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ABSTRACT 

Within Western psychology, shame is often seen as a maladaptive and hard to regulate self-

conscious emotion. Yet, there is some emerging evidence that our knowledge of shame, and the 

emotion itself, are deeply influenced by cultural assumptions. I first start by providing a critical 

review of the literature on shame, highlighting differing, culturally-informed conceptualizations 

of shame in the West and in China and Taiwan. This review also highlights the potential role of 

social threats and discrimination in the social construction of shame for individuals. Study One 

then qualitatively explores the beliefs about shame and coping strategies used by Pakistani 

immigrants to Canada, without imposing a Western lens. Study Two tests two common 

assumptions about shame (i.e., shame and guilt are two distinct, separate emotions; past 

experiences of discrimination do not need to be systematically included) present in Western 

psychology in a Canadian (i.e., Western) sample. While shame is an innate emotional 

experience, findings suggest that shame and guilt may not be two fully distinct and separate 

emotions, and that past experiences of discrimination are positively associated with feelings of 

inferiority present in state shame. 

Keywords: shame, guilt, cross-cultural, discrimination 
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        Chapter One 

General Introduction 

“Moderately painful feelings of guilt about specific behaviors motivate people to behave 

in a moral, caring, socially responsible manner. In contrast, intensely painful feelings of shame 

do not appear to steer people in a constructive moral direction. Such intense moral pain about the 

self cuts to our core, exacting a heavy “penance” perhaps. But rather than motivating reparative 

action, shame often motivates denial, defensive anger, and aggression” p2 (Tangney & Dearing, 

2002). 

This quote by Tangney, one of the most influential researchers on self-conscious 

emotions, summarizes the primary discourse held by Western psychology on shame and guilt. 

Shame is seen as an intense, hard to regulate and largely maladaptive emotion characterized by 

cognitions about the global self (e.g., I am a bad person). Guilt is, on the other hand, shame’s 

more beloved cousin. It is seen as an emotion prompting individuals to engage in prosocial 

behaviors, make amends and it is characterized by cognitions about behaviors (e.g., this behavior 

I engaged in was wrong; Tangney, 1996; Tangney et al., 2007). State emotions, such as state 

shame, refer to time-limited affective experiences that occur at a specific point in time. In 

contrast, dispositional or trait emotions, such as trait shame, refer to an individual’s proneness or 

propensity to feel the emotion (Tangney et al., 2007). Trait shame has been regularly associated 

with negative mental health outcomes (e.g., Kim et al., 2011), aggression (e.g., Velotti et al., 

2014) and decreased pro-social orientation (e.g., Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Trait guilt, on the other 

hand, has been associated with increased prosocial orientation (e.g., Tignor & Colvin, 2017), but 

also with some negative mental health outcomes (e.g., Candea et al, 2018). Yet, self-conscious 

emotions continue to resist straightforward, simplistic definitions and narratives about their role 

and outcomes. Indeed, trait guilt’s association to increased pro-social orientation is reliant on the 
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partialling out of its commonality with shame and the use of scenario measures (i.e., participants 

asked to predict their expected emotional reaction to specific scenarios) as opposed to checklist 

measures (i.e., reports of overall frequency of past emotional experiences; Tignor & Colvin, 

2017). On the other hand, shame tends to be associated with adaptive inter and intra-personal 

outcomes (e.g. empathy, self-improvement) when it is measured as a state (e.g. De Hooge, 2013; 

Lickel et al., 2014), when individuals take responsibility for their actions (even for trait shame; 

e.g. Tangney et al, 2014) and when attempts to repair one’s self-image are likely to be met with 

success (De Hooge, 2013; De Hooge et al., 2011; Leach & Cidam, 2015). Recent meta-analyses 

suggest shame and guilt may have more similar outcomes than had been initially theorized 

(Leach & Cidam, 2015; Leach et al, 2023).  

When trying to review the existing literature on self-conscious emotions, researchers are 

faced with conceptual, methodological, and statistical challenges. Conceptually, there is a 

plethora of differing and overlapping definitions. For example, Tilghman-Osborne et al (2010) 

identified 23 competing definitions of guilt. Those definitions did not conceptually converge on a 

similar construct and a few contained elements generally attributed solely to shame (Tilghman-

Osborne et al, 2010). While Tangney’s elegant distinction between shame (about the self) and 

guilt (about behavior) and the measures she created are widely used, alternative definitions and 

measurements are also available (e.g., Gausel & Leach, 2011; Tilghman-Osborne et al, 2010; 

Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Debates have ensued about the most accurate definition for shame and 

guilt and about what emotion(s) widely used measures actually assess (e.g., Tangney, 1996; 

Giner-Sorolla et al, 2011). Additionally, some scholars have commented on the limitations of 

widely used definitions of shame and guilt in Western psychology, when assessing self-

conscious emotions in other cultures (e.g., Shi-xu, 2009; Ho et al., 2004; Mao-jin & Jing-jing, 
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2009). In many cultures (e.g., China, Taiwan, Pakistan), shame is valued and hyper-cognised, 

leading to a large vocabulary to distinguish between different nuances of shame (Ho et al, 2004). 

For example, in Taiwan, “dui lian” expresses the concept of losing one’s face (self-respect) when 

others know that the individual is failing to live up to their social role. “Can kui,” on the other 

hand, is a subtype of shame that can be translated as prompting people to be their best possible 

self (Bedford, 2004). Western definitions are unlikely to encompass the full range and nuances 

present in self-conscious emotions across all cultural groups. 

To conceptual and measurement difficulties are added the challenges of determining the 

best way of theorizing and statistically taking care of the moderate to high correlation of the two 

most frequently assessed self-conscious emotions: shame and guilt (Leach & Cidam, 2015; 

Leach et al, 2023; Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Based on the assumptions that shame and guilt have 

oppositive behavioral outcomes, researchers have used statistical approaches (e.g., regression, 

partialling out shame from guilt and vice versa) designed to reveal their opposite outcomes. 

Those approaches have, however, failed to adequately account for the correlation between shame 

and guilt, and may have led shame and guilt’s outcomes to appear as more different than they are 

(Leach et al, 2023).  

Similarly to others researching self-conscious emotions, I see the heterogeneity of 

definitions, methodologies and findings as a call to re-examine what we know about self-

conscious emotions. Namely, it begs us to re-examine: What are key assumptions present in the 

literature? Where do those assumptions come from? Are they shaped by a specific social and 

cultural context shared by researchers? If yes, do different cultural or social contexts lead to 

different assumptions and, ultimately, different findings?  

Objectives and Content Overview 
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This dissertation aims to answer the following overarching questions: 

A. How does culture influence shame and guilt, and their study? 

B. Does social context, and more specifically discrimination, matter in the study of shame 

and guilt? 

Those two questions are explored first through a critical review of the literature. The 

literature review aims to (a) provide an overview of key assumptions and challenges present in 

the study of shame and guilt through a Western lens, (b) offer an exploration of an alternate 

cultural framework for understanding self-conscious emotions, (c) bring attention to the potential 

importance of social threats and discrimination for self-conscious emotions. It also briefly 

highlights measurement invariance as an underutilized way to measure the impact of social 

construction.  

Those questions are then explored through one qualitative and one quantitative study. The 

qualitative study aims to explore how shame is defined and coped with in an under-studied, non-

Western cultural group, by exploring Pakistani immigrants’ beliefs about shame and their coping 

strategies. Centering participants as the experts, Pakistani immigrants to Canada were asked to 

reflect on their understanding of shame (and briefly guilt), as well as their own reactions and 

coping strategies when experiencing shame. Finally, two key assumptions about self-conscious 

emotions are investigated.  

Using a Western sample mainly composed of university students, the quantitative study 

investigates (a) whether shame and guilt are discrete, distinct emotional experiences and (b) the 

influence of lifetime discrimination on self-conscious emotions and their behavioral outcomes.  

The following questions guided the literature review (paper 1): 

1. Are widely used definitions of shame and guilt culturally located?  
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2. What are their assumptions? How do they influence findings and translate into conceptual 

and methodological challenges? 

3. What may be underutilised methods of investigating the social construction of emotions? 

4. Is social context, and specifically discrimination, important for self-conscious emotions? 

This manuscript was published in the journal Canadian Psychology/Psychologie Canadienne. 

The following questions guided the qualitative study (paper 2): 

1. What is the purpose of shame, if any, according to Pakistani immigrants to Canada? 

2. How do they make sense of and regulate this emotional experience?  

3. Do they feel their understanding of shame or coping with shame was influenced by their 

immigration to Canada? 

This manuscript was published in the journal International Perspectives in Psychology: 

Research, Practice, Consultation. 

The following questions guided the quantitative study (paper 3)1: 

1. Are state shame and guilt, as defined by Tangney (i.e., most widely used definition in 

Western psychology) truly two discrete, distinct emotions? 

2. What is the best measurement model for state shame and guilt? How does the selection of 

a measurement model influence results? 

3. Does lifetime discrimination influence state shame and guilt and their behavioral 

outcomes? 

                                                
1 Originally, I had aimed to replicate the quantitative study in a sample of Pakistani 

immigrants, and to use measurement invariance as a way to explore quantitatively cultural 
differences. However, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, repeated stressful events for the 
Pakistani community in Canada, and feedback from participants that the quantitative design did 
not work for them led to an extremely slow recruitment and ultimately the decision to limit the 
scope of this last study. 
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Chapter Two 

The Role of Culture and Social Threats in Constructing Shame 

Shaping much of the existing research, Western scholars have focused mainly on the 

maladaptive, painful aspects of shame in the context of a self viewed as largely invariant and 

mainly self-interested (Nathanson, 1992; Tangney et al., 2007).  While Western approaches have 

shed light on some universal components of shame (Tracy, 2014), the ability to meaningfully 

explore culturally-specific ways of understanding, expressing and regulating shame has been 

limited by Western definitions. For example, contrary to Western researchers, Chinese scholars 

have emphasized the nuanced and adaptive aspects of shame in the context of a more malleable 

and other-oriented self (Ho et al., 2004; Mao-jin & Jing-jing, 2009).  

In this article, we will provide an overview of competing definitions of shame and their 

assumptions, while highlighting the foundational influence of culture on the experience (e.g., 

cognitions, appraisal of physical sensations, action tendencies) and regulation of shame. Then, 

we will consider how chronic social threats such as discrimination may also play a role in the 

social construction of shame. The current research emphasizes the drawbacks of focusing on 

universality and generalizability at the expense of culturally-diverse, indigenous definitions, and 

the limitations of employing Western-centric definitions and measures of shame in non-Western 

settings (Shi-xu, 2009). We conclude with a call to action for researchers studying shame and 

guilt to move away from a Western lens towards more contextualized, ecologically valid 

conceptualizations of shame emerging from varied social and cultural contexts.      

Competing Definitions of Shame 

State emotions, such as state shame, refer to time-limited affective experiences which 

occur at a specific point in time. In contrast, dispositional or trait emotions, such as trait shame, 
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refer to an individual’s proneness or propensity to feel the emotion. Emotions such as shame can 

be anticipatory, and act as predictors of our reactions to our potential future behaviors, or 

consequential, and provide feedback on past behaviors (Tangney et al., 2007). 

Western Definitions of Shame 

Although far from a unified field, the large body of psychology research on shame 

emanating from North American and European perspectives provides several important insights. 

From this approach, shame is typically viewed as a painful emotional experience whose focus, 

by definition, is on the full (e.g., “I am a horrible person”) or partial self (e.g., “This aspect of 

myself is horrible/unacceptable”) (De Hooge, 2013; Gilbert, 2006; Leach & Cidam, 2015; Lewis, 

1971; Tangney et al., 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004). Feelings of shame can signal one’s 

undesirability to the self and/or in the eyes of potential others (De Hooge, 2013; Gilbert, 2006; 

Leary, 2007; Tangney et al., 2007) or one’s lower social rank (Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012). Shame 

provides feedback on anticipated, occurring or past behaviors by inhibiting approach behaviors 

in potentially dangerous situations (Nathanson, 1992; Tomkins & McCarter, 1964) or signaling 

the unacceptability of current behaviors to motivate for self-improvement (De Hooge, 2013; 

Leach & Cidam, 2015).  

Many influential theories and widely used measures have conceptualized shame as a 

mostly maladaptive emotion (Nathanson, 1992; Tangney, 1995; Tracy & Robins, 2004). Yet, 

few theories have been as influential as the deceptively simple distinction made between shame 

and guilt by Tangney (1995) and Lewis (1971). According to this distinction, shame involves a 

focus on the self, whereby the individual perceives his or her global self as flawed.  Shame is 

considered mostly maladaptive and associated with a desire to avoid and hide.  On the other 

hand, guilt is considered mostly adaptive and involves a focus on a specific behavior or mistake 
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(e.g., “I did something wrong”).  Guilt is considered to be associated with a desire to repair the 

relationship, and with approach rather than avoidance behaviors (Lewis, 1971; Tangney, 1995).   

This shame-guilt distinction is deeply embedded within and informed by relatively recent 

cultural shifts in the United States and other Western countries. For instance, historical texts 

from the United States illustrate that before the 19th century, shame was frequently imposed upon 

others through public shaming (Stearns, 2016). Shame was associated with clear, socially agreed 

upon and explicit steps for repair and seeking reintegration into society. Throughout the 19th 

century, shame became increasingly thought of as a more internal, psychological, and individual 

experience that is disliked and hidden, and that is no longer associated with clear steps for repair 

and reintegration. In parallel, guilt became the favored emotion (i.e., the emotion considered to 

be more adaptive and thus valued) within Western, and especially North American, public 

discourse (Stearns, 2016). Lewis (1971), and Tangney's (1995) guilt-shame distinction similarly 

views shame as an internal, painful experience with no clear steps for reparation, whereas guilt is 

viewed as more transient and fixable, thus echoing cultural beliefs held in the United States from 

which their work emerges.  

The elegant simplicity and clarity of Lewis (1971) and Tangney's (1995) guilt-shame 

distinction has stimulated the creation of multiple self-report measures (e.g., Marschall et al., 

1994; Tangney et al., 2000) and led to a renewed interest in shame and guilt (e.g., Kim, et al., 

2011; Rüsch et al., 2007). Yet, the distinction has also prompted Western theorists to place a 

disproportionate focus on maladaptive aspects of shame (e.g. Nathanson, 1992; Weisfeld & 

Dillon, 2012), including in the way self-report instruments of shame and guilt have been created. 

Out of the eight most frequently used (as per the number of citations on PsycINFO) self-report 

measures of shame cited in Tignor and Colvin (2017) and Robins et al. (2007), four include only 
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cognitions about the global self (e.g., “I see myself as being very small and insignificant”). 

Further, three measures include items assessing negative behavioral actions rather than urges 

(thus conflating negative behavioral urges and negative coping, e.g., “have you avoided people”) 

and no measure includes items tapping into adaptive components of shame (e.g., “urge to 

improve the self”). Thus, the most routinely used self-report measures of shame make it difficult 

to assess less intense and potentially better regulated experiences of shame. 

The overreliance on trait shame to draw conclusions about shame bolstered the 

dominance of research on the maladaptive aspects of shame. Systematic reviews and meta-

analyses have reported that (mainly trait) shame is associated with increased grief intensity for 

bereaved parents (Duncan & Cacciatore, 2015), depressive symptoms (Kim et al., 2011), short-

term substance use (Luoma et al., 2019), non-suicidal self-injury (Sheehy et al., 2019), and 

decreased pro-social orientation (Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Literature reviews have also 

highlighted the association between (mainly trait) shame and aggression (Velotti et al., 2014), 

eating disorders (Gross & Allan, 2009), post-traumatic stress disorder in military veterans 

(Gaudet et al., 2016), and between intense shame stemming from childhood sexual assault and 

psychological distress, social disconnection, and trauma symptoms (MacGinley et al., 2019). 

Multiple meta-analyses and reviews, however, do not differentiate between state and trait shame 

in their findings despite their inclusion of a majority of studies assessing trait shame (Duncan & 

Cacciatore, 2015; Kim et al., 2011; MacGinley et al., 2019). One study even used the term state 

shame to characterize findings from a checklist scenario measure of trait shame (Sheehy et al., 

2019). Overall, the majority of reviews rely heavily on research conducted on trait shame. 

The overreliance on trait shame research to draw conclusions about shame generally, and 

state shame in particular, is problematic (De Hooge, 2013). Preliminary evidence suggests that 
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state shame and trait shame are associated with different outcomes (Rüsch et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, definitions of trait shame imply a greater propensity to feel shame, whether in 

specific scenarios, globally or about a particular self-concept (Tangney et al., 2007). Thus, a 

focus on trait shame naturally leads researchers to investigate the influence of recurrent, chronic 

feelings of shame, again leading to a focus on maladaptive aspects of shame or dysregulated 

shame. It is thus difficult to generalize findings from this body of research to state shame (De 

Hooge, 2013), which concerns time-limited experiences of shame during specific events, and 

which is likely less detrimental to long term functioning. 

At a theoretical level, the Western emphasis on the global or core self as the object of 

shame (De Hooge, 2013; Tangney et al., 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004), in a cultural context 

where the self is mostly seen as stable or largely invariant (Nathanson, 1992; Tangney et al., 

2007) also partially accounts for the disproportionate focus on maladaptive shame. While Gilbert 

(2006) and Gausel and Leach (2011) have argued that shame occurs about more circumscribed 

aspects of the self (e.g., “with my best friend, I am not as honest a person as I should be”), a 

large number of studies and research designs do not reflect their views. The narrow focus on the 

global self of the most well-accepted Western definition of shame (Tangney et al., 2007) implies 

that only the most intense, hard to regulate and painful experiences of shame are of interest. In 

turn, more intense experiences of shame (e.g., about the global self) will most likely be harder to 

repair than less intense experiences of shame (e.g., about a specific aspect of the self) and will 

lead to more negative outcomes. In contrast, conceptualizing shame on a continuum would allow 

for the inclusion of a wider range of experiences of shame and lead to further insights into 

successful regulation strategies.  
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Additionally, a sole focus on the global self ignores individuals’ multiplicity of identities 

and the possibility that multiple self-concepts may co-exist and be differentially impacted by 

experiences (Linville, 1987; Watcher et al., 2015), including shameful experiences. Thus, it is 

possible that specific self-concepts are damaged or become the focus of shame (e.g., “I am a 

horrible friend”) while others remain intact and accessible (e.g., “but I am still a good parent/co-

worker/etc.”). The continued accessibility of multiple additional positive aspects of the self while 

one aspect is the target of shame may lead to greater capacity to regulate shameful experiences. 

However, these nuances are rarely accounted for in Western research on shame. 

Despite the historical Western focus on maladaptive aspects of shame, evidence in favor 

of an adaptive aspect of shame, even in Western contexts, has been emerging (Leach & Cidam, 

2015). For example, state shame is predictive of an increased desire to change the self, which is 

not the case for similar emotional experiences such as state guilt (De Hooge, 2013; Lickel et al., 

2014). This desire then translates into pro-social behaviors if the attempt to repair one’s self 

image is likely to be met with success (De Hooge et al., 2011; Leach & Cidam, 2015). However, 

if the risk of failure is high, shame protects the self from further damage by motivating 

withdrawal and other avoidance behaviors (De Hooge et al., 2011; De Hooge, 2013). In addition, 

a study of jail inmates demonstrated that trait shame predicted lower criminal recidivism 

(Tangney et al., 2014), suggesting that even more chronic experiences of shame can promote 

positive behavior change in some circumstances. Indeed, shame proneness was associated with 

increased recidivism only when inmates blamed external factors for their behaviors rather than 

taking responsibility for their wrongdoing (Tangney et al., 2014).  

While the likelihood of successful repair of an individual’s self-image in their 

environment (De Hooge et al., 2011; Leach & Cidam, 2015) may be determined by the nature of 
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the transgression or opportunities for repair, it may also be influenced by social expectations or 

norms. Evolutionary theorists have long recognized that feelings of shame frequently occur 

within complex social hierarchies (Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012) and serve to bring individuals’ 

attention to the perceived judgements of others (Leary, 2007; Sznycer et al., 2016). Gilbert 

(2007) went so far as to posit that the core source of shame is rooted in social unsafety and 

threats to the individual (e.g., discrimination).  

However, even when they consider social contexts and culture, the majority of Western 

authors hypothesize that contexts define only moral standards, that is, the activities that 

constitute shameful behavior (Gilbert, 2003; Tangney et al., 2007), the co-occurrence of other 

basic emotions with shame (Gilbert, 2007; Tomkins & McCarter, 1964), the frequency of shame 

experiences, especially for experiences of shame triggered by experiences of discrimination, 

stigma or a social threat (Gilbert, 2006; Tracy & Robins, 2004) and/or the adaptability of specific 

behaviors, such as avoidance (De Hooge, 2013; Tracy & Robins, 2004; Weisfeld & Dillon, 

2012). With many scholars aiming to uncover universal truths about emotions (Sheikh, 2014; 

Tracy, 2014), there is a risk of underestimating the role of culture and social context in shaping 

emotional responses. The existence of innate components of shame and similarities across 

environments does not preclude the possibility that the experience of shame is in part socially 

constructed (Parkinson, 2012). 

Considering Shame Through a Non-Western Lens 

Western researchers do not operate independently of cultural influences. Their work may 

have wide ranging consequences in other cultures, particularly by re-affirming Western norms 

and values (Shi-xu, 2009). Chinese and Japanese scholars have criticized the Western-centric 

nature of current theories of shame (e.g., Shi-xu, 2009) and instead often view shame as a 
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cultural emotion based on socially shared scripts that include cultural norms, ideals and values 

(Hong, 2004; Kitayama & Masuda, 1995; Shi-xu, 2009). While non-Western definitions of 

shame are rare, Chinese and Taiwanese scholars have conducted in-depth explorations of 

historically important philosophical and religious texts (e.g., Ho et al., 2004; Mao-jin & Jing-

jing, 2009) as well as historical contexts (Chen, 2002), that have shaped how shame is viewed, 

expressed, and coped with in present day China and Taiwan.  

In contrast to many Western theories, shame is a nuanced and valued emotional 

experience in China and Taiwan (Bedford, 2004; Ho, et al., 2004). The Chinese language 

contains about 150 words related to shame (Ho, et al., 2004), which attests to the emotion’s 

significance and social function (Li et al., 2004). The emotion is thus hypercognized and is 

associated with a complex and detailed vocabulary which allows for a more refined and nuanced 

understanding of instances of shame. While some types of shame stem from immoral acts, others 

are a reaction to the negative appraisal of close others (Li et al., 2004) or indicate shame can be 

an opportunity to improve the self (Bedford, 2004). For example, “dui lian” expresses the 

concept of losing one’s face (self-respect) when others know that the individual is failing to live 

up to their social role. “Can kui”, on the other hand, is a subtype of shame that can be translated 

as prompting people to be their best possible self (Bedford, 2004).  

In addition to linguistic differences, the work of Chinese scholars further highlights 

crucial differences between Chinese and Western conceptions (Bedford & Hwang, 2003; Ho et 

al., 2004; Mao-jin et al., 2009). First, in Confucianism, the self is not defined as a fixed or stable 

entity but rather continually and naturally experiences changes over time (Wong & Tsai, 2007). 

The possibility of changing the self is reflected in and reinforced by social discourses 

emphasizing that shame can lead to self-transformation. This is in sharp contrast to the mainly 
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invariant and stable self that is assumed by Western scholars (Nathanson, 1992; Tangney et al., 

2007). Rather than debate the validity of either position, we believe a more fruitful exploration 

may lie in understanding how different beliefs about the self influence meaning making, coping, 

and ultimately the actual malleability of the self after a shameful experience. When an individual 

experiences shame, it may be more daunting to attempt to transform a self that is perceived to be 

invariant and immutable than to adjust a self that is perceived to be naturally flexible and 

changing.  

Second, family is core to one’s conception of the self in Chinese culture (Bedford & 

Hwang, 2003; Maojin, & Jing-jing, 2009). The greater self includes at least two family 

generations. Further, due to the focus on group harmony and relationships, external motivations 

are seen as equally desirable as internal motivations (Wong & Tsai, 2007) and group-oriented 

(including family-oriented) behaviors are more important than individual goals (Bedford & 

Hwang, 2003). During shameful experiences, both first- and second-generation Asian-Americans 

identify not only a shamed actor and an audience, but also a shamed other (i.e., close other 

experiencing vicarious shame due to the individual’s action; Liem, 1997). The presence of the 

shamed other may increase the shamed actor’s motivation to change the self or to repair 

relationships, as well as to minimize negative outcomes for the shamed other. Thus, shame is less 

likely to be only self-focused in Chinese culture. Additionally, if family members have been 

historically supportive, they may be seen as natural allies who also have a vested interest in 

helping the individual to repair the situation after a shameful event (Liem, 1997; Fung, 1999). 

Within and outside of the family, the experience and expression of shame in Chinese 

culture is a function of one’s socially defined role in specific relationships (Ho et al., 2004). 

Duties vary based on individuals’ respective social status relative to who is present at a given 
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time. Additionally, Confucianism has guidelines for mandatory proscriptive (i.e., “should not”) 

and prescriptive (i.e., “should”) duties (Bedford & Hwang, 2003). In the West, prescriptive 

duties are mostly optional (e.g., giving charity (Sheikh & Janoff-Bulman, 2010) and thus more 

rarely associated with negative emotions. However, prescriptive duties are mandatory in 

Confucianism. Individuals with a higher social position (e.g., parents, wealthier friends) will 

experience shame if they fail to fulfill their relationship-specific responsibilities (Hong, 2004) 

and will navigate relationship-specific norms about the expression of shame (e.g., appropriate 

intensity of facial expressions; Ho et al., 2004). Additionally, individuals’ relative status within a 

relationship will influence their experience of vicarious shame. Thus, an individual would 

experience more intense shame if their father, rather than their son, lost face and acted 

inappropriately (Ho et al., 2004). Shame (including its triggering event, expression, and repair) is 

thus considered to be deeply relational and contextual, and is not considered a fully private 

experience (Ho et al., 2004; Hong, 2004; Kitayama & Masuda, 1995). 

Unsurprisingly, cultural beliefs about shame might lead to different individual and 

interpersonal coping strategies and behavioral outcomes. For example, in the Chinese culture, 

more intense shame is positively predictive of individuals’ learning from failure (Wang et al., 

2018). Shame also tends to increase relationship building efforts and is used in work settings to 

resolve conflict (Wong & Tsai, 2007). Furthermore, those outcomes may be culturally facilitated 

and encouraged. Indeed, while in the United States, friends of an ashamed individual often 

reorient their attention away from the individuals’ mistakes, or blame others (Kitayama & 

Masuda, 1995), friends may be less likely to do so within a Chinese context. 

Contrasting Chinese and Western accounts suggest that, despite their efforts to uncover 

universal truths about shame, Western definitions of shame have been deeply shaped by their 
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historical and cultural contexts. Research in the social construction of shame, highlighted in the 

sections below, further points to the need to first delve into the many understandings of and ways 

of coping with shame in different cultures, before pursuing the identification of universal aspects 

of shame.  

Contextualizing Shame: Social Construction and Culture 

The work of social construction theorists also highlight the myriad of ways in which 

culture deeply informs and builds experiences of shame (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; Mesquita et 

al., 2017) and offers suggestions regarding how to further explore culturally diverse, indigenous 

understandings of shame.  

Cultural Construction of Shame 

We would like to emphasize again that, for us, similar to (Parkinson, 2012), innate 

mechanisms and social construction processes are not mutually exclusionary but rather working 

in tandem over time. In addition, culture is an ever-changing and constantly re-negotiated, yet 

partially stable, environment (Chen, 2002; Hong, 2004; Parkinson, 2012). Thus, we can expect 

some meaningful differences in individuals’ beliefs about, experience of, and coping strategies 

for shame to emerge over the course of decades and centuries within the same culture ( see 

Parkinson, 2012). Finally, the consideration of long-term epigenetic modifications through 

norms influencing partner selection may point to the role of cultural environments in influencing 

gene selections – thus further blurring the lines between what is innate and what is cultural 

(Parkinson, 2012; Zachar, 2012).   

Theories and empirical studies of the social construction of emotions offer opportunities 

to explore culturally-situated emotional responses. Their focus has often been on developmental 

processes, including how interactions between caregivers and an active infant/child lead to the 
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child internalizing cultural values, the meanings of important events and emotions, and norms 

about emotions and their associated (and appropriate) actions (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; 

Mascolo, 1994). However, Boiger and Mesquita (2012) extend this to consider the interactional, 

moment to moment construction of emotional processes in adulthood (see also Mesquita et al., 

2017). Culture guides attentional and meaning-making processes in interpersonal situations, as 

well as cultural norms about how one becomes or acts as a good person. For example, shame is 

more likely to be attended to by the ashamed individual if the cultural context highlights its 

benefits or promotes values, such as social harmony and interdependence (e.g., Japan), in line 

with the role played by the emotion. Furthermore, culturally-defined cues may also influence 

one’s interpretation of a situation and resulting emotional experience. Contrary to most Western 

contexts, an individual’s emotion in Japan is assessed based on their facial expression and the 

facial expression of surrounding others. Others, in turn, have a stronger role to play in the 

emotion-regulation process. The responses of Japanese participants to shame, but not of German 

participants, are highly reliant on and shaped by their partner’s responses (Boiger & Mesquita, 

2012; Mesquita et al., 2017).  

Qualitative studies (Gergen et al., 2015), scenario-based tasks, observation of real-time 

interactions, and cross-cultural diary studies (among others, see Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; 

Boiger et al., 2018; Mesquita et al., 2017) are all helpful in investigating processes of social 

construction and suggest that individuals from different cultural backgrounds may hold different 

meta-emotion philosophies about shame. Meta-emotion philosophies, and meta-emotions, refer 

to individuals’ beliefs (e.g., belief that shame is valuable or to be avoided at all cost) about and 

secondary emotional reactions (e.g., feeling ashamed about feeling ashamed) to emotions 

(Gottman et al., 1996; Norman & Furnes, 2016). Meta-emotions are hypothesized to influence 
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the regulation strategies (including motivation and action tendencies) and the meaning of the 

original emotion through meta-emotional experiences, knowledge, and strategies (see Norman & 

Furnes, 2016 for more details). To date, only one quantitative study has explored the role of a 

meta-cognition, the level of doubt about appraisals of blame (i.e., “who is to blame?”), during 

experiences of shame (Tong et al., 2014).  

Yet, some qualitative studies indicate the existence of a wide range of meta-cognitions 

associated with shame in different cultures. For example, ethnographic research conducted in 

Java suggest that shame is understood as a desirable, socially-defined indicator of psychological 

well-being and recovery after a psychotic illness (Subandi & Good, 2018). A healthy person is 

defined by their internalization of morality, their self-control, and their capacity to exhibit shame 

at the culturally appropriate times (Subandi & Good, 2018). In a qualitative study exploring the 

meaning of shame for Pakistani immigrants to Canada, participants understood shame as both an 

emotional feedback signalling potentially wrongful behaviors to allow for self-improvement and 

an emotion used within hierarchical relationships by those with more social status to enforce 

specific behaviors (Collardeau et al, 2021). Depending on the situation, participants then had 

nuanced coping strategies to regulate their feelings of shame (Collardeau et al, 2021). Future 

studies of personal and culturally-shared meta-emotion philosophies about shame may be a 

fruitful avenue to explore culturally diverse, indigenous understandings of shame. Findings could 

lead to broader definitions of shame (i.e., cognitions, physical sensations, action tendencies). 

They could also lead to the identification of, for example, the ways in which different meta-

emotion philosophies of and beliefs about shame are associated with more varied action 

tendencies during a shameful event, or with more or less adaptive regulation strategies.  
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Ultimately, contextualizing shame within the specific relationships and cultural contexts 

in which it occurs leads us to ask: How differently do individuals in different situational and 

cultural contexts construe and experience shame? For example, would a Chinese individual 

experience and report on their shame in the same way as a North American individual of 

European descent? Experiences of shame may be influenced by culture at the level of cognitions, 

action tendencies, or physical sensations. At the level of cognitions, individuals from societies 

where the emotion is hypercognized (e.g., China) may have more variable and nuanced shame 

cognitions than individuals from societies where it is not (e.g., the United States). Culture may 

further influence individuals’ most frequent and attended to cognitions about shame (e.g., the 

shame being about a partial aspect of the self or the global self), or about the degree of perceived 

reparability of an ashamed self. Within societies where shame is seen as providing an 

opportunity to improve the self, feelings of shame may be associated with relief (e.g., in so far as 

they signal within one’s cultural context that one is a moral and good person) and thus be altered 

by action tendencies associated with positive emotions (e.g., approach behaviors). For example, 

despite the strong association theorised and observed between high intensity shame and anger in 

the United States, those findings were not replicated in a Japanese context (Kirchner et al., 

2018). When it comes to physical sensations, individuals may consider different thresholds for 

what constitutes the mildest form of shame and what constitutes high or unbearable shame. 

Considerable work has been done to argue for specific definitions of shame (e.g., Gausel & 

Leach, 2011; Tangney et al., 2007). However, trying to determine the “true” definition of shame 

may not be as fruitful as exploring how different, culturally-embedded definitions of shame (i.e., 

cognitions, physical and affective elements, behavioral tendencies) impact shame’s regulation 

and outcomes. 
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Measurement Models: Under-utilized Tests of Social Construction? 

Potential qualitative differences in meaning-making can be explored through the creation 

of measures more closely tailored to the idiosyncrasies of specific groups (e.g., reflecting the 

nuanced attributions idiosyncratic to one language and cultural group) or through the creation of 

scenarios more relevant to the culture of interest (Boiger et al., 2018). Additionally, differences 

in meaning-making may translate to variations in the latent structure of self-report measures or 

differing psychometric properties of individual items ( see Chen, 2008; Sakaluk, 2019; 

Vandenberg & Lance, 2000 for an introduction to measurement models). Variability in 

measurement models (e.g., detected by invariance testing of factor structures or differential item 

functioning) across groups is most often considered a problem to be eliminated. However, those 

quantitative indicators may signal processes of social constructions and the presence of meaning-

making differences (Sakaluk, 2019). The common practice of systematically removing items 

behaving differently across groups creates again a focus on similarities across groups or 

“universal, generalizable” findings, which in turn may result in diminished opportunities to study 

more culturally specific processes. We posit that research on shame would benefit from asking 

questions related to invariance testing. For example, do cultural differences translate into 

differences in meanings for participants’ ratings on existing or new self-report measures? In 

other words, if individuals from culture A and B are both endorsing a 5 on a 5-point Likert scale, 

are they actually reporting on experiences of a similar or different quality or intensity? Will a 

participant coming from a cultural background where shame is highly valued and signals the 

presence of morality understand the item “I felt I am a bad person” similarly to someone who 

comes from a cultural context where shame is viewed only as a maladaptive emotion? If 

participants from two different cultural groups do not understand some items in the same way, 
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can we understand the origin of those differences and how they may influence participants’ 

coping with shame? 

The examination of measurement invariance in the study of shame is recent, and mainly 

considers variations in measurement models or psychometric properties of items to be 

problematic (e.g., Di Sarno, et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2017). Rather, we would like to argue 

that both continuities and discontinuities in cross-cultural experiences of shame are worthy of 

study. To date, nine studies tested the measurement variance of five self-report measures of 

shame across gender (Di Sarno et al., 2019; Garcia et al., 2017; Shahnawaz & Malik, 2017; 

Vagos et al., 2016; Vagos et al., 2019; Watson et al., 2017) cultures (Furukawa et al., 2012) or 

social contexts (Vagos et al., 2016; Vagos et al., 2019). As a group, the studies point toward the 

existence of both continuities and discontinuities in the experience of shame across genders and 

cultures. A recent meta-analyses of gender differences in self-conscious emotions further 

suggests that gender differences on reports of self-conscious emotions were greater for White 

samples compared to other samples (Else-Quest et al., 2012).  

Further, measurement models should be explored by creating culturally specific items 

reflecting the cultural idiosyncrasies of each group under study (Boiger et al., 2013). Items and 

scenarios need to be, as much as possible, ecologically valid and meaningful for the cultural 

group of interest. For example, not only do situations involving shame occur more frequently in 

Japan than in the USA, but also situations encompassing central cultural concerns (e.g., loss of 

public face in Japan) increase the intensity of feelings of shame compared to situations which do 

not (i.e., situations more relevant to the USA; Boiger et al., 2013). Thus, the choice of scenarios 

and items in cross-cultural research should reflect each group’s culturally-specific ways of 

conceptualizing shame and not solely reflect cultural concerns from the dominant group, most 
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frequently the USA. Then, measurement invariance, among other methods, could be used to 

investigate to what extent individuals in different cultural groups understand and respond 

differently to the scenarios and items more specific to members of another group.  

Extending Social Construction: A Note on the Shame-Guilt Distinction  

The shame-guilt distinction introduced by (Lewis, 1971; Tangney et al., 2007) has made 

it almost impossible to talk about shame without mentioning guilt. Many Western scholars see 

shame and guilt as two separate, but related, cognition-dependent emotions (Tangney et al., 

2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004). The literature points to the conceptual benefits of differentiating 

guilt and shame cognitions and of using a 2-factor measurement model, at least in the West (e.g., 

Tangney et al., 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004). Yet, the nature of the underlying affect(s) in 

Western conceptualizations of guilt and shame, as well as the primacy of cognitions versus affect 

in shame and guilt more generally, continue to be open questions. For example, it is unclear what 

combination of basic emotions are present when an individual feels guilty. Additionally, the 

debate continues as to whether shame is a basic emotion, such as fear or disgust (Elison, 2005; 

Izard, 2007; Kemeny et al., 2004; Widen et al., 2011). If shame is a basic emotion, it may then be 

one of the basic emotions present during an experience of guilt. If it is not, it is unclear what 

combination of basic emotions are present during an experience of shame. It is also unclear how 

the multiple types of guilt and shame within Chinese culture (Bedford, 2004; Mao-jin, & Jing-

jing, 2009) fit within the Western shame-guilt distinction, or whether they would be better 

represented with a larger number of factors (and thus a different measurement model).  

To complicate matters further, within sociology, and to a lesser extent psychology, some 

scholars consider shame and guilt or even shame and pride to be on the same continuum (e.g., Li, 

et al., 2004; Scheff, 2003; Tomkins & McCarter, 1964; Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012). Tomkins and 
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McCarter (1964) posit that embarrassment, guilt, and humiliation are all part of the shame 

continuum. According to them, shame is a basic emotion, which is triggered by the partial 

reduction of enjoyment or interest (e.g., something in the environment signals that an enjoyable 

behavior or interaction is undesirable) and, at the beginning of life, has no associations to 

specific cognitions (i.e., whether or not one has the capacity to think about the self is irrelevant to 

the experience of shame). In this approach, guilt and humiliation are considered to be affective 

experiences, with different cognitions, along the shame continuum.  

Rather than treating the shame-guilt distinction as a given, it may be more fruitful to 

consider how those different meta-emotion philosophies (e.g., the belief that shame and guilt are 

variants of the same emotion or two different emotions; beliefs about different types of shame 

and guilt) may be shaped by cultural factors and may influence coping strategies. For example, is 

it possible that individuals who consider shame and guilt to be variants of the same emotion have 

more opportunities to build their confidence in dealing with shame (i.e., they view past 

experiences in coping successfully with guilt as a testament to their capacity to cope with the 

stronger feelings of shame)? Or may they feel more overwhelmed by feelings of guilt and 

appraise them as dangerous?  

Chronic Social Threats and Shame 

In addition to culture, chronic social threats (such as discrimination) may also have a role 

in the social construction of shame. Sociologists have long theorized the relationship between 

shame, stigma, and power imbalances in society (Goffman, 1963; Scheff, 2003; Tyler & Slater, 

2018).  Goffman (1963) views stigma as a social relation where the defining characteristic(s) 

(e.g., race, religion, illness) of an individual is/are found wanting, unsatisfactory or immoral by 

their society. As a result, the stigmatized individual is constantly at risk of rejection from the 
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social space and shame becomes an ever-present possibility and frequent occurrence (Goffman, 

1963; Scheff, 2003). Further, contrary to instances where shame acts as a signal to improve the 

self and repair one’s social standing or relationship (e.g., committing to be more truthful), this 

stigma-related shame has no or little possible or desirable avenue of repair within society at 

large. Stigma-related shame is a reaction to systems of power and social control (Scheff, 2003; 

Tyler & Slater, 2018). The increasing framing of shame as an internal (rather than social) 

emotion, and its increased invisibility and rejection in Western Psychology, has obscured how 

shame can act as a signal for individuals’ risk of social alienation (Scheff, 2003; Scheff, 2014). 

Further, apolitical and decontextualized accounts of stigma within sociology (e.g., Goffman, 

1963) have missed how stigma can maintain and justify systemic unequal, and unfair access to 

political and economic resources (See Tyler & Slater, 2018; Tyler, 2018 for a more detailed 

explanation). While stigma at the individual level includes hostile attitudes and cognitions 

towards members of stigmatized groups, it also functions within society and institutions to 

maintain and justify specific unequal social hierarchies by portraying the stigmatized groups as 

less deserving of equal social standing (Tyler & Slater, 2018; Tyler, 2018). Stigma, thus, is 

deeply influenced by political and historical factors, and how those change over time (Tyler, 

2018).  

The shame-stigma-power relationship has further been explored and illuminated in other 

cultural contexts through qualitative studies from sociology, anthropology, and cultural 

psychology. For instance, in-depth interviews with South Africans revealed both cultural 

differences between racial groups and the lasting influence of racial segregation during 

Apartheid on individuals’ experiences of shame (Ivey & Sonn, 2019; Mayer & Viviers, 2017). 

Contrary to white South Africans, most South Africans of color considered shame essential to 
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maintain social harmony and cultural norms within their community (Mayer & Viviers, 2017). 

Participants’ narratives from both racial groups also highlighted how whiteness both sometimes 

offered protection from shame within the larger community (Mayer & Viviers, 2017) and made 

white South Africans the frequent subject of moral blame for having historically benefitted at the 

expense of people of color (Ivey & Sonn, 2019; Mayer & Viviers, 2017). Similarly, in-depth 

interviews with other minority groups further emphasize how shame can become a marker of 

power imbalances within a society (Ho & Goh, 2017; Mirdal, 2006; Treloar et al., 2016). 

Physical illnesses, such as Hepatitis C and HIV, may take on socially constructed negative 

meanings, which then justify in the eyes of the society the alienation or loss of social status of 

the infected individual (Ho & Goh, 2017; Treloar et al., 2016). For example, HIV is viewed as a 

disease of sexual promiscuity in Singapore (Ho & Goh, 2017), and Hepatitis C is viewed in 

Australia as a disease associated with drug use and sexual promiscuity, especially if those with 

the illness are Indigenous, as negative stereotypes provide further justification for their 

stigmatization (Treloar et al., 2016). Both illnesses then act as markers of (imagined) immoral 

behaviors and individuals experience feelings of shame due to their lesser social standing (Ho & 

Goh, 2017; Treloar et al., 2016).  

The existing research on stigma in psychology provides ample evidence that shame can 

be, in multiple cultures, a frequent emotional reaction to stigma against, but not limited to, one’s 

ethnicity (Schmader & Lickel, 2006; Schmader et al., 2015), physical illness (Heggeness et al., 

2017; Li et al., 2007), mental illness (Keen et al., 2017; Luoma et al., 2014; Wood & Irons, 2017; 

Zhou et al., 2018), weight (Westermann et al., 2015), religion (Rodriguez Mosquera, 2018), 

poverty (Chase & Walker, 2013), or experiences of intimate partner violence (Kennedy & Prock, 

2018). Stigma-related shame can be triggered by experiences of social rejection or 
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discrimination, and by witnessing a member of one’s stigmatized group engage in actions 

deemed stereotypical (Schmader & Lickel, 2006).  Stigma about one’s experiences may be 

further exacerbated by other sources of stigma (Kennedy & Prock, 2018). Stigma is associated 

with high levels of stigma-related shame (e.g., Heggeness et al., 2017), state shame in 

experimental conditions (e.g., Schmader et al., 2015; Westermann et al., 2015), trait shame (e.g., 

Luoma et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2018) and external shame (e.g., Keen et al., 2017). Stigma-

related shame (e.g., HIV-related shame) is even sometimes included in measures of stigma 

(Heggeness et al., 2017). Nevertheless, stigma-related shame and stigma are not interchangeable 

constructs. When stigma and shame are measured simultaneously, stigma (but not shame) 

predicts some negative outcomes which otherwise may have been misattributed to shame (e.g., 

longer stay in residential treatment, avoidance of STI-testing; Fortenberry et al., 2002; Luoma et 

al., 2014).  

Not only can stigma be a recurring and painful experience, but stigma and imbalances in 

social status and/or power are also frequently associated with feelings of shame with no clear or 

easy way to re-establish equality or gain acceptance within the larger social group. Just like with 

culture, contextualizing shame within systems of power in the society and individuals’ 

experiences of stigma leads to asking: How do individuals who frequently experience stigma-

related shame construe and experience shame compared to individuals who do not? Could 

repeated occurrences of stigma-related shame lead to different meta-cognitions and meta-

emotional reactions to shame or to different attributions, interpretations of physical sensations or 

behavioral urges? Are some behaviors usually considered negatively, like avoidance, adaptive 

responses to stigma-related shame? To date, those questions are still awaiting answers.  
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Unfortunately, stigma-related shame has been largely ignored in the general research on 

shame. Shame has largely been treated as an internal emotion (De Hooge, 2013; Tangney et al., 

2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004), whose regulation and outcomes can be evaluated without attention 

to participants’ social context. The majority of trait shame or trait shame and guilt self-report 

measures do not contextualize participants’ responses to increase their ecologically validity 

(Lickel et al., 2014) and even scenario measures do not assess benign, ambiguous, stigmatizing 

or unusual situations. As a result, trait shame self-report measures do not assess or differentiate, 

for example, between chronic shame stemming from repeated engagement in immoral and 

hurtful behavior (e.g., perpetrator of domestic abuse), chronic shame due to poor emotion 

regulation, and chronic shame experienced as a result of on-going discrimination. The degree to 

which trait shame is stable outside of fairly stable environmental factors, such as on-going 

stigma or discrimination, is unclear (Leeming & Boyle, 2004). Decontextualizing trait shame 

further obscures how social settings may increase the likelihood of behaviors such as attempts to 

avoid a largely discriminatory social environment to protect the self or anger following stigma-

related shame (Leeming & Boyle, 2004). Similarly, measurements of state shame are dependent 

on the experimental situation or study design (e.g., situations or events participants are asked to 

recall), and it is unusual for those studies to control for stigma. Thus, most study designs are 

likely to miss whether state and trait shame are consequences of stigma (Luoma et al., 2017). 

Framing shame as a purely individual issue renders invisible the social role of shame and its 

capacity to act as an alarm signal in the presence of social threats. Framing shame as an 

individual issue may also, at times, falsely attribute negative outcomes to shame, rather than 

attributing them to oppressive social practices or systems. Thus, decontextualized accounts of 

shame, just like decontextualized accounts of stigma, can miss how the emotion operates within 
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systemic and unfair access to social safety and political and economic resources. We would like 

to urge researchers studying shame to systematically include measures of stigma or 

discrimination when working with vulnerable, and frequently stigmatized, groups (e.g., 

immigrants, individuals suffering from mental illness, etc.). Additionally, it is crucial for any 

research study on shame to include a measure of discrimination or stigma (e.g., the Intersectional 

Discrimination Index; Scheim & Bauer, 2019), in order to avoid mistaking differences in 

participants’ social environment for differences in personality or internal propensity to shame. 

Indeed, it seems very problematic to assume any sample includes only individuals beyond the 

influence of stigma. Lastly, culture and stigma may work in tandem. Once the influence of each 

is better understood, it may be fruitful to explore how cultural differences influence individuals’ 

reactions to stigma-related shame.   

A Call to Action 

To date, Tangney’s (1995) and Lewis’ (1971) theories have led to a proliferation of 

research on shame and guilt in Western psychology and by Western researchers. Shame and guilt 

have been most frequently studied in other cultures using a Western lens, to the point of limiting 

the recognition afforded to culturally-diverse, indigenous understandings different from the 

Western definitions and/or theories of those two emotions (Shi-xu, 2009). Additionally, research 

from Western Educated Industrialized Rich Democratic (WEIRD) contexts is bolstered by 

the political and financial power of the institutions (in North America, Western Europe, 

Australia) from which it originates, and its findings may not be as generalizable to other cultures 

as routinely assumed, especially in areas such as moral reasoning (Henrich et al, 2010). Indeed, 

the existing research on shame and guilt suggests that relying on Western theories not only risks 

the erasure and dismissal of other cultures’ ways of conceptualizing and coping with shame, but 
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also risks underplaying the role of cultural and social contexts. By limiting researchers’ and 

studies’ sensitivity to cultural differences, the search for universality – as it is done currently by 

testing theories made by and for the West in other cultural contexts – risks decreasing the overall 

quality of our knowledge base on self-conscious emotions. Far from being superficial influences, 

culture and chronic social threats may inform individuals’ sense of self and deeply influence the 

social construction of shame. The experience, expression, regulation, and outcomes of shame 

cannot be divorced from cultural, social, and historical contexts that shape individuals’ beliefs 

about shame and the self, interpersonal interactions, norms about, for example, reintegrating into 

the group after a shameful event, and the safety or lack thereof of one’s social environment.  

Thus, we would like to conclude the current article with a set of recommendations and 

potential research avenues, in hope to foster more inclusive and diverse research on shame. First, 

we would like to encourage researchers to refrain from making broad claims of generalizability 

(e.g. assuming findings based on Western theories and/or samples are generalizable to other 

cultural groups) and to avoid proposing a single theory on shame and guilt at this point in time. 

Similar to Stanley Sue and colleagues (2011), we would like to encourage researchers to first 

develop definitions and theories of shame (and guilt) reflecting understandings from diverse 

cultures, without applying a Western lens. This will ensure more divergent viewpoints will be 

included, rather than culturally specific conceptualizations being excluded on the basis that they 

do not fit operational definitions or theories created for WEIRD contexts. The evidence gathered 

through this process will decide whether we can develop a "universal" theory of shame that 

includes culture as a component or whether we need separate theories for each cultural group. 

Secondly, researchers should strive to use methodologies and designs sensitive to local 

contexts, such as, but not limited to, qualitative research methods, research on meta-beliefs about 
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shame, measurement variance, and other designs used by social constructionist 

researchers. Furthermore, researchers might benefit from taking a stance of intersectional 

cultural humility (Buchanan et al, 2020). Intersectional cultural humility asks researchers to 

become aware of their own positionality (i.e., multiple identities, privileges and experiences of 

oppression which may influence their research questions, designs and interactions with 

participants). It conceptualizes cultures as ever changing through individual actions and the 

influence of social institutions and it posits that cultural differences cannot simply be reduced to 

observable traits and behaviors.  

Thirdly, a recognition of cultural contexts and power differentials leads to the need to 

acknowledge the highly contextual and cultural (North American) underpinnings of Tangney 

(1995) and Lewis (1971)’s theories. While those (Western) theories and their findings are 

presented as "objective and a-cultural", they stem, as discussed in this article, from a specific 

North American context. All studies need to systematically recognize the cultural context 

informing their theoretical perspective and highlight the match or mismatch between the theory 

they are testing and the local understanding of the emotion in their population of interest. 

Fourth, given the social role of shame as an alarm signal in the presence of social threats, 

it is important for researchers to systematically assess participants’ past and current experiences 

of discrimination when investigating trait shame (i.e. the tendency to feel shame or chronicity of 

feelings of shame). Otherwise, we run the risk of falsely attributing negative behaviours such as 

avoidance to shame, rather than attributing them to oppressive social practices or systems. 

Decontextualized accounts of shame risk missing how shame exists and needs to be understood 

within contexts of systemic and unfair access to social safety and political and economic 
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resources. We also encourage greater exploration of contextual factors (i.e., a welcoming versus 

a discriminatory environment) when examining state shame.  

Lastly, the following topics may be worthy of future consideration and vary across 

different cultural and social contexts: (a) changing definitions of the self (i.e., transient versus 

stable, inclusion or exclusion of the family in the sense of self), (b) differences in the richness of 

the vocabulary surrounding shameful experiences (i.e., hypercognized or undercognized), (c) 

meta-emotion philosophies (e.g., degree of acceptance of the emotion, belief that it preserves a 

key cultural value such as social harmony), and (d) changes in cultural norms and goals over 

longer periods of time (e.g., decades), in a context of increased transnational travel and exchange 

(Van Oudenhoven & Ward, 2013) and remote acculturation (e.g., acculturation to North 

American culture without leaving one’s home country, Ferguson et al., 2017) may influence 

experiences of shame. We encourage scholars to approach the study of shame and its outcomes 

with an explicit and continual attunement to cultural factors and social structures/mechanisms (at 

a minimum) and to historical shifts in cultural factors within and across generations (ideally). It 

may be especially useful to explore adaptive aspects of shame and cultural factors which support 

the successful regulation of the emotion.   

Approaching the study of shame with a greater attention to cultural and social factors 

might not only help to produce better science and develop a deeper understanding of the 

emotion, it may also help us identify or create new cultural scripts and coping strategies to 

regulate shame. Indeed, attending to differences in cultural scripts may allow for an 

identification and reformulation of toxic cultural scripts or the development of alternative coping 

strategies.  
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Chapter Three 

Pakistani Immigrants’ Nuanced Beliefs About Shame and Its Regulation 

 As of 2016, Pakistani-born individuals represent one of the top 10 largest groups of 

foreign-born individuals in Canada. Between 2011 and 2016, Pakistan was the fifth largest 

contributor (even surpassing the United States) of immigrants to Canada and accounted for just 

over 40,000 immigrants in these 5 years alone (Statistics Canada, 2017). Furthermore, 9.3% of 

South Asians, the largest visible minority group in Canada, reported being of Pakistani heritage 

in 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2011). Pakistani immigrants to Canada are faced with multiple 

challenges, including loss of status and social support, significant economic hardships, culture 

shock, and discrimination (Jibeen & Khalid, 2010a, 2010b; Khan & Watson, 2005). They 

frequently live in social contexts where multiple aspects of their identities (i.e., nationality and 

religion) are devalued and may be openly rejected by the majority (Jamil, 2014; Rousseau & 

Jamil, 2008). This puts them at higher risk of experiencing feelings of inferiority (Jamil, 

2014; Rousseau & Jamil, 2008) and stigma-related shame. Indeed, shame can occur as a reaction 

to frequent experiences of social rejection or stigma against one’s ethnicity (Schmader et al., 

2015; Schmader & Lickel, 2006) or religion (Rodriguez Mosquera, 2018). Thus, a more 

culturally sensitive and in-depth understanding of how Pakistani immigrants to Canada 

understand and regulate experiences of shame – whether those are related to experiences of 

discrimination or not – may allow us to identify protective factors present for the Pakistani 

immigrant community and additional regulation strategies. 

While the challenges associated with Pakistanis immigrating to Western countries have 

been documented (Jibeen & Khalid, 2010b; Khan & Watson, 2005), little is known about how 

Pakistani immigrants residing in Canada view and understand emotional experiences such as 
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shame. Beliefs about emotional experiences, including shame, emerge within individuals’ social 

and cultural contexts (Bastian, 2013). Socially and culturally situated discourses about emotional 

experiences may influence beliefs or metacognitions about emotions held by members of a 

cultural group (Bastian, 2013). Metacognitions, along with metaemotions, refer to individuals’ 

knowledge and beliefs about emotions as well as secondary emotional reactions to emotions 

(Gottman et al., 1996; Norman & Furnes, 2016). Individuals might view emotions generally or 

specific emotions, such as shame, positively (e.g., emotions as helpful signals, confidence in own 

capacity to regulate emotions; Beer & Moneta, 2012) or negatively (e.g., emotions are unhelpful, 

invalid; Manser et al., 2012). Those metacognitions may include beliefs about the emotion’s 

helpfulness or role, as well as beliefs in one’s capacity to tolerate or regulate the emotion. In 

Western populations, preliminary evidence suggests that beliefs about emotions may be 

predictive of emotion-regulation strategies (Lane et al., 2011). For example, athletes holding 

beliefs about the beneficial impact of anxiety and anger on performance not only reported higher 

anger and/or anxiety intensity before a performance but also used strategies to increase those 

emotions (Lane et al., 2011). Thus, shared sociocultural beliefs about shame may have important 

implications for individuals’ strategies to regulate this emotion. 

 In Pakistan, sharam is one of the possible words used to refer to shame. However, 

anthropological research suggests that sharam can take a multiplicity of meanings, including 

shame, concealment, modesty, or embodied self-control, depending on the context (Alvi, 2013). 

Sharam is at least linguistically directly embedded within notions of morality and appropriate 

behaviors. Additionally, in Islam, which is the main religion in Pakistan with more than 90% of 

the population being either Sunni (majority) or Shi’a Muslims (Naeem et al., 2015), the self is 

perceived as being inherently good, and faith helps to reconnect with one’s pure or better self 
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(Qulsoom, 2005). Remorse and shame act as signals to understand one’s mistakes and repent and 

ultimately improve the self (Qulsoom, 2005). Acting in accordance with the Quran is seen as an 

individually desirable goal and may provide individuals with an increase in their social status 

independent of their wealth (Maqsood, 2017). In so far as one’s morality partially determines 

social status, it is possible that culturally appropriate displays of shame and repentance may also 

work as indicators of one’s respect for cultural norms and morality and hence as indicators of 

social standing. 

 The acceptability of specific behaviors is influenced by both prescriptive (“should,” e.g., 

praying five times a day) and proscriptive (“should not,” e.g., not eating pork) rules within Islam. 

The acceptability of specific behaviors is further informed by gendered norms, age (with elders 

having a higher social status), family traditions, and conflicting perspectives on religious 

guidelines both in Pakistan and in the Muslim diaspora (e.g., Bush et al., 2003; Maqsood, 2017; 

Stodolska & Livengood, 2006). It is likely that the experience of shame is also influenced by 

individuals’ location within the larger Pakistani cultural norms. 

Additionally, Pakistani immigrants to Canada are in the unique position of having to 

reconcile Pakistani conceptualization of shame and Canadian beliefs about shame. Indeed, social 

constructionist researchers have provided preliminary evidence that, due to ongoing 

interpersonal interactions with members of the majority culture, immigrants’ emotional reactions 

to specific situations may become, over time, more concordant with the emotions experienced by 

members of the new culture (De Leersnyder et al., 2011; Mirdal, 2006). It is thus possible that, 

over time, Pakistani immigrants’ beliefs about shame change due to their immigration experience 

and that they may begin to incorporate some Canadian beliefs. To our knowledge, no study has 

explored the beliefs about shame held by Pakistanis or Pakistani immigrants, without imposing 
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the most frequently used Western conceptualization of shame that views the emotion as solely 

painful and maladaptive (Tangney, 1996; Tangney et al., 2007). 

Qualitative approaches can allow researchers to explore individuals’ metacognitions or 

beliefs about shame without imposing Western norms and in a culturally sensitive way. They 

may lead to a broader or more nuanced understanding of experiences of shame within specific 

cultural and social contexts. For instance, in a recent ethnographic study, Subandi and Good 

(2018) explored beliefs about shame held by families of Javanese individuals who experienced 

their first psychotic illness. Their work recognizes the complexity of Javanese conceptualizations 

of shame, and its role as a potential marker for seemingly unrelated processes (e.g., recovery 

from a psychotic illness). Participants perceived shame to be an important marker of good mental 

health and recovery from psychotic illness. The expression and experience of shame in culturally 

appropriate ways signaled individuals’ awareness and respect of social norm, while mental 

illness interfered with individuals’ capacity to act appropriately and to demonstrate their morality 

and respect for norms (Subandi & Good, 2018). These findings paint a rich picture of shame that 

is qualitatively different from majority of Western conceptualizations. 

The Current Study 

The current study uses qualitative interviews and grounded theory to explore how 

Pakistani immigrants to Canada understand and make sense of their experiences of shame, 

without imposing a Western framework or definition of the emotion. Thus, our research aims to 

address the following questions: 

a. What is the purpose of shame, if any, according to Pakistani immigrants to Canada? 

b. How do they make sense of and regulate this emotional experience? 
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c. Do they feel their understanding of shame or coping with shame was influenced by their 

immigration to Canada? 

Methods 

Participants 

To be eligible, participants had to be born and raised in Pakistan and to have immigrated to 

Canada after their 19th birthday, but within the last 8 years (Table 1). Seven women and 11 men 

across Canada participated. The interviews were conducted in English (14 participants, 77.8%), 

Urdu (three participants, 16.7%) with the help of a translator, or in both languages (one 

participant, 5.6%) in the presence of a translator. More than half (55.6%, 10 participants) of the 

participants completed the interview over the phone. Seven participants (38.9%) completed the 

interview by e-mail. Finally, one participant started the interview by e-mail and decided to finish 

over the phone. One participant, who elected to respond over e-mail, stopped responding partway 

through the interview in the context of COVID-19. 

Table 1. Demographic information 

Demographic Information Mean, SD & Percentages 

Age M=35.50, SD=8.74 (range= 24.5 to 61 years-
old) 

Age at immigration M=31.89, SD=7.48 (range=22 to 53 years-
old) 

Time Since Immigration Less than one year:                         16.7% (3) 

1-2 years:                                         27.8% (5) 

3-4 years:                                         16.7% (3) 

4-6 years:                                         16.7% (3) 

7-8 years:                                         22.2% (4) 
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Number of migrations  Canada only:                                   83.3% (15) 

Canada + another country:            11.1% (2) 

Canada + 2 other countries:           5.6% (1) 

Current Province (Canada) Alberta:                                            22.2% (4) 

British Columbia:                            22.2% (4) 

Ontario:                                            50.0% (9) 

Saskatchewan:                                5.6 (1) 

Province of Origin (Pakistan) Sindh:                                             55.6% (10)  

Punjab:                                             44.4% (8) 

Cultural Background Punjabi:                                            50.0% (9) 

Mahajir:                                            38.9% (7) 

Memon:                                            5.6% (1) 

Urdu Speaking:                                5.6% (1) 

Religion Atheist:                                             11.1% (2) 

Muslim – not further specified:   38.9% (7)  

Sunni Muslim:                                 33.3% (6) 

Hanafi Sunni Muslim:                     11.1% (2) 

Shia Muslim:                                    5.6% (1) 

Occupation Full-time employment:                  72.2% (13) 

Part-time employment:                 5.6% (1) 

Student + part-time job:                5.6% (1) 

Stay-at-home parent:                     11.1% (2) 

Retired:                                              5.6% (1) 

Language currently spoken at home Urdu:                                               55.6% (10) 

Punjabi:                                              5.6% (1) 

Urdu & Punjabi:                                5.6% (1) 

Urdu & English:                               33.3% (6) 
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Note. Please note that we did not collect information on immigration status or socioeconomic 

status. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 

Researchers 

 As the first author, I (Fanie Collardeau) was the principal investigator for the study, 

which was completed as a part of my PhD dissertation in Clinical Psychology at the University 

of Victoria. My undergraduate and MA theses provided me with many opportunities to hone my 

training in qualitative methodologies, and more specifically grounded theory. My work as a 

researcher is also located within my personal experience. I grew up in France, in a family of 

Spanish origins. I moved to Canada in 2013 and now have ties to the immigrant Pakistani 

community through marriage and friendships. Furthermore, I am a white, cisgender woman of 

Muslim faith. My formal education and background put me in multiple positions of power. I am 

both a Western outsider and a partial insider due to close personal ties with the community. 

Rapport building with participants was approached keeping my multiple identities and privileges 

in mind (described below). Some participants’ narratives suggested they considered me as a 

partial insider (e.g., calling me sister-inlaw, assuming I would know certain traditions), while 

others seemed to consider me as more of an outsider (e.g., defining simple Urdu words). I 

received direct and ongoing supervision, direction and support from my supervisor, supervisory 

committee, and team members, including the study’s consultant, Dr. Tahira Jibeen. 

 Muhammad Usama Bin Aftab was a translator and second coder for the study. He 

received training on qualitative interviewing and data analysis from the first author. He is fluent 

in Urdu and English and is a Pakistani immigrant to Canada. He was involved at all stages of the 

study. 
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Dr. Tahira Jibeen was a consultant for this study. She previously conducted research with 

Pakistani immigrants to Canada and has expertise in quantitative and qualitative 

methods. 

Dr. Erica Woodin is the PhD supervisor of Fanie Collardeau and has expertise in 

metaemotion philosophies and qualitative interviewing methodologies. 

Procedure 

 The Institutional Review Board at the University of Victoria (British Columbia, Canada) 

approved the study. 

Recruitment and Interview  

Participants were recruited through word of mouth, online forums, and Facebook. 

Participants were invited to share the study’s poster with their networks. Participants completed a 

short online demographics questionnaire to sign up for the study. Participant consent was 

obtained as part of the online survey prior to interviews. Eligible participants completed a 

qualitative and open-ended interview by e-mail or telephone. E-mail interviews were completed 

over the course of 3 weeks to 3 months. Telephone interviews were 45 minutes to 1 hour in 

duration and were audiotaped and then transcribed by the first author. The interview explored 

participants’ beliefs about the role and regulation of shame and how their beliefs may have 

changed over time and after immigrating to Canada, as well as common beliefs about shame in 

Pakistan. Any identifying information was deleted to protect participants’ anonymity. 

 Participants were given the choice to participate through telephone or e-mail to increase 

ease of participation. To build rapport with participants, the interviewer (first author) took some 

time to informally chat with participants before the telephone interview started, responded to 

some personal questions (e.g., question about her faith or about whether she had visited 
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Pakistan), and, when appropriate, demonstrated her basic knowledge of Urdu (e.g., helping 

participants translate Urdu words she knew during interviews in English). E-mail interviews are 

a relatively new medium for qualitative interviews with hard to reach or understudied 

populations (Neville et al., 2016). Multiple studies have shown that data collected in e-mail 

interviews are of equivalent quality to data collected in face-to-face or telephone interviews (e.g., 

Coderre et al., 2004; McCoyd & Kerson, 2006). Key concerns about e-mail interviews mainly 

focus on the risk of data fraud (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006), the lack of nonverbal cues (Cook, 

2012; McCoyd & Kerson, 2006), and privacy/anonymity (James & Busher, 2006). Yet, e-mail 

interviews also offer multiple advantages including longer periods of reflection for both the 

researcher and the participant, which can increase the richness and quality of the data collected 

(e.g., Cook, 2012; McCoyd & Kerson, 2006; Neville et al., 2016), and lead to higher satisfaction 

and control reported by participants (e.g., Egan et al., 2006; Neville et al., 2016) and higher 

disclosure of sensitive information (e.g., Cook, 2012; Egan et al., 2006). To include immigrants 

who might be less acculturated, participants could complete the interview in English or Urdu. 

After all interviews were completed and analyzed, participants were sent the preliminary theory 

derived from the study and invited to provide feedback, which further informed the theory. 

Ensuring Quality and Data Analyses  

The interviews were analyzed using constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2014, 

2017). Grounded theory allows for systematic data collection and analysis, and is well suited to 

topics for which previous research is limited (Charmaz, 2014; Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). 

Constructivist grounded theory recognizes the co-construction of narratives by participants and 

researchers. It aims to illuminate meanings held by individuals through dialogs and analyses. 
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In grounded theory, data collection and analyses occur concurrently. The co-occurrence 

of data collection and analyses allows for a responsive approach to data collection, in which 

interview questions are added to clarify emerging themes. It also allows for theoretical sampling, 

whereby recruitment in the current study targeted increased participation by women once a 

gendered component of shame emerged in the initial analyses. Initially, interviews were coded 

line-by-line, meaning that codes were generated for each line of text. Those initial codes were 

grouped to form preliminary conceptual categories and themes. The relationships between the 

emerging categories and their integration into a grounded theory emerged through axial coding 

and selective coding strategies (Charmaz, 2014). Due to the simultaneous nature of data 

collection and analyses, two questions were added to the interview to clarify emerging 

categories. New data were compared with the existing concepts and emerging theory (Charmaz, 

2014). Data analysis began after the first interview in August 2019 and continued until July 

2020. 

 Multiple standard steps were taken to improve the quality, credibility, trustworthiness, 

and rigor of this qualitative study. First, the first author engaged in an ongoing reflexive process 

to explore her beliefs, biases, and personal experiences and documented her reflections (Charmaz 

& Thornberg, 2020; Finlay, 2002; Williams & Morrow, 2009). She was careful not to presume 

she understood participants’ experiences and strove to stay close to the data. Second, two 

research assistants, one of whom is a Pakistani immigrant to Canada, were invited to each code 3 

interview transcripts using the first author’s codebook. All research assistants were encouraged 

to keep a reflexive journal during their involvement in the study. Differences in coding and 

instances where research assistants identified missing codes were discussed. When needed, the 

first author and research assistants engaged in additional line-by-line coding to incorporate 
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emerging insights into the theory. Third, participants were sent a narrative summary of the theory 

and invited to provide feedback on whether the theory resonated and provided a useful 

framework (Madill et al., 2000). Finally, memos were kept at all stages of the research (Birks et 

al., 2008; Charmaz & Thornberg, 2020). Those measures allowed us to reflect more deeply on 

the meanings ascribed to the interviews and to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the 

study. 

Results 

Participants identified 20 words, including sharam, zillat, haya, and baizati, that they 

could use to describe feelings of shame. Their descriptions of the emotion included physical 

sensations (e.g., “sinking feeling”), urges (e.g., “strong and immediate impulse to withdraw”), 

and thoughts (e.g., “it made me feel like I was just not good enough”), which have been 

frequently associated with shame within the Western literature. While a few participants 

endorsed the shame-guilt distinction common in the Western literature (Tangney, 1996; Tangney 

et al., 2007), most saw shame and guilt as occurring on a continuum ranging, at its most, from 

embarrassment to humiliation. 

The main themes and coping strategies are presented in Figure 1. Shame was thought 

about and understood within a rich, culturally embedded system of meaning-making. 

Specifically, participants articulated how shame could act as a signal for wrongdoing or emerge 

as a result of social control, while in both instances being shaped by and informing complex 

relational and social contexts. Most participants balanced a belief in the positive individual and 

social benefits of shame (endorsed by all) with a critique of problematic socially endorsed uses 

of shame within the Pakistani society (endorsed by most). Compared to men, women tended to 

be more critical of how shame could be used to prompt obedience and reported more instances 
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where they were shamed. Furthermore, participants’ beliefs about shame allowed them to access 

a wide range of coping behaviors when feeling ashamed and led most participants to prioritize 

coping strategies which included others or focused on self-improvement. Most positively 

perceived coping strategies were viewed to lead to selfchange and self-improvement; thus, both 

reinforcing and illustrating how shame could act as a beneficial signal of wrongdoing. Some 

participants reflected on the benefits of taking an Islamic approach to understanding and dealing 

with shame. 

Figure 1. Theoretical Model of Pakistani Immigrants to Canada’s Conceptualization and 
Regulation of Shame 

 

 

Shame as a Signal for Wrongdoing 

 Most participants endorsed the view that shame’s main purpose is to differentiate right 

from wrong. Shame occurs within specific cultural and religious value systems and allows 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Positive coping Negative/Immature coping  

  

Shame as a signal  

for wrongdoings 

Problematic Shame  

and Social Control 

Contextual,  

Relational Shame 

Analyze the situation 

Seek protection with God 

Accept and correct 

Stop unwanted behaviors 

Share with close others 

Change/Better the self 

Remove/Act despite (mostly unjustified) shame 

Withdraw/Hide truth, views, actions 

Anger/Violence (Individual or Social) 

On-going lack of confidence 



45 
 

 

individuals to recognize the moral implications of their behaviors. As one participant stated, “I 

feel sharam is a blessed feeling, it tells you [the] person is afraid to do wrong things which are 

prohibited [by religion] and encourage him, her to talk about [it].” 

Thus, shame signals that a specific action will bring feelings of shame (i.e., is not 

acceptable for the person or society) or if the action was already taken that this action is 

undesirable and has negative consequences. Some participants defined wrongdoings as an action 

that goes against group norms and keeps the individual within the culturally defined boundaries 

or limits of one’s group. One participant even ascribed to an understanding of shame purely 

motivated by cultural norms: “[in Canada] So, I mean, and what I found that in men’s room they, 

it is pretty normal to change one’s clothes in front of tens or hundreds of people, you know? So it 

is kind of a do-as-the-Romans-do kind of feeling thing.” The salience of cultural norms 

explained changes in sources of shame experienced by some participants (e.g., experiencing 

shame while wearing traditional clothes outside, but no longer feeling ashamed in the men’s 

room at the gym) postimmigration. 

On the other hand, others implied the superiority of one’s own moral compass over social 

norms and saw shame as an internal and personal signal for undesirable behaviors. For example, 

a participant explained, “As a person develops self-awareness and begins to consider their 

emotional responses more mindfully, the assumption is that they would be able to separate 

socially indoctrinated shame from a more critically considered sense of right and wrong. In that 

case, shame can indicate to a person that their behavior conflicts with their moral compass. If 

nothing else, it exposes our own biases about ‘good behaviour’ and ‘bad behaviour’ to us.” For a 

number of participants, religious rulings were not perceived as external sources defining moral 

behavior. Instead, they viewed religion and religious teaching as forming part of their personal, 
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introspective sense of morality. For women, religious rulings were at times framed in opposition 

to unwanted cultural norms and used to justify behaviors not approved by the collective but 

allowed by Islam. 

Relational and Contextual Shame 

Most participants reported that their current understanding of shame had been 

significantly shaped by their parents. Shame was described as occurring within different social 

contexts and competing norms (e.g., religion might allow one thing that culture does not, and 

family and friends may have different norms) in the Pakistani context, which meant both shame 

and wrongdoings are highly contextualized events. The following excerpt highlights multiple 

elements of the theme: “The shame is one emotion that. . . that you learn from people around you 

and your society, it doesn’t, it doesn’t, it doesn’t come with you from your mother’s womb, 

right? You just learn it. Like cry is kind of, it is a natural thing for people to cry. But shame I 

think it has to do a lot with people you live with, and society and expectations from people [. . .] 

I think in Canada people, they think. . . The meaning for shame is different than in Pakistan. 

Pakistan, everything, you are connected with everybody, and if you do anything you will bring 

shame to your family, to the whole community and you have to. . . you have to present best of 

yourself in Pakistan. There are a lot of expectations from you. People are expecting a lot from 

you. In Canada, people, they. . . if it doesn’t affect them directly, they don’t care.” 

Thus, shame is not only shaped over time by the social context, but it may also be a 

shared experience among a family or community, based on the behavior of one of the group’s 

members. This shared experience of shame is often accompanied by a shared sense of 

responsibility, which may lead other members of the group to act to repair the effects of the 

individual’s shameful behavior. Participants had diverging opinions about the helpfulness of 
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others’ actions, in part due to the variety of responses from fellow family or group members. 

While others could be supportive and problem-solve ways to positively resolve the situation, 

they could also fail to protect the individual from unfounded accusations or could even react 

aggressively. 

Some participants, in addition, commented on the ways in which hierarchies within 

families could alter processes of reconciliation. For example, a participant explained apologizing 

to his elder after the latter had acted negatively toward him in public and made sense of the 

situation in the following way: “with social sharam [note: as opposed to sharam based on one’s 

personal compass], its mostly societal pressure that would force reconciliation, based on the idea 

that family has a certain claim over the person and said claim comes with a pass for transgression 

which are chalked up to ‘they only say/do this because they care’ attitude.” 

Nevertheless, all participants underlined the importance of having supportive others one 

could turn to when experiencing shame. Supportive others could be family members, friends, or 

God. Supportive others provided advice and trusted in the shamed person’s ability to 

successfully overcome the situation they are in (if appropriate shame) or provided reassurance 

and explained the person is not at fault (if inappropriate shame). If the person had done 

something wrong, they reported others, including parents, may engage in “a kind of consoling: I 

you have done this thing wrong today, next time you have to do this way, or don’t do it, or 

improve yourself this way.” Participants also reported wishing to be this supportive person: “If 

the person is my age, then I can be a little more friendly about it and share my own experiences 

as well, to make the person comfortable. If there is a kid then, I will treat him like a kid and tell 

him to be ok, it happens, next time you can handle this situation like this. you could do this next 

time etc.” When mentioned, God was a forgiving, merciful other, whose mercy was certain if 
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one expressed true repentance for a wrongdoing: “And even if that shame is justified, in our 

religion, as long as you feel bad about it afterwards, and you say that you will not do it again – 

although of course you may still do it again, you never know – so even then as long. . . we are 

told you see by Allah as long as you repent to him for forgiveness, if you are sincere in that then 

you are forgiven.” 

Thus, family is viewed as an integral medium in which the experience of shame occurs. 

This relational aspect of shame can then be extended to the importance of the larger group 

(society) acting as an audience (imagined or very much real when others inform family members 

of one’s own undesirable actions). As the participant cited above emphasized, within the 

Pakistani context: “everything, you are connected with everybody, and if you do anything you 

will bring shame to your family, to the whole community and you have to. . . you have to present 

best of yourself in Pakistan. There are a lot of expectations from you. People are expecting a lot 

from you. In Canada, people, they. . . if it doesn’t affect them directly, they don’t care.” The 

lesser relational nature of shame in Canada was mentioned by a few participants to explain the 

decreased frequency of feelings of shame related to others (e.g., feeling shame due to someone 

else’s action and causing shame to others) since their immigration. 

Problematic Shame and Social Control 

 Simultaneous with reports of supportive and well-meaning others, a number of 

participants felt very negatively about others enforcing social and cultural norms. They reported 

that feelings of shame can be initiated through exposing and calling out someone else’s actual or 

imagined wrongdoing, or by people’s use of their superior social standing. Shaming thus is used 

as a way to maintain or force adherence to appropriate behaviors: 
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“Shame is a means of social control in Pakistani society. The emotion has always seemed 

to exist in conjunction with social norms but in Pakistan it has been coopted to the point where 

shame has become a quasi-social institution rather than an emotion. It is not a feeling anymore, it 

is an experience. An experience that can be brought onto others and can be used as a threat to 

compel certain actions.” 

Participants also understood shame to occur within social hierarchies, such as 

socioeconomic status, gender, skin color, or education, whereby “if someone is superior, they 

will try to burdenize the inferiors, so that, [they] make them feel shame.” For many women and 

one atheist participant, shame was frequently discussed in contexts where others had a high 

likelihood of being unsupportive or critical and where others used shame to enforce what they 

considered appropriate behaviors or beliefs. For example, one woman explained, “So you know 

this is again now, we come to that filter [for right and wrong] that every person has. I think the 

Pakistani males have a filter you know that has bigger holes than females. So you know a lot of 

things that are not acceptable in society they would do it and get away just because they are a 

male, they would get away with that. And they don’t even feel ashamed about it because they 

feel that they are males and they are superior, and they can do it.” At the same time, the majority 

of women participants mentioned the disconnect between some cultural norms and religious 

rulings. 

While religion informs gendered interactions (e.g., modest dressing), women felt that the 

religion did not discriminate against them. Culture, rather than religion, gave women a lesser 

social status and led to more frequent experiences of shame for women than men. While culture 

was described as at times incorrectly using religion to justify women’s inferior social status, 

some women criticized and pushed back on cultural priorities using religious norms: “A husband 
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would worry more of his wife talking to a male colleague rather than worrying more about that 

she prays 5 times a day. For example, if his wife is not praying five times a day, it is maybe not 

very much a problem for him. It is not a very shameful thing. I don’t think he will make her 

accountable for that. But it is a big sin if you are not praying, but it is okay for her husband. But 

if she talks a lot or she hangs out with his male colleagues or male friends, his husband would let 

her feel shame about it! This is the thing, yeah.” 

Social control can be exercised by both acquaintances and family members. Indeed, some 

parents “somehow think it is their fault too that the child behaved in a certain manner that is 

shameful and to please elders/friends/peers they join those people in making the child feel bad.” 

Outside of the family, the social control is reinforced by the negative social consequences 

associated with the shamed behavior (e.g., not being invited to some family events and more 

difficulty getting married). A few participants mentioned violent reactions from family members 

and the violent social sanctions present in some (rural) parts of the country. Participants felt 

those sanctions and reactions reflected less mature and undesirable ways of dealing with 

shameful events that resulted in a family’s perceived loss of honor. 

Analyze the Situation 

 Some participants explicitly mentioned the need to analyze the situation, while others 

simply engaged in a detailed analysis when recounting an event during which they felt ashamed. 

This participant commented on the need to analyze the situation for the shameful event: “First of 

all I will adopt a proactive approach. For example, it depends. If, you know, it was a willful 

contribution, I will definitely have a 360-degree review of why I did that. Can I live without 

that? And you know I will take a different route. And if it was not willful, it was a forceful then 

to some extent you don’t have a control on that. Maybe you have to do it again for your 
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survival.” Just like him, a subset of participants explicitly commented on the need to understand 

whether themselves or others had been forced by circumstances to commit a wrongdoing. 

Participants’ analyses seemed to focus on (a) whether the shame was due to a wrongdoing and 

(b) the context in which the incident occurred (e.g., in the presence of elders or others with 

more/less social status). They then devised a course of action based on their analyses. In that 

sense, how one deals with shame is not predefined and is a flexible and thoughtful reaction: 

“Obviously as you age you mature as a person you take more time to think about the situations 

and not just react on a whim.” Shame becomes a signal that stimulates analysis and self-

reflection, and responses to shame are framed within a specific and often complex social world. 

Positive Coping Strategies 

 Participants commented on a number of positive coping strategies. The following four 

strategies were endorsed by the majority of participants: change/better the self, stop unwanted 

behaviors, share with close others, and accept and correct. A minority of participants specifically 

mentioned seeking protection with God (which was coded separately from repenting to God) and 

remove/act despite (mostly unjustified) shame. Most positively perceived coping strategies 

seemed to lead to self-change and self-improvement; thus, both reinforcing and illustrating how 

shame could act as a beneficial signal of wrongdoing. 

Changing or bettering the self was used most frequently by participants after realizing 

they engaged in a wrongdoing. It was described as a potentially long and thought-out process and 

as a benefit or outcome of shame if coped with successfully. While it could be as simple as 

making reparations to become like one wants to be, it more frequently occurred after a major 

transgression that required more time to be overcome (e.g., failing in university): “So I couldn’t 

really do anything else at that time to make others around me feel better so it was good in a sense 
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that it got me thinking on what I needed to do to fix things in my life. So there was regret as well 

as some feelings of I don’t know uske liye thik word kia hoga [what word is the right word]. I 

just wanted to do something right. Although it took me 4 or 5 months to do it right but I had this 

feeling of wanting to do something.” Some participants mentioned coming back “to the straight 

path,” meaning following one’s religious standards, and thus also implied a bettering of the self. 

One participant even reported using this coping strategy in the context of shame due to 

discrimination: “So it somewhere stuck in my mind that I am black, and it somewhere stuck in 

my mind that I am fat, oh my god, I look ugly. But I chose to be a better person instead! I 

worked hard, I studied hard. Today I am a mechanical engineer, all those people they are just 

wandering on streets and doing nothing. So it brought out the best in me.” 

Participants reported another positive outcome of shame was to inhibit unwanted 

behaviors in the short term (immediately when feeling ashamed) or long term (once the 

individual finds themselves again in a similar situation). It encourages individuals to avoid 

actions detrimental to others, the group, their spiritual growth, or to their standing within the 

group. This is qualitatively different than the urge to withdraw usually described in the Western 

literature. While withdrawal has been mainly construed in negative terms in Western contexts, 

participants in the current study saw something positive in shame inhibiting or stopping in their 

tracks undesirable behaviors: “This emotion can be good if it prevents a person to do wrong 

thing.” They only felt negatively about this coping strategy when it occurred due to problematic 

shame stemming from social control. 

While participants could take individual actions after feeling ashamed, many participants 

reported sharing their feelings of shame with family members, close friends, or God. Many 

participants felt that it was a normal part of their family culture or friend group to discuss 
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shameful events. Others commented that they learned to share those events with others after 

marriage or after immigrating to Canada. A few still only shared those experiences with God. 

When doing so, participants elected to talk with supportive others who could act as allies, or who 

would benefit from learning about the outcomes of a particular behavior. For example, two 

participants commented, “Yes, I believe people can easily tell [that I feel ashamed]. Also, I feel 

comfortable explicitly talking about my faults with almost anyone,” and “Yes, I will speak with 

someone who is really close to me. Definitely I will speak because I would like this not to be 

happening in the future. So I will definitely discuss this in order to get a good advice.” Sharing 

was seen as a potential step toward bettering the self or helping other better themselves. 

Frequently, participants grouped together two strategies to overcome feelings of shame 

after a wrongdoing: accept and correct. While for some participants the effect was entirely 

prosocial (i.e., directed at improving the relationship with the other who was negatively impacted 

by one’s mistake), others only or almost exclusively accepted and repented their mistakes in the 

presence of God. The acceptance of one’s mistake appeared to be a prerequisite for repenting or 

repairing. From participants’ accounts, both culture and religion “tell us to repent whole 

heartedly, feel and say sorry if you wronged someone and promise to never repeat it again.” 

A subset of participants highlighted the important role played by God in their coping. A 

participant recited a verse to seek protection from others’ wrongdoings: “In those time, it is 

religious teaching that you recite a sentence. If you wanna know I can tell you “lahaulo wala 

quwata illa billa aliyulazeem” [There is no power nor strength except by Allah].” Others turned 

to God in repentance after their own acts of wrongdoing or followed the guidelines imparted by 

Islam to deal with shame (e.g., to seek protection with God and apologize). 
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Finally, a number of participants also reflected on the need to at times remove feelings of 

shame or act despite them. Participants could act despite the shame if the intensity of the emotion 

was low or if they felt the shame was not justified (e.g., felt due to social norms the participant 

disagreed with). In the latter case, participants conceptualized their behavior as a positive form of 

shamelessness challenging unwanted social rules. For women, it could mean acting outside of 

appropriate gendered behavior or challenging Canadian norms they disagreed with: “I think 

that’s where you have to get out of that feeling, of feeling that if something is labelled wrong or 

right and you feel that it is not [right]. If it is unjustified than you should stand up against it.” 

Negative Coping Strategies 

 Most participants felt that withdrawing or hiding truth, or one’s views or actions was a 

negative coping strategy. Some participants also mentioned and consistently assessed negatively 

instances where individuals or society dealt with shame using anger or violence. Last but not 

least, they felt an inability to regulate shame could result in lack of confidence. 

For most participants, withdrawing or hiding the truth or one’s views or actions due to 

shame was qualitatively different from descriptions of stopping unwanted behaviors. While the 

latter was assessed positively, withdrawing/hiding was accompanied with a sense of helplessness 

and occurred due to individuals becoming overwhelmed with their feelings of shame. 

Furthermore, rather than being preventative or holding the possibility to reduce future harm (like 

stopping unwanted behaviors), the harm has already been done to the person’s self-esteem or 

social standing. In the words of a participant, “I think in our community, like. . . to be. . . if you 

got cheated or you do something that would bring shame to your family, lot of people they 

won’t. . . just try to hide that thing for a long time.” This action was frequently presented both as 

a commonly occurring reaction and a way of coping with the emotion which led to negative 
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outcomes, such as isolation, and preventing a bettering of the self or society. For example, 

“People stop sharing, they keep things to themselves, they stop asking for help.” 

A little less than half of the participants mentioned instances related to anger or violence. 

This includes when they were angry (majority of instances) or were/wished to be physically 

violent (during their teenage years) after feeling ashamed, or instances in which families or 

communities, particularly in rural areas, may use (sometimes extreme) physical violence as a 

result of familial shame due to loss of honor. Participants felt the use of violence signaled more 

immature and undesirable coping: “[as a teenager], Yeah I got angry, I would lash out. That is 

what I would do, but now I understand things differently and I react differently.” Participants 

reported growing out of this response to shame as they aged and wished families no longer used 

violence in response to shame. 

Finally, a subset of participants mentioned that shame could also lead to an ongoing lack 

of confidence, if it was too present in the person’s life: “Shame deprives people from speaking 

the truth because they are scared how society will react if they are honest about an act they did or 

their views about something, it harms self-confidence and is source of oppression.” Thus, some 

participants spoke about how reoccurring experiences of shame in certain contexts (e.g., lack of 

supportive others) could lead to a lack of confidence in oneself over time. 

Immigration 

 As previously mentioned, slightly more than half of participants reported a decrease in 

the frequency of feelings of shame related to others since moving to Canada. Participants 

attributed this change to differences in cultural norms as well as the less relational and more 

individualistic context present in Canada. Additionally, four participants mentioned that they 

developed a better understanding of shame after immigration due to the opportunities provided in 
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comparing different cultural norms and ways of experiencing and dealing with shame. One-third 

(N = 6) of participants reported no change in how frequently they experienced shame or in their 

understanding of shame after immigration. 

Discussion 

The aim of the present study was to explore the beliefs about shame and coping strategies 

used by Pakistani immigrants to Canada. Participants’ accounts revealed a complex and nuanced 

understanding of the emotion and its relational and social context. Importantly, shame acted as a 

powerful signal to evaluate one’s action and the situation and assess whether one has been 

engaged in wrongdoings. Shame was thus intimately tied to morality and, for some participants, 

Islamic morality specifically. Shame acted as a motivator to better the self, sometimes over long 

periods of time, both through and in tandem with additional coping strategies including accepting 

one’s errors and correcting oneself or the situation, seeking protection with God, or sharing the 

incident with friends. Participants’ beliefs about shame allowed them to access a wide range of 

coping behaviors when feeling ashamed and led most participants to prioritize coping strategies 

which positively included others or focused on self-improvement. Participants also mentioned 

that shame could be handled negatively and named negative coping strategies such as 

withdrawing and hiding, as well as anger and aggression. Participants explained that shame 

could also result in an ongoing lack of self-confidence in some contexts. If, once the self-analysis 

was completed, shame was deemed to be due to unwanted social pressures, participants 

understood shame as existing within specific social hierarchies and a negative by-product of 

social control or having a lesser social standing. 

By exploring narratives about shame of Pakistani immigrants to Canada, without relying 

on Western definitions and theories of shame, this study expands our understanding of culturally 
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situated discourses and metacognitions about shame. Indeed, within Western psychology, shame 

is mostly viewed as a painful, maladaptive emotion about the global self (e.g., “I am a horrible 

person”; Tangney, 1996; Tracy & Robins, 2004). While Western psychology mainly aims to 

identify innate and/or highly generalizable characteristics of shame experiences and their 

regulation (Tracy & Robins, 2004), its definition of shame and the associated distinction between 

shame and guilt (Tangney, 1996) echoes widely held beliefs in United States culture (Stearns, 

2016). The self is mostly seen as stable or largely invariant (Nathanson, 1992). The multiplicity 

of identities held by every individual (Linville, 1987; Watcher et al., 2015) is largely ignored 

when studying shame, and the focus on shame as maladaptive has led to a very limited 

assessment of its adaptive features (de Hooge et al., 2011; de Hooge, 2013). While Western 

conceptualizations and measurement of shame have been used with other cultural groups, 

including Pakistanis (Shahnawaz & Malik, 2017; Taihara & Malik, 2016), they are likely to miss 

opportunities to explore culturally situated understandings of this emotion due to their narrow 

assumptions and focus (Shi-xu, 2009). Indeed, if we had uncritically applied Western theories, 

definitions, and measures of shame to Pakistani immigrants to Canada, it is unlikely we would 

have both explored and highlighted the complexity, contextual nature, and nuance of beliefs 

about shame held by Pakistani immigrants to Canada. 

Culture can profoundly shape emotional experiences through ongoing interpersonal 

interactions, as well as cultural norms about emotional experiences and desirable behaviors 

(Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; Mesquita et al., 2017). For example, shame is more likely to be 

attended to by the ashamed individuals and coregulated with close others in Japan, where the 

emotion is socially valued, compared to the United States or Germany, where shame is typically 

associated with isolation and withdrawal (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; Mesquita et al., 2017). 
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Similar to accounts of Pakistani immigrants to Canada, shame is a painful yet socially valued 

emotional experience in China (Ho et al., 2004) and Taiwan (Wong & Tsai, 2007). The emotion 

benefits from a rich vocabulary (about 150 words are related to shame in China and Taiwan), 

some of which indicate shame can provide opportunities to improve the self (Bedford, 2004; Ho 

et al., 2004). It exists within culturally specific moral rules dependent on individuals’ 

relationships and status within those specific relationships (Hong, 2004; Mao-jin & Jing-jing, 

2009). Furthermore, in China and Taiwan, it is predictive of individuals’ learning after failure 

(Wang et al., 2018) and of increased relationship building efforts (Wong & Tsai, 2007). Multiple 

non-Western groups thus not only hold more relational, nuanced, and positive evaluations of 

shame but also tend to positively engage with the emotion rather than withdrawing. The research 

findings of this study are important in contributing to the expansion of culturally sensitive 

research on shame and the regulation of shame both in different cultural groups and in immigrant 

populations. 

The findings from this study, in conjunction with the existing research on shame in 

China, Taiwan and Japan, have multiple theoretical implications. First, despite the multitude of 

scales measuring the emotion of shame, the most commonly used scales rely on Western 

definitions of shame which provide a very limited assessment of the emotion’s adaptive features 

and largely ignore relational and spiritual contexts (de Hooge et al., 2011; de Hooge, 2013; 

Collardeau et al., 2020). Recognizing the influence of culture on shame’s frequency or triggering 

event only (e.g., Tangney et al., 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004) rather than on the wider 

experience of shame (i.e., cognitions, expression, and emotion regulation strategies) is limiting. 

The search for highly generalizable and parsimonious measures and theories may miss 

meaningful and important qualitative differences in emotional experiences and assumes (without 
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checking empirically) that participants with different cultural backgrounds and life experiences 

will interpret items in the same way. Indeed, should we expect a Pakistani immigrant to Canada 

to understand and rate a Western scale’s items in the same way as a Canadian of European 

descent? Or should we ask Pakistani immigrants to Canada to ignore part of their beliefs and 

experiences with shame to respond to items not generated to be culturally sensitive to their 

cultural background? Even quantitative studies done in the West should strive for a greater 

attention to cultural, relational, and spiritual factors. This may be done through, for example, a 

greater attention to metacognitions and religious beliefs or through statistical analyses, such as 

measurement invariance analyses (Sakaluk, 2019), to quantitatively illuminate qualitative 

differences in meaning-making. Second, Pakistani immigrants in our study possessed a high 

level of awareness regarding the role of shame in perpetuating social and cultural norms, as well 

as social hierarchies. This needs to be further examined for both Pakistani immigrants to Canada 

and other immigrant groups, as it may influence how individuals negotiate conflicting social 

norms between the majority culture and their own cultural background and make sense of 

discrimination, microaggression, and other messages devaluing their own cultural traditions. 

The findings of this study have important implications for practitioners in their work with 

Pakistani immigrants to Canada, as well as other groups who may not hold Western beliefs about 

shame. It is important for practitioners to work from a place of cultural humility (Buchanan et 

al., 2020; Case, 2015; Tervalon & Murray-Garc´ıa, 1998), especially when helping clients’ 

process negative and painful emotions like shame. Therapists should be aware of and curious 

about beliefs about shame which differ from the usual mainstream Western definition of shame 

present in the literature and be open to the possibility that other understandings of the emotion 

may result in more positive coping strategies and even self-improvement. While Pakistani 
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immigrants to Canada also discussed maladaptive aspects of the emotion, when it came to social 

control, it was balanced with a belief in the helpful and adaptive nature of shame and its role in 

helping individuals become moral members of their community. Pakistani immigrants to 

Canada’s positive beliefs about shame and proactive stance toward the regulation of shame are 

likely to be protective factors in their immigration journey. More specifically, their awareness of 

power imbalances in relationships and society may be helpful in making sense and dealing with 

the discrimination they experience in Canada. Thus, therapists should be careful not to shut down 

some helpful coping strategies, including reaching out to close others to get advice on one’s 

action or a situation which triggered shame. It is important to honor clients’ cultural and religious 

knowledge about the emotion. It may be especially harmful for clients with a nuanced and 

complex understanding of shame to have their therapist overly focus on the distinction between 

shame and guilt or imply a narrow view of the emotion as being only maladaptive. We would 

also like to encourage therapists to be open to discussing sources of shame (e.g., personal vs. 

imposed by others) and systemic, structural inequalities which may be important in explaining 

individuals’ emotional experience. For our participants, problematic shame was very much 

conceptualized as a result of social inequalities due to aspects of identity such as gender or 

socioeconomic status. 

Despite the valuable insights into beliefs about shame and coping strategies used by 

Pakistani immigrants to Canada, this study has some limitations. First, Pakistanis and the 

Pakistani diaspora in Canada are culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse. While 

participants’ interviews suggest some diversity in social status (including participants from rural 

areas of Pakistan) both before and after immigration, it is not information that was collected in 

detail as part of the study. This study represents the experiences of some, but not all, Pakistani 
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immigrants to Canada. It is also important to note that, just like with any other group, wide 

differences in beliefs about shame and coping strategies are likely to exist for individuals who 

are Pakistani immigrants to Canada. Although generalizations should be approached with 

caution, this study still achieved a deeper and more culturally specific understanding of shame 

from the perspective of Pakistani immigrants to Canada. Second, this study is limited in its 

exploration of context, both relational and structural, that would inform how Pakistani 

immigrants to Canada understand and deal with experiences of shame in their daily life 

postimmigration. A greater exploration of contextual factors would be beneficial to understand 

what helps or hinders the regulation of shame both before and after immigration. 

Additional research is necessary to expand current definitions of shame to render them 

more inclusive of non-Western worldviews and honor the diversity in metacognitions or beliefs 

about shame present in different groups (Collardeau et al., 2020). With Pakistani immigrants to 

Canada specifically, it may be especially fruitful to explore gender differences in the experience 

of shame, as well as to further explore how context, relationships, and social status influence 

both the meaning given to situations and individuals’ coping strategies. 

The findings from this study provide a more nuanced and culturally sensitive 

understanding of how Pakistani immigrants to Canada think about and cope with shame. It also 

highlights the need to decolonize the study of emotions and emotion regulation more generally to 

move toward research designs that do not exclusively rely on Western definitions and 

measurements and that allow for a more holistic, culturally sensitive study of emotions. 
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Chapter Four 

Revisiting Key Assumptions about State Shame and Guilt: Measurement Models 

and Contextual Factors 

The numerous debates about how to define and measure shame and guilt in the North-

American context (e.g. Izzard, 1977a, 1977b; Leach & Cindam, 2015; Tangney, 1996; Tignor & 

Colvin, 2017; Wicker et al, 1983) and the emerging evidence on cultural variations in the 

understanding of self-conscious emotions and related constructs (e.g. the self; Collardeau et al, 

2022; Kirmayer, 2007) are a testament to the difficulty of researching self-conscious emotions. 

Self-conscious emotions occur when we reflect on and evaluate ourselves, our actions and/or 

how we are perceived by others around us. They include, for example, shame, guilt, pride, and 

embarrassment. Similar to other emotional experiences, they can be studied as a state or trait. 

State emotions refer to time-limited affective experiences that occur at a specific time and in a 

specific situation. Trait emotions refer to an individual’s tendency to experience the emotion 

across several situations or in a chronic way (Tangney et al, 2007). 

Western Definitions of Shame and Guilt 

 Recent scholarship in Western psychology heavily relies on the definitions of 

shame and guilt proposed by Tangney (1996) and stemming from the North-American cultural 

context and European tradition (Elison, 2005; Stearns, 2016). Shame is seen as a maladaptive, 

painful and hard-to-regulate emotion that is focused on the global self and leads to avoidance 

(Tangney, 1996; Tracy & Robins, 2004). The focus is placed on the more intense and 

maladaptive aspects of the emotion to the detriment of more manageable experiences of shame 

(Collardeau et al, 2022). Guilt on the other hand is seen as a less intense, adaptive emotion that is 
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focused on one’s specific action and is associated with urges to repair the situation (Tangney et 

al, 2007).  

Despite the frequently endorsed view that shame is maladaptive and guilt is adaptive, 

there is a great heterogeneity of findings linking shame (Leach & Cidam, 2015) and guilt (Tignor 

& Colvin, 2017) to both increased and decreased pro-social orientation and adaptive 

interpersonal functioning. The heterogeneity is partly explained by differing construct 

definitions, statistical decisions, and study designs (for more in-depth reviews see the two 

following meta-analyses: Leach & Cidam, 2015; Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Furthermore, research 

on trait shame and guilt does not generalize well to state shame and guilt (Rüsch et al, 2007; De 

Hooge, 2013), adding further heterogeneity. Shame is more likely to appear as adaptive and 

linked to adaptive inter and intra-personal outcomes (e.g. empathy, self-improvement) when it is 

measured as a state (e.g. De Hooge, 2013; Lickel et al., 2014), individuals take responsibility for 

their actions (even for trait shame; e.g. Tangney et al, 2014) and attempts to repair one’s self-

image are likely to be met with success (De Hooge, 2013; De Hooge et al., 2011; Leach & 

Cidam, 2015). Trait guilt is more likely to appear as adaptive when measured through scenario 

measures (i.e., participants asked to predict their expected emotional reaction to specific 

scenarios) as opposed to checklist measures (i.e., reports of overall frequency of past emotional 

experiences) and when semi-partial correlations (further discussed below) are used (Tignor & 

Colvin, 2017).  

Revisiting Our Assumptions 

The multiple definitions of shame and guilt and the heterogeneity in findings may also be 

indications that it is time to revisit two early, but infrequently addressed, assumptions. First, most 

definitions present shame and guilt as two distinct emotions (i.e., make the assumption that they 
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both are similar emotional experiences that can be compared like one would compare fear and 

anger). Second, those definitions and most research studies assume that participants’ social 

contexts, and more specifically discrimination and social threats, do not need to be 

systematically included.  

Shame and Guilt: Two Distinct Emotions? 

There is some indication shame and guilt may not be equivalent emotional experiences. 

Basic emotions – like fear or anger – are not determined by linguistic distinctions and are distinct 

adaptations to the environment. There is a limited, set number of basic emotions which emerged 

through evolution (Elison, 2005; Izzard, 1977b). They have innate, universal components (e.g., 

facial or body postures, behavioral urges) and have distinct functions (e.g. fear activates the body 

in times of danger; Elison, 2005; Izzard, 1977b; Tracy, 2014). On the other hand, “affective-

cognitive structures” (p386, Izzard, 1977b) or “affective states” (p8, Elison, 2005) are emotional 

experiences constituted of multiple basic emotions and higher-level cognitions. Affective-

cognitive structures contain (potentially contradictory) behavioral urges and other innate 

components of different basic emotions at the same time. Contrary to basic emotions, affective-

cognitive structures show wide variations across cultures, are theoretically unlimited in number, 

and are influenced by linguistic distinctions (Elison, 2005; Tomkins, 1981). Tangney (1996)’s 

distinction between shame and guilt mainly relies on distinguishing higher-level cognitions and 

does not consider them to be different types of emotional experiences (i.e., basic emotion versus 

affective-cognitive structure).  

Shame is a basic emotion that triggers specific biologically innate changes in facial and 

body posture (i.e., averted gaze, turning head down, hunched shoulders; Kemeny et al, 2004; 

Izzard, 1977b; Tomkins, 1963). Indeed, shame’s facial and body postures are both present across 
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cultures and displayed by congenially blind athletes upon failure (Elison, 2005; Tracy & 

Matsumoto, 2008). Shame exists on a continuum of varying intensity (Elison, 2005; De Hooge, 

2013), including feeling shameful about part of the self or the full self (De Hooge, 2013; Leach 

& Cidam, 2015; Tangney, 1996; Tracy & Robins, 2004). While not all emotion theorists agree 

that cognitions are necessary for one to experience shame (Izzard, 1977b; Tomkins, 1963), 

cognitions may play a greater role for shame than for other basic emotions (Tracy & Robins, 

2004).  

Guilt on the other hand is not a basic emotion (Elison, 2005; Izzard, 1977a, 1977b; 

Kemeny et al, 2004; Tomkins, 1963) and is best described as an affective-cognitive structure 

(Elison, 2005; Izzard, 1977a, 1977b). Contrary to shame, guilt does not have a unique facial and 

body posture common across cultural groups (Elison, 2005; Tracy & Robins, 2004). It is 

comprised of specific cognitions (e.g., “I feel guilty”, “this behavior was bad”; Tangney, 1996) 

and at the affective level, may contain multiple basic emotions including shame, fear and disgust 

(Elison, 2005; Izzard, 1977a, 1977b). The literature on guilt seems to be plagued by the 

multiplicity of competing constructs for guilt (e.g. Tignor & Colvin, 2017; Tilghman-Osborne et 

al, 2010). Tilghman-Osborne et al (2010) identified 23 competing definitions of guilt, that did 

not seem to conceptually converge on a similar construct. The main point of agreement between 

the differing definitions (19 out of 23 definitions) was that guilt involves some sort of perceived 

moral or social transgression. Multiple definitions also included elements (e.g., focus on or 

involvement of the self) that have been marked as being specific to shame within the frequently 

used definition of Tangney (1996). Finally, measures of guilt frequently contained items 

seemingly assessing other constructs (e.g., anxiety, sadness; Tilghman-Osborne et al, 2010).  The 
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difficulty of defining guilt could potentially be both an indication and a by-product of guilt being 

an affective-cognitive structure rather than a basic emotion.   

Implications for Measurement Models. Whether shame and guilt are equivalent 

emotional experiences is not only a matter for theoretical debate. There is wide recognition 

within the existing literature that shame and guilt not only frequently co-occur, but also are 

highly correlated (Tignor & Colvin, 2017; Leach & Cidam, 2015; Leach & Cidam, 2023). This 

situation has led to the use of different statistical tools. Perhaps the most common one is semi-

partial correlations or the partialling out of shame from guilt and guilt from shame, thus creating 

“shame-free guilt” and “guilt-free shame” variables to be used for regressions (Tangney, 1996; 

Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Some researchers (e.g., Tangney, 1996) have advocated for the use of 

partialling out or semi-partial correlations based on the theory that shame and guilt are acting as 

mutual suppressors. Partialling out shame from guilt (and vice versa) usually increases any zero-

order correlations between emotions and outcomes and, in the case of guilt, sometimes reverses 

the direction of the effect (Tignor & Colvin, 2017).   

Semi-partial correlations may remove too much variance or decrease the ecological 

validity of the research (Tignor & Colvin, 2017). More troublesome, if shame is indeed a basic 

emotion and guilt is an affective cognitive structure containing shame (as well as other 

cognitions and basic emotions), semi-partial correlations may also artificially remove a key 

component (i.e., shame as a basic emotion) from guilt. On the contrary, creating a “guilt-free 

shame” would only remove some guilt-like higher-level cognitions that may have been present in 

the experience of shame. Thus, removing the basic emotion of shame from the affective 

cognitive structure of guilt runs the risk of inaccurate and flawed findings about guilt. It also 

potentially fails to consider the degree to which behavioral outcomes are a result of different 
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blends of basic emotions and higher-level cognitions co-occurring with the basic emotion of 

shame (i.e., rather than being the outcome of two distinct and different emotions).  

Some researchers, on the other hand, simply enter shame and guilt as two separate 

variables in multiple regressions (Leach et al, 2023; Tignor & Colvin, 2017). Multiple regression 

of shame and guilt does not allow researchers to assess for a common shared component between 

shame and guilt and to separate what behavioral outcomes may be driven by it (if present). For 

example, multiple regression would not allow us to disentangle what are the effects of the 

common basic emotion of shame, as well as the effects of cognitions related to guilt versus 

cognitions related to Tangney (1996)’s definition of shame (i.e., shame about the global self). If 

shame and guilt are truly distinct and separate emotional experiences, their high level of 

collinearity might lead to results that exaggerate the difference in outcomes found between 

predictors when using multiple regressions (Leach et al, 2023).  

Both multiple regressions and “partialling out” approaches fail to empirically test the 

assumption that shame and guilt are two distinct and separate emotional experiences. Similarly to 

Leach et al (2023), we believe the collinearity between shame and guilt needs both a better 

theoretical explanation and better measurement models. Complex statistical tools that can model 

different theoretical assumptions about the relationship between shame and guilt exists, thus 

allowing us to test some of theoretical assumptions present in the literature. First, taxometric 

analyses have now allowed researchers to ask whether emotional experiences can be partitioned 

into discrete natural kinds (e.g., like reptiles and birds are two discrete natural kinds of animals) 

or vary within the same affective continuum. For example, Haslam and Bornstein (1996) have 

found evidence for the discreteness of envy and jealousy. If emotional episodes or parts of 

emotional episodes exist in nature in the shame or guilt category, shame and guilt are truly 
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distinct, discrete emotional experiences that co-occur and have discrete adaptive functions. On 

the contrary, if shame and guilt are part of the same affective continuum, they will be varying 

only to a matter of degrees on one or more dimension.     

Second, should shame and guilt be part of the same affective continuum, bi-factor models 

may be better representations of negative self-conscious emotions when shame and guilt are 

measured at the same time, if the basic emotion of shame is indeed one of the basic emotions 

present in experiences of guilt. A common factor could be used to represent the shared negative 

self-conscious emotion (i.e., basic emotion of shame) present in both emotional experiences, 

while additional factors may represent the different affective-cognitive structures of guilt and of 

shame about the global self.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Bi-factor model  

Note: GI represent items measuring guilt, SI represent items measuring shame about the 

global self 

Social Context: Discrimination, Social Threats and Shame  

The social and cultural context within which emotions are embedded may impact the 

phenomenology of individuals’ emotional experiences and the translation of emotions into action 

Basic Shame 

Guilt Shame about the Global Self 

GI 1 GI 2 GI 3 GI 4 GI 5 SI 1 SI 2 SI 3 SI 4 SI 5 
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(Collardeau et al, 2022; Bou Zeineddine & Leach, 2021). The challenge for psychology, then, is 

to identify social and cultural structures relevant to the study of specific emotions or specific 

behavioral outcomes (see e.g., Bou Zeineddine & Leach, 2021; Leach, 2016). Considering social 

and cultural systems implicated in our emotional responses (and their translation into actions) 

also implies a move away from unidirectional cause and effects. It prompts to ask under what 

situations and social or cultural conditions are emotions associated with specific behavioral 

tendencies and/or translating into particular actions (Bou Zeineddine & Leach, 2021). It also 

recognizes that individuals may pursue multiple regulation strategies and actions in response to 

single emotional experiences (Ford et al, 2019). 

Discrimination is an important social context for the study of shame (Collardeau, 2022). 

Discrimination is the negative or unfair treatment of members of marginalized social groups 

(Godley, 2018). Discrimination (or stigma) maintains and justifies the unfair distribution of 

(political, financial and other) resources by society (Tyler & Slater, 2018) through the 

identification and devaluation of a social identity (Bennet et al, 2016). The prevalence of 

discrimination is difficult to establish due to the large spectrum of discriminatory events (e.g., 

hate crimes, major events such as being denied housing or a job, and smaller interpersonal events 

such as receiving poorer service and being called names), and the multiple marginalized social 

identities it targets (Godley, 2018). Findings from a large survey of 16,049 Canadians suggest 

almost 23% of Canadians may have experienced at least one interpersonal discriminatory event 

in their life (Godley, 2018). Furthermore, younger Canadians were more likely to report 

experiences of discrimination, possibly due to an increased awareness of the types of 

discrimination (Godley, 2018) and the number of discriminatory events reported by multiple 

groups has been on the rise (Cotter, 2022).  
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Discrimination has both psychological and behavioral impacts on members of 

marginalized groups through interactions between structural, social and individual factors (see 

for a review, Bos et al, 2013). Two impacts are especially noteworthy to shame researchers.  At 

the behavioral level, discrimination increase the likelihood of members of marginalized group to 

engage in avoidance or concealment behaviors designed to (when possible) hide the stigmatized 

identity or protect oneself by avoiding unsafe social environments. For example, HIV stigma has 

been shown to impact treatment adherence when individuals are in social settings where taking 

their antiretroviral therapy would be equivalent to disclosing their HIV status and increase the 

risk of being stigmatized (Kalichman et al, 2021). Similarly, Métis women have reported not 

disclosing their indigenous identity when accessing healthcare, in an attempt to avoid 

experiencing racism from healthcare providers (Monchalin et al, 2020). Additionally, research 

has highlighted the relationship between greater perceived discrimination and avoidance across 

settings (e.g., underutilization of healthcare, withdrawal from the workplace; Burgess et al, 2008; 

Volpone et al, 2013).  

At the psychological level, discrimination can result in members of marginalized groups 

applying stigmatizing beliefs to themselves and thus engaging in negative self-evaluation and 

devaluation of one or more of their social identities. This resulting negative self-evaluation and 

devaluation is termed internalized stigma (Ritzier et al, 2003; Luoma et al, 2008; Brown et al, 

2015). Daily discriminatory events predict higher overall levels of internalized stigma (e.g., 

Wong-Padoongpatt et al, 2022), as well as within person in the moment variations in negative 

self-evaluation (Fazeli et al, 2017; Poon et al, 2022). While shame is not the only emotional 

experience present during experiences of discrimination (e.g. anger, Carter & Forsyth, 2010) and 

variations in negative concerns do not always lead to in the moment variations in negative affect 
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(Poon et al, 2022), shame has been frequently identified as a core emotion in internalized stigma 

(Ritzier et al, 2003; Luoma et al, 2008; Brown et al, 2015). Further attesting to the centrality of 

shame, many well-used measures of internalized stigma (e.g., Internalized Stigma of Mental 

Illness, ISMI; Ritzier et al., 2003) contain multiple items identical to items routinely used in self-

report measures of trait and/or state shame (Bennet et al, 2016; Brown et al 2015).  As noted by 

emotion theorists, in this context, shame may signal the undesirability of the self in the eyes of 

others, thus acting as an emotional warning for situations where the self’s social rank or social 

acceptance is likely to be threatened (Gilbert, 2006, 2007; Kemeny et al, 2004; Leary, 2007; 

Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012). 

A number of studies have investigated discrimination and shame and/or self-stigma (i.e., 

shame and internalized stigma cognitions) as competing variables explaining behavioral 

outcomes.  

Their findings suggest that shame may offer an additional motivator to protect oneself 

when one’s social image is at risk, whether through self-change or avoidance behaviors. Shame 

is positively associated with self-change, especially in cases where self-change may lead to an 

improved social image (e.g., smoking cessation, recovery from mental illness, Chakraborty et al., 

2011; Kim et al., 2016; Brown et al., 2015) or the maintenance of one’s positive social image 

(e.g., condom use to protect oneself from STDs or preference for in-group neighbors; Sales et al, 

2017; Uzogara, 2019). On the other hand, when behaviors (e.g., disclosure) that may pose a risk 

to one’s social image were measured, shame may be associated with avoidance behaviors 

(Heggeness et al., 2017; Schibalski et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2015). Yet, one study assessing 

discrimination and social threats more in depth (i.e., measures of experienced and perceived 
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discrimination as well as stigma stress) did not replicate the association between shame and 

avoidance (Sonik-Włodarczyk et al., 2022). 

Overall, increased perceived discrimination was related to negative outcomes and 

behaviors. Indeed, increased perceived discrimination was associated to decreased medication 

adherence (Chakraborty et al., 2011), STD-testing (Cunningham et al., 2009), HIV status non-

disclosure (Heggeness et al., 2017), increased tobacco dependence (Brown et al., 2015) and 

negative help-seeking attitudes (Kim et al, 2016). Perceived discrimination and stigma stress (but 

not shame or experienced discrimination) were further associated with secrecy around psychotic 

disorder diagnoses (Sonik-Włodarczyk et al., 2022).  

Shame, thus, frequently occurs within the context of discriminatory environments. 

Decontextualizing shame not only renders invisible its capacity to act as an alarm signal for 

stigmatization (Collardeau, 2022), it also risks attributing some behavioral outcomes to poor 

coping with shame rather than a potentially appropriate and thought-out protective response to 

discriminatory environments.  

              Implications for Study Design. In the existing literature on shame, the majority of 

studies do not assess participants’ experiences of past and/or current discrimination. If 

discrimination is indeed a key social context relevant to our understanding of shame, we may 

need to systematically assess individuals’ prior experiences with discrimination. A strong case 

for the systematic inclusion of discrimination would be present if: 

• Prior experiences of discrimination are associated with higher levels of reported state 

shame and guilt after triggering events, regardless for the reason for the individual’s self-

conscious affect, 
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• Prior experiences of discrimination are directly associated with more avoidant behaviors 

following state shame and guilt. 

Indeed, it would provide preliminary evidence that prior experiences with discrimination 

may alter (a) one’s quantitative experience of state shame and guilt (e.g., more intense) and (b) 

one’s likelihood to use avoidance as a strategy to manage the potential loss of social image 

signaled by feelings of shame.  

Current Study 

In the present study, our main goal is to revisit two key assumptions usually present in the 

existing literature on shame. Namely, we aim to: 

(a) Assess different measurement models (one factor, two-factor and bi-factor) for state 

shame and guilt,  

(b) Investigate whether experiences of lifetime discrimination are associated with 

variations in state self-conscious emotions and their behavioral outcomes. 

Additionally, we selected to conduct this investigation in a North American sample, 

requiring that both participants and their parents were born in North America. There is some 

evidence that the distinction between shame and guilt may not be endorsed by all cultural groups 

(e.g., Collardeau et al, 2021). The first step in investigating whether shame and guilt are two 

affective-cognitive structures sharing a common basic emotion (bi-factor model) rather than two 

distinct emotion (two-factor model) is to test both measurement models in a sample which shares 

the cultural understanding of shame and guilt predominantly found in (Western) psychology (i.e., 

Tangney, 1996). In other words, we are testing the current assumptions (shame and guilt as 

distinct emotions, two-factor model) in a sample where they are most likely to be a shared belief 
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between participants and the researchers (i.e., Tangney, 1996) who created the definitions of 

shame and guilt commonly used in psychology.  

In the present study, we thus aim to investigate the following hypotheses: 

No hypotheses were made for the taxometric analyses. Should the taxometric analyses 

find support for a dimensional structure, the following hypothesis were made: 

Hypothesis one: Based on the above theoretical discussion, we hypothesized the bi-factor 

model (common basic emotion, two affective-cognitive structures) will perform better than the 

two-factor and one-factor models. In a bifactor model, the common self-conscious basic emotion 

is the basic emotion of shame. The two affective-cognitive structures are (a) guilt and (b) shame 

about the global self. 

Hypothesis two: A greater history of discrimination will be directly positively associated 

with levels of shame and guilt and the common factor, as well as avoidance (e.g., Luoma et al, 

2008; Brown et al, 2015; Heggeness et al., 2017).  

Hypothesis three: Higher levels of state shame will be directly positively associated with 

self-improvement (e.g., Lickel et al., 2014) and avoidance (e.g., Schibalski et al., 2017; Wang et 

al., 2015). Higher levels of guilt are directly positively associated with reaching out for support, 

due to guilt frequent positive association with pro-social behavior (e.g., Tignor & Colvin, 2017). 

We made no hypothesis about the association between the common factor and behavioral 

outcomes. 

Methods   

Participants 

Exclusion\Inclusion Criteria  
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All participants had to be at least 18 years-old and reside in Canada at the time of the study. In 

order to increase the likelihood of participants’ exposures to Western beliefs about shame and 

guilt, participants had to be born and raised in Canada, from parents who also were born and 

raised in Canada. 

Demographics  

Three hundred and thirty two Canadians participated in the survey. Participants were, on 

average 22.28 years-old (SD = 6.81, range = 18-72). The majority of participants (77%) were 

students at the University of Victoria. Many participants were employed, either full-time (8.1%) 

or part-time (41.0%). Participants were mostly of European (76.2%) or Mixed (17.1%) cultural 

heritage. The remaining participants were of South Asian (3.0%), East Asian (2.4%), Indigenous 

(.6%), Caribbean (.3%) and South American (.3%) heritage. 

 About half (50.5%) of participants were not currently in a romantic relationship. 

Participants self-identified as being cisgender women (78.0%), cisgender men (21.3%) and non-

binary or transgender (.6%). Half (50.9%) of our sample self-identified as being atheist or 

agnostic. A similar percentage of participants reported being spiritual but not affiliated with any 

faith tradition (20.2%) and being Christian (23.0%). Other faith traditions (e.g., Islam, Judaism, 

Buddhism) were only represented by a couple of participants. 

Procedure 

The Institutional Review Board at the University of Victoria (British Columbia, Canada) 

approved the study.  

Participants were recruited through the SonaSystem, an online portal that allows 

undergraduate students in the department of psychology at the University of Victoria to receive 

credits when participating in research studies. Participants were also recruited through general 
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Facebook groups of Canadian cities. Participants provided consent online and completed an 

anonymous, online survey. The survey contained demographic information, open-ended 

questions and self-report questionnaires. At the end of the survey, participants received a 

debriefing form. Participants were entered into a draw to win two $50 giftcards, except if they 

had been compensated for their time in form of course credits.  

Questionnaires 

Participants were invited to provide demographic information (e.g. age, ethnicity). To 

induce state shame and guilt, participants were assigned at random to write for five minutes 

about a time when they felt guilty (50% of participants) or ashamed (50% of participants). They 

were asked to describe in details the situation, how they felt and how they reacted.  

State Shame and Guilt Scale  

Immediately after the writing exercise, participants also reported on their levels of state 

shame and guilt during the event on the state shame and guilt scale (SSGS; Marschall, Sanftner, 

& Tangney, 1994). The SSGS is a 15-item self-report measure of state shame, guilt and pride 

using a 5-point likert scale (1= not feeling this way at all, 5=feeling this way very strongly). 

Items include, for example, “I want to sink into the floor and disappear” for shame and “I feel 

bad about something I have done.” For guilt. Only the items for shame (5 items) and guilt (5 

items) were administered.  

Past research indicates the shame and guilt scales have good internal reliability and 

validity (e.g., Tangney & Dearing, 2002). In the present study, the shame scale had a Cronbach 

alpha of α = .751 and the guilt scale had a Cronbach alpha of α = .816. Five studies investigated 

the latent structure of the SSGS and its shortened version. Three found support for a two-factor 

model (Cavalera et al, 2017; Frankfurt et al, 2018; Schlagintweit et al, 2017) and two for a one 
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factor model (Else-Quest et al, 2009: Lancaster, 2018). All studies included only shame and guilt 

items in their factor analyses and initially had hypothesized at two-factor model.  

Behavioral Responses  

Participants were asked to report on behaviors they engaged in during and after the event 

on a 4-point Likert scale (never, at least once, infrequently, frequently). The behaviors assessed 

included: reaching out to others (to receive support or for others to learn from the participants’ 

experience; 2 items), improving oneself or aspects of oneself (2 items), and avoidance related to 

the event (e.g. avoiding reminders of the event, 3 items) . 

Lifetime Discrimination 

Participants completed the day-to-day discrimination scale and the lifetime major 

discriminations scale from the Intersectional Discrimination Index (InDI; Scheim & Bauer, 

2019). Lifetime day-to-day discrimination items are coded as 1 for yes (versus 0 for no) and are 

added to form a total frequency score ranging from 0 to 9. Day-to-day discrimination items 

include, for example, “been called names and/or saw your identity being used as an insult” or 

“been treated as if others are afraid of you”. 

Each of 13 lifetime major discrimination items are normally coded as 0 (never), 1 (once), 

or 2 (more than once; or in more than one place for Item 9). However, due to an administration 

error, we had to code the 13 lifetime major discrimination items as 0 (never) or 1 (present), 

resulting in a total frequency score ranging from 0 to 13. Examples of major lifetime 

discrimination items include, for example, “Because of who you are, has a health care provider 

ever refused you care?” or “Because of who you are, have you ever been threatened with a 

physical or sexual attack?”. 
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No internal reliability is reported, in accordance with Scheim and Bauer (2019)’s note 

that it is not a meaningful indicator for their measure. The InDI demonstrated adequate construct 

validity and test-retest reliability in a large bi-national sample of individuals living in the USA 

and Canada (Scheim & Bauer, 2019). For our study, the day-to-day discrimination total score 

and the major lifetime discrimination total score were added to form one overall lifetime 

discrimination score.   

Data Analyses 

Descriptive statistics were run in SPSS 29. All other statistical analyses were run in R (R 

CORE Team, 2019). In R, the following packages were used: tidyverse (version 1.2.1, Wickham 

et al., 2019), psych (version 1.8.12, Revelle, 2018), RTaxometric (version 2.3, Ruscio & Wang, 

2017), lavaan (version 0.6-3, Rosseel, 2012), semTools (version 0.5-1, Jorgensen et al, 2018).  

Taxometric Analyses  

Taxometric analyses use the latent structure between sets of indicators to make inferences 

about the latent structure of specific constructs. Taxonic (i.e. categorical) and dimensional 

structures are both hypothesized. As a result, only if the results are consistent with one 

hypothesis (i.e. either categorical or dimensional structure) AND not with the other, can the 

structure of the latent construct be inferred (Ruscio et al, 2012).  

Indicator sets for taxometrics analyses need to be limited (i.e. 3-5 indicators) and non-

redundant (Sakaluk, 2019). We thus elected to create two indicator sets, each containing 4 

indicators (two items for guilt and two items for shame) and to run the taxometrics analyses on 

each indicator set. The appropriateness of the data for taxometric analyses was assessed by 

running the Checkdata() function to assess indicator skewness (acceptable <2), validity 

coefficients (Cohen’s d <1.25) and within-group correlations (.00< r <.30; Ruscio et al, 2012).  
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Three taxometric analyses were used in the present study: Mean Above Minus Below a 

Cut (MAMBC), Latent-MODE (L-MODE) and MAXimum EIGenvalues (MAXEIG). Taxon 

base rate estimates were only reported if a categorical structure was found. For each analysis, 

model fit was assessed using simulated empirical sampling distributions and the comparison 

curve fit indices (CCFI). A CCFI closer to 0 signals a dimensional structure, closer to 1 a taxonic 

structure. A CCFI at or near .50 (.45 < CCFI < .55) indicates both dimensional and taxonic 

structures are equally fitting (i.e. results are ambiguous; Ruscio et al, 2012, Sakaluk, 2019).  

Confirmatory Factor Analyses 

Due to the dimensional nature of our constructs, confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) 

was conducted using maximum likelihood. Three models were tested: a 1-factor, a 2-factor and a 

bi-factor solution. Each model fit were evaluated using (a) the comparative fit index (CFI), 

where values of .95 or higher indicate good fit, (b) the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA), where values of .06 or less indicate good fit, and (c) the standardized root mean 

square residuals (SRMR), where values less than 0.08 indicate good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

Recent studies have suggested that measurement quality impacts the usefulness of CFA cut-offs 

defined by Hu and Bentler (McNeish, Ann & Hancock, 2018). Thus, should the standardized 

factor loadings deviate from .70 (closer to .40 indicates poor quality and closer to .90 indicates 

high quality), cut-offs were to be adjusted based on McNeish et al (2018)’s recommendations.  

Missing data accounted for less than 5% of our data. Our data failed to meet assumptions 

of multivariate normality. Assumptions of multivariate normality were investigated using the 

Henze-Zirkler’s test, Mardia’s test and Royston’s test. The Anderson-Darling univariate's 

normality test indicated all variables were not normally distributed. Simulation studies have 
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shown the use of supplemental fit indices (e.g., RMSEA and SRMR) helps decrease errors when 

assessing model fit when assumptions of normality are violated (Li, 2016).  

Structural Equation Modelling  

Full information maximum likelihood estimation method was used, which is an adequate 

method for handling missing data. We fitted a model in which our stigma variable predicted the 

general and specific factors, as well as all behavioral outcomes. Additionally, general and 

specific factors also each predicted all behavioral outcomes.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics  

Means and standard deviations for all scales scores are presented in Table 1. Correlations 

are presented in Table 2. 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics  

Variable Mean (SD) Range 

Shame (i.e., shame about the global 
self) 

16.30 (SD=4.93) 5-25 

Guilt 19.72 (SD=4.57) 5-25 

Shame (i.e., Basic emotion, common 
factor) 

36.08 (SD=7.95) 10-50 

Reaching out to others 4.37(SD=1.89) 2-8 

Self-Improvement 6.19 (SD=1.89) 2-8 

Avoidance 6.50 (SD=2.54) 3-12 

Lifetime Daily Discrimination 5.37 (SD=2.62) 0-9 

Lifetime Major Discrimination 2.54 (SD=2.59) 0-13 

Total Lifetime Discrimination 7.92 (SD=4.63) 0-22 
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Table 2. Correlations  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Shame (i.e. 
shame about the 
global self) 

- 
      

  

2. Guilt .396** - 
     

  

3. Reaching out .169** .014 - 
    

  

4. Self-
Improvement 

.124* .289** .114* - 
   

  

5. Avoidance .268** .037 .071 .001 - 
  

  

6. Lifetime Daily 
Discrimination 

.204** .044 .038 .123* .168** - 
 

  

7. Lifetime Major 
Discrimination 

.177** .107 .053 .051 .201** .566** -   

8. Total Lifetime 
Discrimination 

.216** .077 .042 .104 .217** .886** .884** -  

9. Shame (i.e. 
Basic emotion, 
common factor) 

.848** .822** .114* .245** .189** .160** .178** .188** - 

** p<.01 *p<.05 
 
Shameful Event  

The majority (75.9%) of participants wrote about a time when they experienced shame or 

guilt due to their own negative behaviors (e.g., yelling, cheating, stealing, lying). Others wrote 

about feelings of shame or guilt prompted by being taken advantage of (6.6%), events out of the 

participant’s control (11.4%), being at risk of or being discriminated against (2.4%) or making 
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difficult decisions (2.1%). Three participants did not provide a scenario and two participants 

reported never experiencing self-conscious emotions.  

The majority of participants wrote about time-limited events (90.8%). Participants 

reported events that had occurred between the ages of 4.5 years-old and 69 years-old (Mean = 

17.67, SD = 7.30). On average, 4.5 years (SD = 5.76, range = 0-30) had passed between the 

event and the participants responding to our survey. Ongoing events (9.2% of participants) 

consisted of, for example, chronic discrimination and being abused as a child. 

Discrimination  

A minority of participants reported never experiencing instances of daily discrimination 

(5.3%), and major discrimination (29.9%). Most commonly, participants reported being 

discriminated for their gender (women), body or weight, sexuality, race and mental illness. 

Participants reported experiencing discrimination against up to five aspects of their identity. 

Responses on open-ended questions indicated that a small minority of participants seemed to 

mistake disagreements (e.g., receiving feedback they engaged in a racist behavior), or someone 

pointing out their privilege (e.g., being “categorized as white”) with being discriminated against. 

Behavioral Urge to Avoid and Avoidance 

Only forty-four (13.3%) participants did not endorse the urge to avoid (i.e., “disappear 

into the floor”). Yet, 36 of those participants (81.8%) engaged in avoidance behaviors. 

Conversely, 15.1% (43 out of 284) of participants who endorsed the urge to avoid did not engage 

in avoidance behaviors and 18.3% (52 out of 284) reached out to others about the shameful event 

respectively. Additionally, 63.3% (207) of participants both engaged in avoidance behaviors and 

reached out to others. 

Taxometric Analyses 
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Our sets of indicators exhibited excellent properties overall (see Table 3), allowing us to 

proceed with the taxometric analyses. The majority of indicators exhibited acceptable 

characteristics: an acceptable level of skewness, validity coefficients with Cohen’s d  greater 

than 1.25, and within-taxon and within-complement correlations below .30.  

The CCFI results for MAMBAC, MAXEIG and L-Mode analyses of state shame and 

guilt are shown in Table 4. A dimensional structure (CCFIs < .45) was unambiguously supported 

by all CCFI averages across analyses for one set of indicators. The other set of indicators yielded 

inconclusive findings. Overall, the results of our taxometrics analyses offer preliminary support 

for a dimensional structure for the SSGS. 

Table 3. Indicators’ characteristics – SSGS  

Indicator Mean SD Skewness  Kurtosis Cohen’s d 

First indicator set – n = 326 

I felt like I am a bad person 3.76 1.33 -.77 -.63 1.71 

I could not stop thinking about the 

thing I had done 

4.00 1.19 -1.03 .10 1.45 

I felt like apologizing, confessing 3.56 1.45 -.55 -1.10 1.32 

I felt powerless, worthless. 2.81 1.43 .24 -1.26 1.28 

Second indicator set – n = 319 

I wanted to sink into the floor and 

disappear. 

3.51 1.39 -.49 -.98 1.85 

I felt small. 3.05 1.39 -.03 -1.24 1.31 
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I felt tension about something I 

had done.  

4.00 1.13 -1.09 .39 1.33 

I felt bad about something I had 

done. 

4.11 1.17 -1.17 .25 1.01 

Please note that in taxometric analyses participants are excluded if they have not answered one 

of the selected items, hence resulting in different numbers of participants between indicator sets. 

Table 4. Results of Taxometric analyses  

Procedure Within-group 

correlations (taxon) 

Mean             Range 

Within-group correlations 

(complement) 

Mean              Range 

Base rate 

estimate* 

CCFI 

First indicator set – n = 326 

MAMBAC -.02 -.22:.22 -.02 -.34:.20  .585 .530 

MAXEIG -.02 -.22:.22 -.02 -.34:.20  - .485 

L-MODE -.02 -.22:.22 -.02 -.34:.20  - .403 

Mean      - .462 

Second indicator set – n = 319 

MAMBAC -.01 -.13:.22 -.06 -.40:.48  - .349 

MAXEIG -.01 -.13:.22 -.06 -.40:.48  - .316 

L-MODE -.01 -.13:.22 -.06 -.40:.48  - .338 

Mean      - .324 
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Confirmatory Factor Analyses  

Results are presented in Table 5. The one-factor and two-factor model were rejected 

based on all indices and with both types of estimators. For the one-factor model, factor loadings 

ranged between .445 and .762 (WLSMW) and .321 and .750 (MLMV). Most factor loadings 

were below .600. For the two-factor model, factor loadings ranged between .832 and .504 

(WLSMW) and .319 and .773 (MLMV). Most were above .600.  

The bifactor model demonstrated adequate fit and SRMR (< .08). It did not meet the 

RMSEA (< .06), although it came close, and the robust CFI cut-offs (>.95). All standardized 

factor loadings and standardized errors for the items of the bifactor model can be found in Table 

6. The AIC values for each model were as follow: 9839.85 for the one-factor model, 9639.47 for 

the two-factor model, 9528.17 for the bifactor model. The AIC takes into account the complexity 

of the model as well as its fit. Lower AIC values support the superiority of the bifactor model 

over the first-order models. The bifactor model was selected as the best fitting model for the 

SEM analysis. 
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Table 5. Fit Statistics for the Confirmatory Factor Analytic Models – State Shame and 

Guilt Scale; n=314 

Models 

 

Robust c2 df Robust RMSEA 

[CI90%] 

Robust 

CFI 

Robust 

SRMR 

MLMV estimator 

Single factor model 255.186 35 .142 [.126:.158] .529 .146 

Two-factor model 163.694 34 .110 [.094:.127] .723 .127 

Bi-factor model 77.313 25 .082 [.061:.103] .888 .062 

WLSMV estimator 

Single factor model 437.362 35 .192 [.176:.208] .451 .144 

Two-factor model 304.346 34 .159 [.143:.176] .631 .116 

Bi-factor model Did not converge 
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Table 6. Confirmatory Factor Analysis – Standardized Factor Loadings and Standard Errors  

SSGS Items Specific 

Factor 1 

Specific 

Factor 2 

General Factor 

I wanted to sink into the floor and 

disappear 

.587 (.072)  .376 (.087) 

I felt remorse, regret  .179 (.156) .660 (.070) 

I felt small .696 (.074)  .293 (.089) 

I felt tension about something I had done  0.163 (.144) .618 (.071) 

I felt like I am a bad person .008 (.082)  .611 (.072) 

I could not stop thinking about the thing I 

had done 

 -.034 (.091) .797 (.076) 

I felt humiliated, disgraced .621 (.074)  .324 (.085) 

I felt like apologizing, confessing  .170 (.186) .544 (.084) 

I felt powerless, worthless .634 (.080)  .261 (.089) 

I felt bad about something I had done  .946 (.568) .642 (.093) 

 

Looking at factor loadings of each item, the specific factor 1 seemed to tap into feelings 

of inferiority or smaller standing (feeling small, disappearing, humiliation, worthlessness). 

Interestingly, the item usually most associated with shame (i.e., I felt like I am a bad person) 

loaded very little on the factor 1 and was mostly loading onto the general factor. The specific 

factor 2 mostly had items loading poorly, aside from the cognition commonly associated with 

guilt (I.e., I felt bad about something I had done). The general factor had items commonly 

associated with shame or guilt load equally well. 
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Full Model: Bi-Factor Model for SSGS and Lifetime Discrimination  

This model fitted the data reasonably well: χ2 (124) = 213.16, p = .001, CFI = .94, 

RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .05.1 Results of the SEM are presented in Figure 2. The general factor 

(or the basic emotion of shame) was positively associated with self-improvement. Feelings of 

inferiority were positively associated with both reaching for support and avoidance. Lifetime 

discrimination was associated with both feelings of inferiority and avoidance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. SEM Model of self-conscious emotions, lifetime discrimination and behavioral 

outcomes. Directional pathways are standardized. *p<.01, **p<.05 

1 Three covariates were added to the model : Age, Gender and Cultural Heritage. The model retained similar fit 

indices. All paths reported in Figure 2 remained significant, except the path between lifetime discrimination and 

feelings of inferiority. Three additional significant paths emerged between basic shame and avoidance, lifetime 

discrimination and basic shame, and guilt and self-improvement (all p<.05). Gender and cultural heritage were only 

significantly associated with lifetime discrimination (p<.05). Age was significantly associated with avoidance 

(p<.01), and lifetime discrimination (p<.01). 
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Discussion 

This study’s main goal was to revisit two commonly found assumptions in the literature: 

(a) the assumption and statistical modelling of shame and guilt being two distinct and equivalent 

emotional experiences, and (b) the almost systematic absence of measures of discrimination and 

social threats in studies investigating the behavioral outcomes of shame and guilt. Additionally, 

this study yielded some further findings relevant to the study of behavioral outcomes of shame 

and guilt. 

State Shame and Guilt: Not Discrete Emotions? 

Our taxometric analyses provided preliminary evidence for a dimensional structure of 

shame and guilt. Evidence of a categorical latent structure would have suggested a difference in 

kind between shame and guilt (i.e., shame and guilt being two discrete experiences, similarly to 

how birds and reptiles are two discrete natural categories in the animal world or how anger and 

disgust are two discrete emotional experiences). On the contrary, a dimensional latent structure 

suggests shame and guilt may vary in terms of degree on one or more dimensions, but do not 

constitute two discrete categories. They are two emotional states which are part of the same 

continuous affective domain. The lack of discrete categories for shame and guilt is especially 

telling in light of preliminary evidence pointing to the existence of discrete categories between 

some emotion states such as envy and jealousy (Haslam & Bornstein, 1996). Indeed, while some 

emotions may be part of different discrete categories (i.e., qualitative difference in kind), shame 

and guilt may be part of the same category (i.e., will exhibit differences in degree on the same 

affective continuum). Haslam and Bornstein (1996) hypothesized that the presence of discrete 

categories may signal that emotion states possess discrete adaptive functions. If their hypothesis 

is correct, it may mean shame and guilt possess similar adaptive functions that get activated 
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differently to a matter of degree depending on the situation, rather than having truly discrete and 

different adaptive functions. Our findings may provide an additional potential explanation of the 

similarity in outcomes between shame and guilt uncovered by meta-analyses taking into account 

the high level of correlation between those two emotional experiences (e.g., Leach et al, 2023).  

SSGS: Measuring Shame, Guilt and Feelings of Inferiority 

Contrary to previous studies (e.g., Cavalera et al, 2017; Else-Quest et al, 2009), the one-

factor and two-factor models were rejected based on all indices and with both types of 

estimators. The bifactor model was selected as the model with the best (although on the verge of 

acceptable) fit indices. The SEM analyses with the bifactor model yielded better and acceptable 

fit indices.  

Bifactor models have become increasingly used in psychology. As pointed out by Eik and 

al (2017), numerous studies reporting on bifactor models see the occurrence of weak factor 

loadings onto one of the specific factor and a high degree of heterogeneity of factor loadings for 

bifactor models compared to first-order factor models. This pattern of results led them to identify 

the need for a two-level sampling process (i.e., not only are individuals sampled randomly, but 

they are also given equivalent but different situations) to ensure factors in a bifactor model can 

be meaningful. Provided they conceptualize study designs where individuals are responding to 

items in different situations or occasion of measurement as a two-level sampling process, our 

study design (random assignment to shame or guilt + participants’ selection of the specific 

situation they report on) fulfills this criteria and is appropriate for testing a bifactor model (Eik et 

al, 2017). It could nevertheless be improved to restrict the type of situations participants reported 

on, to better ensure those situations can be considered interchangeable, and by including 

additional self-conscious negative emotional experiences (e.g., embarrassment).  
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 A strength of bi-factor models is their helpfulness in differentiating the relations between 

outcomes and, general and specific factors (e.g., Chen et al, 2006). Looking at the items’ 

loadings, the bi-factor model allowed us to model (a) the basic emotion of shame as the general 

factor and (b) guilt cognitions and feelings of inferiority as specific factors. The factor loadings 

of one specific factor suggested it tapped into feelings of inferiority, rather than what we 

hypothesized (i.e., feelings of shame about the global self). Interestingly, the cognition “I am a 

bad person” frequently used as THE shame cognition only loaded highly on the general factor, 

alongside items frequently associated with both guilt and shame. This item did not load onto the 

specific factor of feelings of inferiority. Additionally, only the cognition “I feel bad about 

something I had done” commonly associated with guilt had a strong factor loading onto the 

specific guilt factor. All other items commonly associated with guilt had weak factor loadings. 

Those results may be in line with our hypothesis that guilt does not exist as a separate and 

discrete emotion from shame and is most likely to be an affective-cognitive hybrid including the 

basic emotion of shame and cognitions such as “I feel bad about something I had done”.  

Definitions of shame frequently include many appraisals and experiences within a single 

concept. Gausel and Leach (2011) had identified both shame and feelings of inferiority as 

emotional reactions to moral failure that impacted one’s self-image. While no other study 

investigated bi-factor models, mixed findings on the factor structure of the SSGS provide further 

incentive to investigate alternative models across different samples. Additionally, the 

appropriateness of one-factor models for some samples (i.e., Else-Quest et al, 2009: Lancaster, 

2018) and the frequently high collinearity between state shame and guilt (Leach et al, 2023) 

provide additional impetus to further consider whether state shame and guilt are two emotional 

experiences sharing the same affective continuum. Taken together, our analyses suggest 
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researchers should approach adding the items of the SSGS scales into shame and guilt scales 

with caution. There may be value in modelling the commonality between shame and guilt, and 

questioning whether those emotions are truly two discrete emotions and/or whether the SSGS is 

truly successful at measuring state shame and guilt. While results from the taxometric analyses 

and bifactor model provide preliminary evidence that the basic emotion of shame may be 

underlying emotional experiences of both state shame and guilt as defined by Tangney (1996), 

bifactor models are not sufficient to prove an underlying structure in psychology and additional 

evidence from neuroscience and other related fields are necessary (Bonifay et al, 2017).  

The general factor (or the basic emotion of shame) was positively associated with self-

improvement. Feelings of inferiority but not basic shame (i.e., the general factor) were positively 

associated with avoidance (which has been frequently described as a consequence of feelings of 

shame as defined by Tangney). Our SEM findings are in line with previous research that has 

uncovered the link between state shame and the motivation to improve the self (e.g., Lickel et al, 

2014).  While Gausel and Leach (2011) saw shame and feelings of inferiority as separate 

emotional reactions rather than nested emotional reactions (whereby feelings of inferiority would 

be a facet of the basic emotion of shame), the behavioral reactions they hypothesized for both 

shame and feelings of inferiority are in line with the findings of the present study. Feelings of 

inferiority were paradoxically also associated with reaching out to others for help. It may be that 

individuals avoided others who would reinforce those feelings of inferiority but reached out to 

close supports, although this cannot be confirmed for our sample.  

Social Context: Discrimination and Self-Conscious Emotions 

Our sample was constituted primarily of undergraduate and graduate students at a 

Canadian university and of individuals of European descent (both a little above 75%). Thus, our 
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sample was very similar to convenience samples very frequently used in psychology. 

Participants’ reports on the lifetime discrimination measure in our study emphasizes 

discrimination may be a crucial life experience to assess in all samples when studying shame. 

Indeed, only a minority of participants reported never experiencing instances of daily 

discrimination (5.3%), and major discrimination (29.9%). Participants reported experiencing 

discrimination against up to five aspects of their identity. A previous and much larger survey of 

16, 049 Canadians had estimated a prevalence of lifetime interpersonal discrimination of 23% 

(Godley, 2018). The much higher prevalence in our sample could be due to the nature of our 

measure (i.e., items assessing daily and major discrimination events across all social identities). 

It may also be influenced by the composition of our sample, in terms of gender (women) and age 

(early 20s), as many participants reported being discriminated against due to their youth and 

gender. Additionally, the higher prevalence in our sample may be influenced by a more general 

trend whereby the number of discriminatory events reported by multiple groups has been on the 

rise (Cotter, 2022). 

Our findings on the relationship between discrimination and, emotional experiences and 

behavioral outcomes further make a case for the need to systematically assess participants’ 

experiences of being discriminated. Most participants (approx. 75%) chose to report on events in 

which their experiences of shame and/or guilt were triggered by their own negative behaviors 

(e.g., lying, stealing). Yet, experiencing higher levels of lifetime daily and major discrimination 

was associated with both higher feelings of inferiority and higher avoidance. Contrary to our 

hypothesis, it was not, however, related to the basic emotion of shame or the affective-cognitive 

structure of guilt.  
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Thus, lifetime experiences of discrimination seem to at the psychological level intensify 

feelings of inferiority, and at the behavioral level render more likely avoidance behaviors. 

Previous research has established the link between discrimination and internalized stigma 

(Ritzier et al, 2003; Luoma et al, 2008; Wong-Padoongpatt et al, 2022). It is possible that 

internalized stigma about part of one’s identity may increase the likelihood of and intensify 

global negative self-evaluations and feelings of inferiority even in situations where 

discrimination is not present. Feelings of inferiority, in turn, lead to more avoidance behaviors. 

Additionally, members of minority groups have frequently reported using avoidance to hide their 

stigmatized identity and protect themselves (Kalichman et al, 2021; Monchalin et al, 2020). 

Hiding one’s stigmatized identity allows the momentary protection of one’s positive social image 

in the specific situation. Similarly, avoidance behaviors after one’s negative behaviors allow for 

the momentary protection of one’s positive social image.  

Adding to the Complexity 

In line with Ford et al’s (2019) theory, participants pursued multiple regulation strategies 

in response to experiencing shame and/or guilt. Most participants reported having used 

regulation strategies that may appear to be contradictory. For example, most participants (63.3%) 

both engaged in avoidance behaviors and reached out to others. Furthermore, our findings 

suggest a more complex picture between urges and behaviors. Indeed, a high number of 

participants (81.8%) who did not report experiencing the urge to avoid engaged in avoidance 

behaviors, while a subset of participants (18.3%) who experienced the urge to avoid reached out 

to others about the event. Participants’ behaviors are likely to stem from a complex decision-

making process, both in the moment and over time, of which urges associated with specific 

emotions are only one component. The use of some avoidance behaviors by participants who 
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reported no urges to avoid further suggests that avoidance may be selected for additional or other 

reasons than the emotion’s action tendencies. Further research is needed to further explore: (a) 

how behavioral urges are coped with and weighted against competing information, and (b) 

decision-making used to engage in avoidance behaviors following experiencing of shame and/or 

guilt. 

Limitations 

This study has several limitations. It is a cross-sectional study reliant on participants’ 

recall of an event eliciting shame or guilt. Findings should be viewed as preliminary and subject 

to confirmation in daily diary studies or other studies using longitudinal designs. No model we 

tested had all fit indices within the usually required cut-off, although the bifactor model was 

deemed satisfactory and the best fitting model. Our analyses point to a need to further investigate 

the SSGS’ psychometric properties and the structure of self-conscious emotions. Instruments 

assessing multidimensional constructs may benefit from different sampling procedures or model 

specifications (Eik et al, 2017). They may alternatively benefit from approaches that are more 

flexible than confirmatory factor analyses such as bifactor exploratory SEM models for 

confirmatory purposes (Morin et al, 2016). Future studies also need to continue investigating the 

role of feelings of inferiority, their relationship to shame and guilt as well as whether shame and 

guilt are truly two discrete emotions. Given the association between feelings of inferiority and 

lifetime discrimination, it may be useful to confirm measurement invariance of the SSGS across 

groups of individuals who have experienced low versus high levels of discrimination within their 

lifetime. The present study also does not account for the time elapsed between participants’ 

behaviors and the recalled event. It also includes only a limited number of behavioral outcomes 

and does not investigate the reasons for participants’ choice to engage in each behavior (e.g., 
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previous coping strategy was not successful in reducing self-conscious affect). Furthermore, the 

study sample was selected to share the cultural background of the main theorists about shame 

and guilt in psychology (Western) and was limited in terms of its inclusion of older and less 

educated participants. Findings should be reproduced in samples with greater social (e.g., socio-

economic status, etc.) and cultural variability. Additional work needs to be done on affective 

cognitive structures in other cultures and on their associated measures and measurement models.  

Overall conclusion 

Our findings point to the need to further revisit key assumptions in the study of self-

conscious emotions. First, state shame and guilt, as frequently defined in Western psychology, 

may not be equivalent and discrete emotional experiences. Rather, those emotional experiences 

may consist of a common affective continuum (basic emotion of shame) through which two 

affective-cognitive structures (feelings of inferiority and guilt) are expressed to different degrees. 

Second, lifetime discrimination should be systematically included in the study of self-conscious 

emotions, due to its influence on feelings of inferiority and avoidance behaviors. Finally, 

additional research is needed to really address the complexity of participants’ behavioral 

responses and their selection.   
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Chapter Five 

General Conclusion 

 Shame is a powerful emotion focusing on (at least part of) the self and present across 

cultures. Shame is characterized by innate changes in facial and body posture (i.e., averted gaze, 

turning head down, hunched shoulders; Kemeny et al, 2004; Izzard, 1977b; Tomkins, 1963) and 

is frequently associated with an urge to withdraw (e.g., Tangney, 1996). It serves as an 

immediate, strong indicator of one’s undesirability in the eyes of oneself or others (De Hooge, 

2013) and may further provide information about unwanted variations in one’s social rank within 

a group or society (Weisfeld & Dillon, 2012) or about one’s risk of rejection (Gilbert, 2006). 

Despite being an internal state, shame’s function is thus deeply relational. 

While social constructionist accounts are frequently presented as being in opposition to 

the existence of innate processes, cultural and social influences are more likely to interact with 

and shape (e.g., constrain, increase) innate processes (Parkinson, 2012). Culture may deeply 

shape emotional experiences and their resolution through, for example, informing attentional 

processes, interpretation of bodily sensations and situations, the desirability and appropriateness 

of facial and bodily displays of emotions, action selection as well as both the nature and 

importance of other individuals’ input (Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; Mesquita et al, 2017). 

Regardless of one’s choice of methodology (i.e., quantitative or qualitative), culture is equally 

likely to deeply influence what researchers chose to focus on and the research process itself. 

Lewis (1971) and Tangney’s (1995) guilt-shame distinction echoes cultural beliefs held in the 

United States (US) at the time of their work. Similarly, Chinese and Taiwanese authors’ 

understanding of shame frequently reflects their own cultural frameworks (see earlier).  
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In much the same way, this dissertation would not have been possible in its current form 

without my own specific cultural locations. When it comes to shame, subtle differences already 

start to emerge between, for example, the US and Belgium or Spain. While shame is an 

unequivocally disliked and devalued emotional experience in the US (e.g., Tangney & Dearing, 

2002), it is to some extent valued in Belgium (Belgian individualism emphasizes compromise, 

maintenance of interpersonal relations, and self-restraint, e.g., Boiger et al, 2018). Spanish 

culture emphasizes social connectedness, the respect of elders and traditions, and humility. Thus, 

Spanish individuals’ understanding of shame may be influenced by those cultural goals. They are 

more likely to share feelings of shame, be attuned to the emotion’s social impact and hold 

positive beliefs about the emotion (Fischer et al, 1999). The difference become even more 

striking between the US and Eastern cultures, or the US and Islam’s view of the function and 

usefulness of shame. I found myself at the confluence of multiple narratives about shame. Being 

a francophone, born and raised in France – close to the Belgium border for the majority of my 

teenage years – in a Spanish family, who married a Pakistani immigrant and converted to Islam, 

the ways in which only one specific cultural lens took most of the space on the academic 

landscape became, over time, impossible to ignore. The most frequently cited (North American) 

literature on shame just seemed to, more often than not, miss or fail to be curious towards some 

aspects of emotional experience of shame that myself and those close to me were experiencing. 

The desire to argue for the “most right” definition of shame, though, faded over time to make 

way for another series of broader questions – questions that stopped pitting one culture against 

the other. Namely, I started to wonder whether we could better grasp the nuances between 

different conceptualizations of shame (and other self-conscious emotions such as guilt) and 

understand the benefits and drawbacks each may bring. What might we learn if we develop 
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nuanced, deep knowledge of culturally-embedded understandings of shame rather than always 

striving for the identification of the universal aspects of this emotional experience? 

Shame: Innate and Socially Constructed      

 Shame, aside from its innate facial and bodily displays, seemed to share a unique function 

across cultural groups. Namely, shame provides individuals with feedback about how some 

behaviors, decisions or characteristics impacted the desirability of their identity (whether 

desirability for themselves, God or others). Shame is an emotion that shapes meaning-making 

processes when interpreting the potential long-lasting consequences of having or adopting 

specific characteristics. If put into questions, shame asks: what does it mean (within my own 

cultural and social context) for who I am to possess a specific quality? Or what does it mean 

(within my own cultural and social context) to engage in specific actions should they mean 

something about who I am? 

 However, different cultural groups have great variations in terms of how valuable they 

deem those questions to be, the degree to which they believe self-change is intrinsically possible 

and how one goes about repairing one’s self or one’s self-image. Paper one and two of this 

dissertation suggest that the degree to which shame is culturally valued has the potential to 

deeply influence individuals’ understanding and processing of shame. In some cultures, the 

emotion is thought to fulfill an important role at the social and individual level. This translates in 

many ways. An example is how English offers only a limited number of words and concepts to 

describe shameful experiences, while individuals from China, Taiwan and Pakistan have a wider 

range of words and concepts to describe and classify types of shameful experiences. Pakistani 

immigrants to Canada had readily available, culturally defined, and nuanced conceptualizations 

of different types of shameful experiences (e.g., shame as way for self-improvement, shame as a 
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part of social control) they could immediately draw on when answering questions during the 

interview. It allowed them to more easily classify and assess their shameful experiences and 

respond to them (in so far as different coping strategies had also been culturally reinforced as the 

best way to respond for each type of shame). Strikingly, while some mentioned how painful 

feelings of shame can be, all participants emphasized the need to, when feeling ashamed, do a 

complete assessment of the situation (their actions, who was present, the actions of others, etc.) 

and not simply rely on how one feels. Shame was, thus, not only valued and worth looking into, 

it was also an emotional experience one could understand, assess and classify into different 

(culturally created) categories. Paper three suggests that the distinction between shame and guilt 

may be one of those, albeit Western, culturally created categories used to classify different 

instances of the basic emotion of shame. While the slightly different cognitions between shame 

and guilt have been heavily emphasized in the literature, there is preliminary evidence that they 

may share the same affective core when measured as states (i.e., in the moment emotional 

experiences).  

 Different concepts of the self may also deeply affect the meaning given to and processing 

of feelings of shame. Within the West, feelings of shame are usually understood and processed in 

the context of a self who is largely invariant, individualistic and hard (or at the very least takes 

work) to change. The self is not seen as being good or bad in and of itself. In China or Taiwan, 

individuals are more likely to understand the self as including others (e.g., immediate family), 

and naturally variable. Individuals are also more likely to put a greater value on group (over 

individual) success and extrinsic motivation. In Pakistan, individuals are also more likely to 

understand the self as including others, and – when ascribing to the Islamic faith – as needing to 
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be improved but intrinsically good. Shame due to its significance for and emphasis on the self 

cannot function without being impacted by culturally driven understandings of the self.    

 The inclusion of close others into one’s sense of self not only potentially renders 

experiences of shame less solitary, it might influence how others respond to the ashamed 

individuals, who feels responsible to help the individual change themselves and how and to 

whom reparations should be made. Paper one and paper two both suggest that feelings of shame 

may become shared amongst family members and, when well regulated, lead close others to feel 

a sense of responsibility in helping the shamed individual make amends, restore a positive social 

image or more generally improve themselves. Thus, the ashamed individual may find natural 

allies to help with both emotion regulation and repairing the situation. Shame, in many cultures, 

is an experience located and understood within relationships (close others, social hierarchies, 

relationship to the divine). Those relationships deeply influence the meaning given to the 

situation and one’s emotional reactions as well as coping strategies used. They may even provide 

the environment for shame to become a more consistently prosocial force.    

A Muslim Pakistani immigrant to Canada who sees not only shame as valuable and 

understandable but also the self as intrinsically good and always reparable is likely to experience 

very different meta-cognitions and meta-emotions than a North-American individual of 

European descent who sees shame as unhelpful, maladaptive and hard to regulate and the self as 

hard to change. One may experience gratefulness (in so far as shame is a useful signal to become 

a more moral actor) in addition to feelings of shame while the other experiences despair or 

shame about their feelings of shame. Those emotions about emotions may come with additional 

behavioral urges, physical sensations and cognitions that significantly alter how feelings of 

shame are processed and their ultimate outcomes. Similarly, chronically experiencing 
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discrimination are likely to lead to differences in assessing the emotion, situation and potential 

behavioral responses. 

Cultural and social contexts may also influence the likelihood of reparations successfully 

re-establishing a more positive social image. Stigma can powerfully influence the degree to 

which an individual is able to establish or re-establish a positive or desirable social image in 

society. As a result, stigma and discrimination may have an important role to play in individuals’ 

experiences of and with feelings of shame.  Paper three suggests that having experienced higher 

levels of discrimination was associated with increased feelings of inferiority even when shame is 

not triggered by discrimination. Discrimination was additionally positively associated with 

individuals engaging in avoidance behaviors. 

Implications  

  There is already a growing chorus of voices urging for more complex, 

contextually richer studies in the field of emotion and emotion regulation (e.g., Boiger & 

Mesquita, 2012; Bou Zeineddine & Leach, 2021; Ford et al, 2019; Hoemann & Barrett, 2019; 

Parkinson, 2012). Constructionist researchers (e.g., Boiger & Mesquita, 2012; Hoemann & 

Barrett, 2019; Parkinson, 2012) have provided ample evidence about the ways in which cultural 

practices may influence partner selection, DNA transcription and expression (e.g., Parkinson, 

2012), development and moment-to-moment interactions for adults and children (e.g., Boiger & 

Mesquita, 2012; Hoemann & Barrett, 2019). Innate and cultural processes, far from being easily 

distinguishable, are emmeshed and deeply influencing one another. Additional authors have also 

urged the field of emotion research to increasingly consider the messiness and variability of 

human experience. At the individual level, Ford et al (2019) outlined the importance of 

understanding polyregulation (i.e., the use of multiple regulation goals present and strategies 
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used in a single emotional episode). At the system level, Bou Zeineddine and Leach (2021) also 

urged researchers to increasingly select research designs that allow the study of emergent, 

bidirectional associations and non-linear changes across differing levels of analyses (e.g., 

individuals, institutions, culture). Variations, rather than being seen as unwanted noise, need to 

acknowledge as meaningful cues and worthy of being included in theories (Boiger et al, 2018; 

Hoemann & Barrett, 2019). Embracing the study of heterogeneity is likely to ultimately result in 

both researchers and practitioners being increasingly capable of making sense and interpreting 

the heterogeneity inherent in our multicultural societies (Boiger et al, 2018).  

Psychology has been deeply influenced by a search for universalisms and the need to 

produce reproducible research findings may at times lead to a narrowing of definitions and 

hypotheses. Cultures are partially stable and partially emergent processes (Buchanan et al, 2020). 

They evolve over time in sometimes dramatic ways, which may profoundly change what is being 

studied. Rather than an endpoint, I see the findings from this dissertation as an invitation to 

balance the search for universal truths with an exploration of unique qualitative (and potentially 

quantitative) differences between different cultural groups (and within cultural groups over 

time). Qualitative differences in worldviews (such as differences in definitions of the self, etc.) 

may lead to meaningful variations in individuals’ emotional experiences, and their associated 

coping strategies and outcomes. Even variations present in only one cultural group may be 

informative and lead to a more nuanced understanding of shame and how social and cultural 

shifts may support or impair better regulation strategies.   
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Appendices 

Qualitative Study 

I would like to ask you some questions about how YOU feel and think about shame and 

the norms and beliefs about shame in Pakistan. Every country has a somewhat different 

understanding of shame, and there is even variability between families. So, there is really no 

right or wrong answer to any of the questions. You are welcome to answer the questions in any 

way that feels right for you and you are also welcome to digress (e.g. explain your answer by 

giving an example) and make comments – the questions are really like stepping stones to get a 

process started and to provide me with a bit of a framework. You can think of your responses to 

my questions like small essays – the more details you provide, the more I will be able to 

understand what you think about shame and what you are trying to say. 

To ensure a higher protection of your data’s confidentiality, please answer the questions 

within this word document (i.e. not directly in the email). 

1. What word(s) do you use in your mother tongue to talk about shame? 

a. ____________ 

b. Please provide all the possible meanings of the word(s) used for shame in your 

mother tongue. 

c. How would you define shame, if you think about the meaning it has in your 

mother tongue and culture? 

2. What, in your opinion, is the role of shame, if any? 

3. Please describe a time when you or someone close to you experienced shame. 

a. Please discuss the reasons for feeling ashamed 
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b. how it felt physically & your thoughts //how you think the person felt physically 

and their thoughts. 

c. how you/the person reacted 

d. what you/the person did next.  

e. Thinking back on it, is there anything you are interpreting differently now 

4. What actions do you take if you are experiencing shame? 

a. During or immediately after experiencing the emotion, if any 

b. After some time has passed, if any 

c. Do people know you are feeling ashamed when you are experiencing this 

emotion? If yes, who knows? 

SECOND SET OF QUESTIONS 

5. You said the role of shame is_____.  How do you know, if someone is using shame 

successfully, for example the next time that person is in the same situation? 

6. What makes you feel ashamed? 

7. Who would you talk to if you are feeling ashamed? Please elaborate on the reasons you 

would talk to them and what it would be like to discuss this experience with them. 

a. Can you tell someone close (e.g. partner, family member)? 

b. Can you tell someone you are not too familiar with (e.g. a counsellor, a new 

friend)? 

8. If someone tells you they are feeling ashamed, how will you react? 
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THIRD SET OF QUESTIONS 

9. What was your experience with shame when you were growing up? In general, how did 

your family react to shame? 

10. How did your parents/parental figures react when you felt ashamed? When one of your 

parents/parental figure felt ashamed? 

11. Do you think it is possible for someone to experience shame if someone has not done 

something wrong or is not acting against their value? 

a. If it is not shame, how would you call and describe what they are feeling? 

12. Is there another emotion which is similar to shame (in how it feels or its outcome)? If yes, 

describe.  

FOURTH SET OF QUESTIONS 

13. Compared to now, did you experience shame and regulate it differently or similarly when 

you were younger (e.g. teenage years)? Please describe with a possible situation or 

examples.  

14. What factors influence or explain how you think about shame today?  

15. Did your immigration to Canada change how you understand shame? If yes, in what 

way?  

 

 

Follow-up questions  

(To be sent with the preliminary summary of findings) 
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Thank you so much again for participating in this study! It has been a pleasure to talk 

with you and get to know your thoughts and beliefs about shame. We are nearing the completion 

of the study and would like to get your thoughts about our findings. What fits for you? What 

does not fit? What would you say differently or modify? 

[Summary of findings] 

 

Question1: Email interviewing is a fairly new way to do an interview. What do you think 

of this way to do an interview? 

 

Question2: Do you think you would have given the same answers in a face-to-face 

interview as in an email interview? 
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Quantitative Study 

SSGS 
 
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        Feeling          Feeling          
                                            this way           this way         this way 
                                              at all          somewhat     very strongly 
 
 
1.  I feel good about myself. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
2.  I want to sink into the floor and disappear. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
3. I feel remorse, regret. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
4.  I feel worthwhile, valuable. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
5.  I feel small. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
6.  I feel tension about something I have done. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
7.  I feel capable, useful. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
8.  I feel like I am a bad person. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
9. I cannot stop thinking about something  
      bad I have done. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
10. I feel proud. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
11. I feel humiliated, disgraced. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
12. I feel like apologizing, confessing. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
13. I feel pleased about something I have done. 1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
14. I feel worthless, powerless.  1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 
 
15. I feel bad about something I have done.  1 ------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5   
 
Marschall, D. E., Sanftner, J. L., & Tangney, J. P. (1994)  
   The State Shame and Guilt Scale 
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Behavioral Outcomes 

Please rate how frequently you engaged in the following behaviors, related to the 

situation you described above. 

 

*Please note the item “I apologized for what happened” was not used in this 

conversation. 
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International Discrimination Index 

Scheim, A. I., & Bauer, G. R. (2019). The intersectional discrimination index: Development and 

validation of measures of self-reported enacted and anticipated discrimination for 

intercategorical analysis. Social Science & Medicine, 226, 225-235. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.12.016  

These questions are about experiences related to who you are. This includes both how you 

describe yourself and how others might describe you. For example, your skin color, ancestry, 

nationality, religion, gender, sexuality, age, weight, disability or mental health issue, and income. 

Because of who you are, have you... 
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As a reminder, we are interested in experiences related to who you are. This includes 

both how you describe yourself and how others might describe you. For example, your skin 

color, ancestry, nationality, religion, gender, sexuality, age, weight, disability or mental health 

issue, and income. 

Please select all that applies.
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