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The Effect of Self-Regulation of Shame on Teenagers’ Aggression
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Studies have found that shame and aggression are closely connected, and self-blaming and re-planning
strategies can regulate an individual’s shame. This study conducted two experiments to investigate the
effects of self-regulation of shame on explicit and implicit aggressiveness of adolescents. Shame was
induced in both experiments by audio recordings describing different shameful situations that adoles-
cents may experience in daily life. The participants of 7th grade were required to self-regulate their shame
by self-blaming strategy, re-planning strategy, or non-regulation, and rated their explicit aggressiveness
in Study 1 and did implicit association test (IAT) in Study 2, respectively. The current studies found that the
regulation of shame with self-blaming strategy enhanced explicit aggression, but did not affect the bias of
implicit aggression.
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Introduction

Shame is a painful experience that involves a
negative evaluation of one’s entire self. This
evaluation and self-censorship changes an
individual’s self-perception, and is accompa-
nied by feelings of fright, and a sense of insig-
nificance, powerlessness, and worthless-
ness, as well as public exposure (Lewis,
1971). As a negative self-consciousness emo-
tion, shame has a detrimental effect on an
individual’s psychology and behavior, such as
enhanced aggression.

Shame and Aggression

There have been theories and empirical stud-
ies that focused on the relationship between

shame and aggression (Elison, Garofalo, &
Velotti, 2014). The Compass of Shame pro-
posed by Nathanson focuses on the role of
individual shame in the self (Nathanson,
1992). Attacking others is one of the four typi-
cal ways that individuals deal with shame. In-
dividuals are often unwilling to accept shame
when they experience it, so they externalize
shame by directing anger at others or the ex-
ternal environment, which in some way en-
ables selves to feel the diminished shame.

Sinha’s shame-anger theory proposed that
shame is accompanied by intense hostility and
anger (Sinha, 2017). Similarly, Harper and
Arias proposed that shame may lead to anger
and hostility, and finally to aggression and other
defensive behaviors (Harper & Arias, 2004).
Shame has a protective motive. When shame
activates  protective  motivation  and  the indi-
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vidual  protects  him/herself,  this  leads  to
aggression (de Hooge, Breugelmans,
Wagemans, & Zeelenberg, 2018; de Hooge,
Zeelenberg, & Breugelmans, 2010), and  dem-
onstrates the destruction function of shame.
Experiencing shame early in life can increase
the risk of psychological problems (Heaven,
Ciarrochi, & Leeson, 2009; Tangney, 1992).
Individuals faced with rejection and humilia-
tion continually seek to condemn the scape-
goat who caused them pain. The shame-an-
ger spiral theory explains the interactive, spi-
raling relationship between shame and anger
(Scheff, 2012). This theory proposes that when
an individual perceives his or her own shame,
this induces anger, which further induces stron-
ger shame in a cycle of “shame-anger-
shame”. Some clinical psychological disor-
ders, such as post-traumatic stress disorder
and social phobia, are thought to reflect the
effects of this cycle (Dai, Wang, & Qian, 2012).
Unbearable shame eventually may lead to ex-
treme violence and even war at the societal
level (Scheff, 2014). The spiral theory can be
described in a popular way as follows. As
emotions grow and gather strength with the
passage of time, individuals are ashamed
because they have already experienced
shame; they are angry because they are
ashamed; and they are ashamed because of
their anger. The cycle continues back and forth,
accumulating more and more power over time
until anger, depression, attack or self-inflicted
harm is triggered.

According to the “social pain and threat”
model proposed by Elison and his colleagues
(Elison, Garofalo, & Velotti, 2014), shame is
considered to be social pain. The relationship
between shame and aggressiveness is simi-
lar to the relationship between physiological
pain and aggressiveness. Shame is an adap-
tation to threats, similar to the way bodily pain
is a defense against general physical threats
of injury. The model’s basic path is that threats
to personal reputation, social rank, or relation-
ships generate shame, then physical pain, and
finally anger and aggression. Rage and ag-
gression may be viewed as an evolutionary
adaptive coping mechanism, a psychological

defense, or emotional regulation. Two argu-
ments support the model’s postulated path.
First, social exclusion causes physical pain
(Eisenberger, 2011). An fMRI study by
Eisenberger et al. showed that activity in the
anterior cingulate cortex exhibits similar pat-
terns in response to social rejection and bodily
pain (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & W illiams,
2003). Second, physical pain can produce
anger and attack (Berkowitz, 2012).

Many empirical studies support the relation-
ship between shame and aggressiveness
from different perspectives. Shame is positively
correlated with juvenile delinquency (Gold,
Sullivan, & Lewis, 2011), aggressive behavior
(Stuewig & Tangney, 2007; Stuewig et al.,
2015), and hostility (Elison et al., 2014; Velottin,
Garofalo, Bottazzi, & Caretti, 2016). An eight-
year longitudinal study found that early shame-
prone children in Grade 5 experienced more
destructive behaviors, such as drug abuse,
detention, imprisonment, and suicide in later
life (Tangney, 1992). A short-term longitudinal
study found that shame and hostility were
highly stable during a one-year period, and that
high levels of shame among 9th grade stu-
dents was a good predictor of increased hos-
tility in the 10th grade (Heaven et al., 2009).
Moreover, one study found juvenile offenders,
who were less empathetic, experienced less
shame (Schalkwijk, Stams, Stegge, Dekker, &
Peen, 2016).

The relationship between shame and ag-
gression may be influenced by other factors.
Event awareness moderates the effect of
shame on anger at others, and shame can
even decrease an individual’s anger about the
unfairness of others, when the others are aware
of the individual’s experience of shameful
events (Zhu et al., 2019). An adolescent’s so-
cial status can affect the risk of aggressive
behavior when experiencing shame; for in-
stance, moderate social status has a protec-
tive function on the relationship between
shame and aggression (Åslund, Leppert,
Starrin, & Nilsson, 2009). Blame is another
factor that influences the relationship between
shame and aggression. For example, Stuewig
et al. found that externalization of blame medi-
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ated the association between shame and ag-
gression in college students, adolescents,
and adult prisoners (Stuewig, Tangney, Heigel,
Harty, & McCloskey, 2010). Shame can also
affect aggression indirectly through coping
strategies, such as self-blaming, blaming oth-
ers, and escaping (Zhang, Zhang, & Huang,
2013). In addition, the mechanism underlying
the association between shame and aggres-
sion differs by gender (Scheff & Retzinger,
1997), with females having a shame-shame
feedback mechanism and males having a
shame-anger feedback loop.

Shame Regulation

As one of the self-conscious emotions, shame
can be regulated by different strategies, some
of which are as effective as well-established
techniques for regulating the basic emotions.
The shame-resilience theory attempts to ex-
plain how individuals recover from shameful
events by using certain strategies (Van Vliet,
2008). For example, research has shown that
self-compassion and cognitive reappraisal
can significantly reduce shame-proneness,
and that symptoms of social anxiety can also
be significantly reduced by self-compassion
(Cándea & Szentágotai-Tătar, 2018). Other
studies have found that shame among
middle-school students is positively correlated
with self-blaming (Fan & Yu, 2008), and that
self-blaming, blaming-others, and evading
strategies mediate the relationship between
shame and aggression (Zhang et al., 2013).
Gao conducted a series of survey studies of
the shame regulation of college students. The
studies found that negative cognitive assess-
ments of college students mainly entailed
shame (Gao, Zhao, Wang, Dai, & Qian, 2012).
The regulation strategies of shame can be
classified into four sub-categories, including
a repair strategy (e.g., self-change strategy and
re-evaluation strategy), and a defensive strat-
egy (e.g., denial-attack strategy and avoidance-
retreat strategy) (Gao et al., 2012). Compared
to the regulatory strategies of general nega-
tive emotions, the undergraduate students
were more likely to use a catastrophic strategy

in which they focused on the catastrophic con-
sequences, and they were less likely to regu-
late shame by such strategies as acceptance,
“putting things in perspective”, rumination,
positive reappraisal, and positive refocusing
(Gao, Qian, & Wang, 2011).

The re-planning and “putting into perspec-
tive” strategies are relatively effective for regu-
lating shame, whereas the self-blaming and
blaming-others strategies are relatively inef-
fective. The re-planning strategy can help indi-
viduals to engage in constructive and compen-
satory behavior (Gao, 2016). Wang and Sang
found that  re-planning and self-blaming strat-
egies enhanced adolescent’s intensity of
shame, with medium effect sizes of regulation
(Wang & Sang, 2019).

Situations of Shame

Being different from children whose life is
mainly inside of family, teenagers stay longer
hours in schools, and interact with peers and
teachers. Their life situations mainly involve
activities on campus, such as learning activi-
ties or playing. Autonomy becomes an impor-
tant theme of teenagers’ development, includ-
ing behavior, emotion and value autonomy
(Steinberg, 2017). Teenagers begin to have
more opportunities to govern their own behav-
ior, and spend more time outside of direct su-
pervision by their parents. The social domain
theory based domain specificity model pro-
poses that individuals have different types of
social  interactions  and  that  their  varied  in-
teractions  lead  to  the  development  of  dif-
ferent  types,  or  domains,  of  social  knowl-
edge (Smetana, 2002; Smetana, Crean, &
Campione-Barr, 2005). Greater domain speci-
ficity will add precision to the assessment of
the development and contribute to the under-
standing of shame emotion. Social domains
for teenagers mean different situations.
Schools, as social institutions, have a respon-
sibility to nurture and guide teenagers; how-
ever, schools often perpetuate the cycle of
shame (Monroe, 2008). Or, schools could carry
on the intervention of shame (Hunger & Böhlke,
2018). Therefore, teenagers have autonomy
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to deal with different negative life events, in-
volving the inside or outside of school situa-
tions, and to regulate negative emotion, such
as shame. It is necessary to focus on teenag-
ers’ shame in two different social domains,
which are divided into situations inside and
outside of schools.

The Current Study

As shame can affect aggression and individu-
als can regulate shame using various strate-
gies, one issue of importance arises about
how specific types of self-regulation of shame
affect an individual’s aggression.

Incidents involving shame are closely re-
lated to an individual’s situation, and the
major life events of adolescents revolve
around school and learning. Thus, incidents
of shame among adolescents are likely to
occur in the unique context of school, namely,
being called as domain specificity, such as
splash and squelch eating in the school din-
ing hall, examination cheating, poor learning
performance, and other shameful events that
can happen on campus; we call these unique
situations. Other shameful events can occur
that are not related to school, such as litter-
ing in public places, unpleasant body odor,
and family conflicts; we call these general
situations. This study examined the effect of
shameful events on adolescents in these two
types of situations.

There are many types of emotional regula-
tion strategies. Re-planning and self-blaming
are common strategies in the daily life of a
teenager (Wang, 2017), and they can indepen-
dently affect the intensity of an individual’s
shame (Wang & Sang, 2019). Based on Gross’
process model of emotion regulation (Gross,
2015; Gross & Thompson, 2007), emotion
regulation is divided into antecedent-focused
and response-focused regulation (Gross,
1998). Specifically, more attention is paid to
two strategies named cognitive reappraisal
and expressive suppression. Generally, in-
creased use of cognitive reappraisal predicts
increased levels of positive well-being out-
comes (Haga, Kraft, & Corby, 2009). Cognitive

reappraisal can be serviced for different emo-
tion goals, with different tactics (McRae,
Ciesielski, & Gross, 2012). The re-planning
strategy is an antecedent-focused, and it is a
cognitive reappraisal strategy that emphasizes
regulation before an emotional response oc-
curs and ways individuals can regulate emo-
tions by avoiding shameful events. The re-plan-
ning strategy is a repair-type strategy that in-
volves active measures to repair self-injury,
which is a relatively positive cognitive-regula-
tion strategy, similar to the refocusing strategy
of the shame-resilience theory. In the current
research, re-planning is a re-imagination of
the presented hypothetical scenario. These
scenarios were designed to select from a pool
of scenarios and rated by teenagers in the pi-
lot study. So, these scenarios often happen in
teenagers’ life, are not far removed from teen-
agers’ life. They are common life events for
teenagers, and easy to understand by them.
These scenarios are not strange to them. Ad-
ditionally, there is research that has provided
some support for re-planning strategy use to
regulate emotion. Originally, emotional regu-
lation primarily aims to regulate the negative
emotions, using different strategies. In the
Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire
(CERQ), developed by Garnefski and his col-
leagues, re-planning is one of the cognitive
reappraisal strategies in emotion regulation,
and is theoretically more adaptive (Garnefski
& Kraaij, 2007). Cognitive reappraisal can be
serviced for different emotion goals, using dif-
ferent tactics (McRae et al., 2012). Generally,
increased use of cognitive reappraisal could
predict increased levels of positive well-being
outcomes (Haga et al., 2009). Regarding
shame regulation, Gao (2016) found that the
re-planning strategy is relatively effective for
regulating shame. Wang and Sang (2019)
found that the re-planning strategy could affect
adolescent’s intensity of shame. Therefore, re-
planning is a relevant strategy in hypothetical
situations, and often taken as a strategy in
shame and other negative emotions regula-
tion.

The self-blaming strategy, on the other hand,
is a response-focused emotion regulation, and
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it is repressive coping rather than expressive
suppressing. Expressive suppressing refers
to the process of consciously inhibiting emo-
tional expressions while emotionally aroused
(Gross, 2002; Gross & Levenson, 1993). The
term repressive orientation is synonymous with
the term defensive. Repressive coping is a
strategy of self-protection that involves dis-
missing or ignoring emotions one feels. In situ-
ating negative context, individuals with repres-
sive coping often report little distress, while
simultaneously presenting threat reactivity
through other response channels, ultimately
protecting themselves, or preserving a self-
image. In nature, repressive coping may serve
a protective function (Coifman, Bonanno, Ray,
& Gross, 2007). The self-blaming strategy ad-
dresses the self-attributions about shameful
events to achieve shame regulation. It is a rela-
tively passive regulation strategy that is essen-
tially defensive and corresponds to the attack-
self script in the “compass of shame” model
(Elison, Lennon, & Pulos, 2006). Taking into
account the significance and operation of dif-
ferent strategies, this study used the re-plan-
ning strategy and the self-blaming strategy as
individual self-regulation strategies in Experi-
ment 1.

Not only are individuals directly or explicitly
aware of their own aggressive experiences,
they may have an implicit experience of ag-
gression (Dai, Yang, & Wu, 2005). And, induc-
ing shame could affect an individual’s implicit
moral self (Zhou, 2015). Therefore, this study
conducted two experiments to examine the
effect of shame regulation on subsequent ex-
plicit aggression towards others and the bias
of implicit aggression. The purpose of Experi-
ment 1 was to examine the effect of shame
regulation on explicit aggression using a re-
peated-measures experimental design. Con-
sidering the role of regulation strategies and
the motives of shame, the experimental hy-
pothesis was that there would be a significant
difference in explicit aggression between the
self-regulation conditions and the non-regu-
lation condition; that is, a self-regulation strat-
egy should strengthen the explicit aggressive-
ness towards others. Experiment 2 examined

whether shame regulation using the self-blam-
ing strategy would affect the bias of implicit
aggression.

Study 1

Study 1 was designed to examine the effect of
shame after regulation by different strategies
on explicit aggression. As the intensity of the
induced shame in the study was medium level,
and the immediate self-assessments can
enhance the influence of the current emotional
experience on subsequent behavior, the study
used a repeated-measures experimental de-
sign.

The regulatory strategies used in the experi-
mental procedure were expressed in specific
and clear instructions to ensure the adoles-
cents participating in the experiment under-
stood them (Wang & Sang, 2019): 1) Self-blam-
ing was expressed as, “I blame myself”. For
example, “I should be blamed”; “I should take
responsibility for what happened”; “In this
case, I was wrong”; and “I was the main rea-
son for this fault”; 2) Re-planning was ex-
pressed as, “I managed to do it better”. For
example, “I think about how to do it better”;
“I think how best to deal with these situations”;
“I think how to change this situation”; and
“I want a better plan to do it”. 3) Non-regulation
means the participants did not do anything;
they just looked at the computer screen. The
participants were instructed to imagine or
meditate on the specific method when the
computer prompted the use of a strategy. The
non-regulation condition was used as a
baseline in the repeated-measures design,
which facilitated the comparison of the self-
blaming and re-planning strategies.

Methods

Participants

Ninety-one students in Grade 7 participated
in the experiment. The data of 87 students
were included after data screening. Mean age
= 13.52 years, SD = 0.80, 42 students were
male.
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Materials

Stories were used to induce shame. The ma-
terials were adopted from studies by Wang
(2017) and Wang and Sang (2019). The sto-
ries about shame were created based on in-
terviews and open-ended survey questions.
Six stories were chosen for use in this study
based on shame ratings made by 500 stu-
dents from Grades 7 to 11. These stories in-
cluded unique situations, such as chewing
loudly in the school dining-hall, cheating on
an examination, and poor school performance,
and general situations, such as littering, hav-
ing body odor, and family conflict. Three simi-
lar stories were created to meet the require-
ments of the repeated-measures design.

Thirty-eight postgraduate students (28 fe-
males; Mean age = 20.50 years, SD = 1.41)
were asked to rate the similarity of the three
stories on a 7-point scale. Higher ratings indi-
cated greater similarity. The results showed
that the similarity ratings of the three stories
were above 5 points. The results of one-sample
t-test, using point 4 (the midpoint of the Likert
7-point scale) as the reference value, revealed
the mean was significantly different from 4,
chewing noise, t(37) = 5.99, Cohen’s d = 0.98;
cheating on exam, t(37) = 10.30, Cohen’s
d =1.67; poor performance, t(37) = 7.69,
Cohen’s d = 1.24; littering, t(37) = 11.13,
Cohen’s d = 1.81; body odor, t(37) = 9.56,
Cohen’s d = 1.54; family conflict, t(37) = 9.52,
Cohen’s d =1.53; ps < 0.001. The stories were

also rated for the intensity of the shame or guilt
experienced by the story’s protagonist. Higher
ratings indicated that the strength of emotion
experienced by the protagonist was greater. A
paired-sample t-test showed that the shame
ratings of all the story situations were signifi-
cantly higher than the guilt ratings were (see
Table 1).

The texts of the stories were read by a radio
hostess, and recorded in MP3 format. The
mean duration of the audio files was 40.56
(SD = 5.93) seconds. A postgraduate student
in the art department drew pencil sketches
based on the core content and core elements
of each story’s situation. These sketches were
converted to electronic files in the JPG format,
with 640 × 470 pixels.

Six neutral images were selected from the
International Affective Picture System (IAPS)
for use during relaxation portions of the ex-
periment. The valence of the neutral images
was M = 4.97 (SD = 0.12); the arousal score
was M = 2.52 (SD = 0.42). Eight college
students were asked to rate the degree to
which soft music was soothing on a 7-point
scale. The mean rating of the piece, which was
from “Dancing with the Neon Light”
(www.ximalaya.com) was 1.38, which indi-
cated portions of the music were soothing.

The measure of explicit aggressiveness
was based on Buss’s definition. According to
Buss’s general structure and definition of ag-
gression (Buss & Perry, 1992), aggression
generally includes physical attacks, verbal at-
tacks, anger, and hostility, designed to mea-

Table 1 Ratings of shame and guilt 

Situations 
 Shame Guilty   

Stories M SD M SD t Cohen’s d 
Unique chewing noise 5.37 1.13 3.08 2.31 5.64*** 0.91 
 cheating on exam 5.66 1.12 3.24 2.35 5.34*** 1.01 
 poor performance 5.37 1.32 3.03 2.18 5.15*** 1.33 
General littering 5.50 0.95 3.37 2.40 5.41*** 0.88 
 body odor 5.71 1.29 3.11 2.20 5.81*** 1.12 
 family conflict 5.26 1.01 3.29 2.37 4.75*** 0.77 
*** p < 0.001 
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sure the aggression to others. Physical and
verbal attacks are forms of behavior, anger is
an emotion, and hostility entails cognition (Liu,
Zhou, & Gu, 2009). This experiment used de-
scriptions from the revised Chinese version of
the “Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire” for
use with adolescents (Buss & Perry, 1992; Liu
et al., 2009; Zhou, 2007). Six items from the
anger and the hostility sub-scales were se-
lected for use, in accordance with the purpose
of the study: for example, “I can’t control my
temper” (anger); and “I think others always
have good luck” (hostility).

Procedures

The experiment consisted of two consecutive
stages: an inducing-regulation stage and an
explicit-aggression measurement stage. Be-
fore the experiment, all the participants com-
pleted a practice session and indicated they
understood the regulation-strategy manipula-
tion. All the stories were presented in three
blocks during the experiment by the E-prime
software program. The order of the blocks was
randomized, and the order of the story situa-
tions within the blocks was balanced. Each
block used only one kind of regulation strat-
egy. The blocks were separated by an interval
of 120 seconds, during which time the partici-
pants listened to relaxing music. Subsequently,
for 3 minutes the rest of the blocks were pre-
sented.

Each trial consisted of the following five steps
(Deng, Sang, & Ruan, 2013; Gao et al., 2012).

Step 1 – Fixation. The center of the screen dis-
played an up arrow, a down arrow, or a short
horizontal line for 2 s, indicating the partici-
pants should regulate their shame with the
corresponding regulation strategy. Step 2 – In-
ducement. The screen presented a picture,
while the participants, wearing headsets, lis-
tened to the description of the situation corre-
sponding to the picture. The participants were
instructed to imagine themselves as the pro-
tagonists in the situations in the stories and to
experience the shameful emotions fully. After
the audio recording ended, the picture disap-
peared; the average audio duration was about
41 s. Step 3 – Regulation. A symbol was pre-
sented on the screen that represented the
regulation strategy; only one type of regulation
strategy was used in each block. The strate-
gies comprised the re-planning strategy, the
self-blaming strategy, and the non-regulation
strategy. The screen displayed the following
instructions: “” stands for “I managed to do
better”; “” stands for “I blame myself”; and “-”
stands for “non-regulation”. Participants regu-
lated themselves in accordance with the in-
structions given before the experiment. The
duration of the display was 5 s. Step 4 – Rat-
ing explicit aggression. Participants rated
themselves according to the description of ag-
gression on the screen by pressing the num-
bered computer keys on 4-point scale. Step 5
– Relaxation. The screen showed a neutral
affective picture, while the participants listened
to relaxing music through the headset. There
were 18 trials total for every participant.

Figure 1 Procedures for emotional regulation
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Results

The reaction time of the participants was re-
corded while they rated explicit aggression in
Step 4. The reaction time data were retained for
analysis based on the following criteria: the re-
action time was more than 300 ms and less than
20,000 ms, and the data for all the three regula-
tion strategies were complete (i.e., no missing
data in one of the regulation strategies).

A repeated-measures ANOVA was con-
ducted on the ratings of explicit aggression in
the unique situations, with regulation strate-
gies and gender as independent variables. The
ANOVA found a significant main effect of the
regulation strategies, F(2,464) = 3.54, p < 0.05,
η2 = 0.02, indicating that the regulation strate-
gies affected the self-ratings of aggression.
Post-hoc tests showed that aggression rat-
ings after the self-blaming strategy were sig-
nificantly higher than the ratings in the re-plan-
ning strategy and non-regulation conditions
(ps < 0.05). The main effect of gender was not
significant, and the interaction of regulation
strategy with gender was not significant (ps >
0.05; see Table 2).

The repeated-measures ANOVA on the ag-
gression ratings in the general situations
showed no significant main effect of the regu-
lation strategies, F(2,235) = 2.63, p > 0.05. The
main effect of gender was not significant, and
the interaction of regulation strategy and gen-
der was not significant (ps > 0.05).

Discussion

A significant regulation effect of the self-blam-
ing strategy in unique situations was found,

whereas no effect of any regulation strategies
was present in general situations, indicating
an enhanced effect of regulation with self-blam-
ing strategy on explicit aggressiveness in the
specific circumstances.

The experimental results are consistent with
existing research findings. Previous studies on
the relationship between shame and aggres-
sion have found that shameful experiences can
increase adolescent hostility (Heaven et al.,
2009), that shameful experiences are strongly
related to aggressive behavior (Åslund et al.,
2009), and that shame can lead to more aggres-
sive behavior (Schoenleber, Sippel, Jakupcak,
& Tull, 2015). Moreover, self-blaming strategy
has been found to be a partial mediator of the
association between shame and aggression
(Zhang et al., 2013).

Attacking others is one of the typical re-
sponses to shame in Nathanson’s “Compass
of Shame” model (Nathanson, 1992). Attack-
ing others is accompanied by self-loathing and
anger, which involves the relationship between
the individual self and others. Self-blaming
strategy corresponds to aggressive-reaction
script in the “Compass of Shame” model
(Elison et al., 2006). The self-blaming strategy
is similar to self-compassion in the self-direc-
tion strategy, which can reduce shame-prone-
ness (Cándea & Szentágotai-Tătar, 2018).
However, these two strategies stand in differ-
ent perspectives concerning the responsibil-
ity of the self. Self-blaming strategy places
more responsibility on the individual, whereas
self-compassion supports the individual with
understanding and sympathy. Therefore, self-
blaming would produce different outcomes
regarding shame than those produced by self-
compassion.

Table 2 Aggression after regulation in the unique and general situations 
Regulation Unique situations General situations 
Strategies M SD F M SD F 
Non-regulation 2.03 0.95 3.54* 2.13 0.96 2.63 
Re-planning 2.05 1.00  2.24 1.00  
Self-blaming 2.20 1.03  2.27 1.09  
* p < 0.05 
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In the unique context of shame (e.g., exami-
nation cheating or poor performance), in which
adolescents’ experiences are closely related
to school, adopting the self-blaming strategy
to regulate shame corresponds to aggression
in the “Compass of Shame” model. Self-blam-
ing strategy provides clues to the reaction as
part of the aggressive dimension of shame.
The dual roles of self-blaming and typical re-
sponses to shame by “Compass of Shame”
model are superimposed, leading to explicit
aggressiveness by adolescents. The re-plan-
ning strategy focuses on regulation before a
shameful incident occurs, so it is merely a hy-
pothetical operation. Individuals who are al-
ready in a shameful situation, feel helpless
and experience negative feelings, but this is
not enough to trigger aggression.

The experiment also found that the effective-
ness of strategies changed with the type of
situation, and that the regulatory effect in unique
situations involving school or learning was
more pronounced. Generally, the induction of
shame is closely related to the nature of the
events. The unique context in this experiment
refers to the close relationship between the
“personal lives” and the “school lives” of stu-
dents. Adolescents have more autonomy and
can take initiative in unique situations, and they
bear more responsibility for the consequences
of shameful incidents. Therefore, the regula-
tory effect of the self-blaming strategy in a
unique situation is stronger than that in a gen-
eral situation.

Study 2

The results of Experiment 1 showed that the
self-blaming strategy can enhance an indi-
vidual’s explicit aggression after regulating
shame. However, when a person is not aware
of his offensiveness, the person may still be
angry at others and become implicitly aggres-
sive. Thus, the research question arises: As
there exists the effect of regulation with self-
blaming strategy on shame, does this strat-
egy affect an individual’s bias of implicit ag-
gression? Study 2 was designed to answer
that question. Study 2 used a single-factor re-

peated-measures design, which was similar
to Study 1. However, only the self-blaming strat-
egy and non-regulation conditions were exam-
ined, with the latter used as the baseline or
control condition. The dependent variable im-
plicit aggression was measured using the
implicit association test (IAT) paradigm.

Methods

Participants

Ninety-five students in Grade 7 were assigned
to the self-blaming strategy group and the non-
regulation group. The students were different
from the sample in Study 1. The data of 15 stu-
dents were excluded from the analyses because
their correct ratio, which referred to the corrected
reaction in IAT experiment, was < 0.8 or because
of misconduct during the experiment. The re-
maining participants were 80 students, 32
males, Mean age = 14.27 (SD = 0.63).

Materials

The story situation “examination cheating” in
Study 1 was selected as the shame-inducing
situation in Study 2. The emotional regulation
materials were the same as those used in the
self-blaming strategy condition and non-regu-
lation condition in Study 1.

The IAT materials were adopted directly from
the previous implicit aggression studies (Xie,
Bi, & Luo, 2010; Yang, 2012). The self-concept
dimension included 5 words in self dimen-
sion and 5 in the others dimension. The asso-
ciated attribute dimension of aggression in-
cluded 5 aggressive adjectives and 5 non-ag-
gressive adjectives (see Table 3).

Procedures

The experiment consisted of the induction-
regulation phase and the IAT phase. Classi-
cal music was broadcast by earphones be-
fore and after the experiment in order to ease
the relaxation of the participants. The induc-
tion-regulation phase was the same as that in
Study 1.
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The IAT phase was conducted with an IAT
program that had 7 steps (Greenwald, Nosek,
& Banaji, 2003), including 5 practice tasks and
2 test tasks (see Table 4). Step 1 was practice
to identify the target concept words as quickly
and correctly as possible, classify the words
belonging to the concept “self” and press the
“D” key to respond, and to classify the words
belonging to the concept “others” and press
the “K” key to respond. Step 2 was practice to
distinguish the attribute concept words as
quickly and correctly as possible, classify the
words belonging to the concept “attack” and
press the “D” key to respond, and to classify
the words belonging to the concept “non-at-
tack” and press the “K” key to respond. Step 3
was practice to jointly identify all the stimulus
words presented in the first two steps, catego-
rize the words belonging to the concepts “self”
and “attack” and press the “D” key to respond,
and to identify the words belonging to the con-
cepts of “others” and “non-attack” and press
the “K” key to respond. Step 4 was the same

as Step 3, but the fourth step was the formal
test phase, and the reaction times and correct
rates were recorded. Step 5 was the opposite
of the target-concept discrimination exercise.
Contrary to Step 1, the participants identified
words belonging to the concept “others” and
press the “D” key to respond, and identified
words belonging to the concept “self” and press
the “K” key to respond. Step 6 was practice on
the incompatibility joint-task identification. The
“others” and “attack” words had to be classi-
fied and the “D” key used to respond, and the
“self” and “non-attack” words had to be classi-
fied and the “K” key used to respond. Step 7
was the same as Step 6. Step 7 formally tested
reaction times and correct rates.

Results

The data underwent a preliminary analysis in
accordance with Greenwald’s rules (2003).
Participants were eliminated if their correct ratio
was below 0.8. The reaction times were re-

Table 4 Steps and procedures in the IAT phase 
Step Description Response Key 

D 
Response Key  

K 
Trials 

1 Target concept words (Practice) Self others 20 
2 Attribute concept words (Practice) Attack non-attack 20 
3 Compatibility joint task (Practice) self+attack others+non-attack 20 
4 Compatibility joint task (Test) self+attack others+non-attack 40 
5 Opposite target word discrimination 

(Practice) 
Others Self 20 

6 Incompatibility joint task (Practice) others+attack self+non-attack 20 
7 Incompatibility joint task (Test) others+attack self+non-attack 40 

 

Table 3 IAT materials 
Type Words 
Self I(Wo), Myself(ZiJi), Me(BenRen), Me(An), We(WoMen) 
Others Him (Ta), They(TaMen), Outers(WaiRen), Others(TaRen), 

Another(BieRen) 
Aggressive Attack(Gongji), Fight(Fankang), War(ZhanZheng), Confront(DuiKang), 

Beat(XieJi) 
Non-aggressive Peace(HePing), Mild(WenHe),Trust(XinRen), Coorperation(HeZuo), 

Friendly(YouShan) 
Note. The words in brackets refer to the pronunciation of Pinyin in Chinese language 
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corded as 300 ms when they were below
300 ms, and recorded as 3000 ms when they
were above 3000 ms. All the reaction times
were included regardless of whether they were
correct or incorrect responses. The reaction
times of the compatibility and incompatibility
tasks were transformed into natural loga-
rithms. The IAT effect index and its logarithm
were calculated as the mean reaction time of
the incompatibility task minus the mean of the
compatibility task.

An independent-sample t-test showed no
significant difference between the IAT effect of
reaction times on the regulation group and the
non-regulation group, t(78) = -0.29, p > 0.05,
and  no significant difference on the IAT effect
of logarithm, t(78) = 0.06, p > 0.05 (see Table
5).

Discussion

The results of Study 2 showed that the implicit
bias toward aggression did not vary after the
regulation of shame. After regulation using the
self-blaming strategy, the IAT effect, represent-
ing the association between self and aggres-
sion, had a similar tendency as between the
regulation and non-regulation conditions, in-
dicating no regulation effect of shame on im-
plicit aggression. The bias of self to aggres-
siveness was not affected by the regulation of
shame.

The association between self and aggres-
sion in the IAT experiment refers to the implicit

bias of self toward aggressiveness. In the pro-
cess of socialization, individuals establish a
psychological structure related to aggressive
behavior, potentially affecting the individual’s
interpretation of environmental cues. The con-
nection between the concept of self and the
concept of aggression becomes a part of the
connected network in the individual mind. Once
the connection is stimulated, the self automati-
cally activates and spreads, so that the indi-
vidual’s aggressive traits and behaviors can
be automatically triggered, manifested as the
individual’s implicit aggression. Generally,
implicit measures are thought to be more ac-
curate, at least in the sense that they are less
susceptible to socially desirable responding,
faking, etc. Therefore, the implicit aggression
is stable. Although implicit aggression could
be influenced under some conditions (Dai et
al., 2005; Xie et al., 2010; Yang, 2012), and
one’s implicit moral self is also affected by
shame (Zhou, 2015), it is necessary to have a
trigger to push the process and implement this
change. The protective motive is one motiva-
tion of shame (de Hooge et al., 2010; de Hooge
et al., 2018), and self-blaming strategy can
possibly be a trigger. However, the effect size
of self-blaming strategy may be small. Based
on the content of the compatible and incom-
patible tasks in this experiment, the impact of
self-blaming strategy is not enough to change
the stable connection between the original
self-concept and the aggressive concept. The
IAT effect was similar between the two groups,

Table 5 Reaction times (ms) and the IAT effect in different conditions 
Conditions Index Tasks M SD IAT effect t 
Non-regulation Reaction times Compatibility 1077.33 227.47 -78.44 -0.29 
  Incompatibility 998.89 277.07   
Regulation Reaction times Compatibility 1125.39 324.25 -96.27  
  Incompatibility 1029.12 304.97   
Non-regulation Logarithm Compatibility 6.9605 0.2121 -0.0938  0.06 
  Incompatibility 6.8667 0.2981   
Regulation Logarithm Compatibility 6.9893 0.2682 -0.0902  
  Incompatibility 6.8991 0.2704   
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indicating that the regulation using the self-
blaming strategy could not change the asso-
ciation between “self” and “attack”.

General Discussion

The findings of the two experiments in the cur-
rent study showed the different effects of shame
regulation on aggression, in which the self-
regulation of shame through the self-blaming
strategy enhanced adolescents’ explicit ag-
gression, but no effects existed involving im-
plicit bias toward aggressiveness. This differ-
ence is related to the individual’s perception
of aggression.

Shame is closely related to aggression and
it can induce aggression (Åslund et al., 2009;
Heaven et al., 2009; Schoenleber et al., 2015).
Anger and aggression are considered to be
coping strategies to deal with shame (Elison
et al., 2014). There exist restore and protective
motivations following shame (de Hooge et al.,
2010; de Hooge et al., 2018), corresponding
to the confirmation or protection of self, respec-
tively, depending on the triggers to motivation.
Regarding self-regulation of shame, repres-
sive coping serves as a protective function
(Coifman et al., 2007), which is an effective
response to a threat. Individuals experiencing
repressive coping might not express it to the
outside world, they maybe commit it to the in-
ternal ego, such as self-blaming. Specifically,
self-blaming functions are a clue or trigger to
activate protective motive of shame, leading to
protective behavior, such as aggression. The
results from Study 1 also confirmed indirectly
some findings about the role of self-blaming.
Self-blaming has a role in the relationship of
shame and aggression (Zhang et al., 2013),
and could affect individual’s shame (Gao,
2016; Wang & Sang, 2019). The self-blaming
strategy is a defensive strategy (Sznycer et al.,
2016) that can exacerbate injury to self-identity
and self-worth of adolescents. Chinese tradi-
tional culture advocates the spirit of “cultivat-
ing self, family-discipline, governing the coun-
try and maintaining the world peace” (In Chi-
nese,                                  ) (Wang & Sang,
2019), which describes the theory, principles

and methods of moral cultivation by a number
of Confucian and Neo-Confucian scholars.
Chinese people pay more attention to self-cul-
tivation and their own responsibilities for their
behaviors, and they often regulate and man-
age their own affect and behavior using self-
blaming strategy. If adolescents superimpose
the extra effect of the self-blaming strategy on
the original relationship between shame and
aggression, they begin to do self-defense and
resistance, and then subjective aggression
becomes a major channel for venting; there-
fore, the immediate effect of shame leads to
the increased explicit aggression among ado-
lescents who have experienced shameful situ-
ations.

However, adolescents do not clearly per-
ceive their own aggressiveness when they pro-
cess some concepts on the IAT test. Individu-
als are accustomed to the cognitive attribution
of shameful events under their own attribution
styles. Based on the cognitive attribution theory
of self-conscious emotions (Lewis, 2008),
when the self-blaming strategy is used to deal
with a shameful event, adolescents attribute
the individual’s feelings of shame to them-
selves. But, the relationship between shame
and implicit aggression is steady and be-
comes one part of personality traits. And, as
far as implicit cognitive and social behavior is
concerned, the protective motive in self-blam-
ing strategy is not enough to affect the implicit
aggression. Therefore, the association be-
tween shame and implicit aggressiveness is
hard to change by self-blaming strategy.

There are some issues to address. The first
involves the measurement of aggression. The
tool developed by Buss and Perry (1992) is
designed mainly to evaluate a trait aggression
rather than state hostility or aggressive behav-
ior. There exists a strong relationship between
trait and state sociality. And the responses to
these items of questionnaire could also re-
flect the attitudes in the moment. It would be
better to measure directly the acute tendency
towards aggressive behavior in future re-
search. IAT is often applied to measure
strength of association between aggressive
tendencies and outwards expression (Richetin

修身，齐家，治国，平天下 
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& Richardson, 2008; Xie et al., 2010; Yang,
2012). One study found priming shame could
negatively affect an individual’s implicit moral
self (Zhou, 2015). According to IAT procedure
(Greenwald et al., 2003), there are practice
tasks taken before test tasks. The time for prac-
tice tasks potentially diminishes the emotional
response during test tasks, even though it is
very short. Therefore, future studies should use
a method more accurate than IAT, in order to
evaluate implicit aggression. The second is-
sue is about individual dispositions in the de-
sign. Some researchers have found that dif-
ferent kinds of narcissism, such as over/co-
vert, grandiose/vulnerable, are related to dif-
ferent behaviors (Derry, Ohan, & Bayliss, 2019;
Fossati, Borroni, Eisenberg, & Maffei, 2010;
Martinez, Zeichner, Reidy, & Miller, 2008). Be-
sides gender, other individual traits, such as
narcissism, could be taken into consideration
in future research.
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