more frequently. One of the consequences of
repeated episodes of humiliation may be the development of
social anxiety, or more in particular, a strong fear of situations
involving an audience. Such anxiety may eventually turn into
gelotophobia, a fear of being laughed at (e.g., Titze, 2009), and
prevent people from interacting with others in satisfying ways.
Because humiliation is such an intense emotion, even a single
humiliating event may have a strong impact on the victim.
However, this impact also likely depends on people’s (trait)
self-esteem. Self-esteem functions as a buffer against anxiety
(Pyszczynski et al., 2004). Thus, people who have higher self-
esteem could be more resilient to humiliation and the effect of
a humiliating act may be less detrimental than for people with
low self-esteem who may be more humiliation prone.

Not only fear, but also anger may become more strongly
associated with humiliation over time, and thoughts about
revenge could develop as a result of enhanced opportunities to
ruminate about the humiliating episode. Moreover, the strong
hypothesized link between humiliation and revenge (e.g., Lickel,
2012) may become apparent only after repeated incidents of
humiliation. Being (or perceiving to be) frequently humiliated
over a longer period of time, creates the opportunity for the
victim to develop feelings of rage and revenge instead of, or next
to, shame and fear. This process of rumination leading to revenge
may also be an important element of group-based humiliation,
a phenomenon that received much theoretical attention but is
lacking empirical evidence.

Another important avenue for future studies is that of
humiliation in the context of social media. Humiliation can

happen online, for example in the form of cyberbullying.
Importantly, cyberbullying differs from traditional (offline)
bullying in that in cyberbullying humiliating texts, images or
videos of the victim can reach a very large (even unlimited)
audience in a very short time (e.g., Heirman and Walrave, 2015).
Thus, the impact of an audience on feelings of humiliation we
found in the current research may play an even larger role when
humiliation takes place on social media.

Finally, we wish to note that studying humiliation is difficult,
particularly because of its aversive character rendering people
unwilling to think and talk about it. This means that there are
ethical issues inherent to the study of humiliation. This is not
only the case when asking people to report on their humiliating
experiences, but also when one attempts to experimentally
study humiliation. One can only manipulate low levels of
humiliation in the laboratory (see e.g., Mann et al., 2016),
which seems paradoxical as we argued that humiliation is very
intense by definition. The study of contextual and cultural
factors contributing to the intensity of humiliation is very
relevant, however, because humiliation seems to be an important
motivator for aggression and violence on the one hand and shame
and social phobia on the other, so it is important to find out in
what specific ways. In the present studies, we have shown that a
humiliating experience becomes even more intense when central
aspects of one’s identity are attacked and when one is confronted
with a laughing derogatory audience.
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APPENDIX A

Scenarios Study 2
Two different versions of the questionnaire were created to
counterbalance the order of audience laughter vs. no audience
response. In version 1, the audience laughed in the social-
relational scenarios, and in version 2, the audience laughed in the
autonomy scenarios.

Autonomy Scenarios:
1. You are participating in a discussion on politics, hosting

people with different backgrounds. At a certain moment the
discussion turns to a sensitive subject for some people. The
discussion leader happens to be aware that you know a lot

about this subject and he asks you a question about it. When
you hesitate a little to answer his question, the person who sits
next to you says in a sneering tone: “If you are not even able
to give an honest and open opinion, then what are you doing
here?” (Some of the other discussants start to laugh.)

2. You are in a café talking to some friends. The conversation
is about politics. You make a comment about politician x,
saying that you think he did some good things for his voters.
All your friends disagree with you on this. You didn’t expect

this and quickly add: “Yeah, you are right, he did made a
lot of mistakes.” Then, one of your friends says: “You really
don’t have your own opinion.” (The rest of the group starts to

laugh.)
3. You are joining a workgroup in which you are supposed to

make an assignment and present it afterwards with other
students. You thought of a nice idea for this assignment and
start to explain your idea enthusiastically to the rest of the
group. Suddenly, another group member starts to laugh out
loud: “Well, that is not very original, I heard them propose

the same idea in the other group. I thought you would come
up with something more exiting!” (The rest of the group also
starts to laugh.)

Social-Relational Scenarios:
4. It is Friday morning and you have a lot of work to do.

However, it is your aunt’s birthday today and she will give a
big party that starts in the afternoon. You really want to finish
some work before you leave and at 17:30 you clean your desk
to go to the party. You explain to your colleagues that you are
in a hurry because the party has already started. Then, one
of your colleagues gives you a serious look and says: “How
unkind of you to arrive that late at your aunt’s birthday, you
could at least have helped her with preparations.” (Some other
colleagues start to laugh.)

5. You are telling a story to your colleagues that you find very
funny. It is about your very old uncle whom you were visiting
a while ago in the care home where he lives. Your uncle asked
you every 5 minutes what kind of job you have and kept on
telling you the story about the boat-tour he made last week.
You have to laugh very hard about this. Suddenly, a colleague
looks at you and says: “You really have no respect for elderly
people, how would you feel if people didn’t take you seriously
anymore at that age!” (Your other colleagues start to laugh.)

6. You are sitting in a tram full of people, when a disabled
woman with crutches enters the vehicle. Nobody stands up
for the woman, neither do you. This is not because you
don’t want to but actually you don’t feel well and you’re sure
that someone else will offer his seat to her. Then an older
gentleman behind you offers his seat to the woman. He looks
at you disdainful and says: “Can’t you even show some respect
to somebody else!” (Some of the other passengers start to
laugh.)

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 11 April 2017 | Volume 8 | Article 495

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	When Is Humiliation More Intense? The Role of Audience Laughter and Threats to the Self
	Introduction
	Humiliation and Negative Public Exposure
	The Specific Target of Humiliation
	The Current Research

	Study 1
	Method
	Participants and Procedure
	Design and Scenario
	Measures

	Results
	Manipulation Check
	Main Analysis

	Discussion

	Study 2
	Method
	Participants and Procedure

	Scenarios and Dependent Measures
	Results
	Endorsement of Autonomy- and Social-Relational Values
	Main Analyses
	Autonomy Scenarios
	Social-Relational Scenarios

	Discussion

	General Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	References
	Appendix A
	Scenarios Study 2
	Autonomy Scenarios:
	Social-Relational Scenarios:




