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ABSTRACT
Gossip plays an essential role in our societies, and individuals gossip 
about others’ behavior for various reasons. While previous studies have 
consistently demonstrated that individuals are more willing to gossip 
about norm deviations, existing research has understudied the 
potential role of the group membership of gossip target (i.e. a person 
who is gossiped about) and gossip recipient (a person who is gossiped 
to) on the tendency to instigate gossip about norm deviation. We 
conducted a study (N = 1038) in which we orthogonally manipulated 
the group membership of a gossip target and a gossip recipient as well 
as types of target behavior (normative, negative norm deviation, and 
positive norm deviation), and tested several preregistered hypoth-
eses regarding the willingness to gossip and gossip motivations. We 
found that individuals were more willing to gossip about negative 
and positive norm deviations compared to normative behavior 
regardless of the group membership of a gossip target and recipient, 
except when they consider gossiping about in-group negative norm 
deviation toward an out-group member. Gossip motivations substan-
tially varied depending on the valence of norm deviation and the 
group membership.
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Gossip, the exchange of information about absent others (Foster, 2004), is ubiquitous 
(Giardini & Conte, 2012), and individuals are known to spend more than 60% of their 
social conversations on gossiping (Dunbar, 2004; Dunbar et al., 1997; Emler, 1994). 
Individuals base various social behaviors (e.g. helping and cooperation) on reputation 
information transmitted via gossip. As such, gossip plays a pivotal role as a tool for 
reputation management, and it is known to help us maintain cooperation (Beersma & 
Van Kleef, 2011; Feinberg et al., 2014; Imada, Hopthrow et al., 2021; Piazza & Bering, 
2008; Sommerfeld et al., 2007; Wu et al., 2016).

Gossip differs from other types of social conversations in that it conveys not only 
others’ behavior but also reputational information about them. As such, gossipers 
communicate information about what an absent person actually did as well as how 
they perceived the act. In fact, Dores Cruz et al. (2021) found that roughly 60% of 
gossips contained reputational information of others (e.g. trustworthiness, warmth, 
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competence, and dominance). Such dissemination of reputational information has 
been identified to facilitate reputation systems, which sustain and promote coopera-
tion in groups via allowing individuals to selectively interact with those with a good 
reputation (Feinberg et al., 2012). Various lab-based studies have demonstrated that 
individuals use gossip to make diverse social decisions, including whom to ostracize 
(Feinberg et al., 2014), whom to work with as a partner, and whether to trust others 
(Bozoyan et al., 2016). Furthermore, Dores Cruz et al. (2021) analyzed a number of 
instances of gossips in daily lives and reported that individuals indeed based helping 
and confronting behaviors toward others on reputation information about them that 
they obtained from gossip. Therefore, previous studies suggest that gossip works as 
an essential source of reputation information about others and contributes to main-
taining cooperation in groups, both in labs and in the field.

In terms of gossip content, previous studies have found that individuals are particularly 
motivated to gossip about norm deviations (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Feinberg et al., 
2012). Norms refer to collective ideas about approved and disapproved behavior and 
guide a wide range of social behaviors (Cialdini & Griskevicius, 2010). As such, information 
about who follows norms helps individuals with selective social interactions; namely, it 
guides them to identify non-cooperators whom they should avoid and punish as well as 
altruists with whom they would like to form a coalition. Feinberg et al. (2012) have shown 
that individuals are urged to gossip about non-cooperators. In addition, Peters et al. 
(2017) had participants watch a short video that involved norm deviations and found that 
they were more likely to discuss both positive and negative non-normative behaviors with 
others compared to normative behaviors.

Prior research has also addressed why individuals tend to talk about norm devia-
tions. Previous studies have identified various motivations for gossip (Beersma & Van 
Kleef, 2012; Dores Cruz et al., 2019; Hartung et al., 2019), and some studies have 
found that gossip about norm violators is driven mainly by the desire to protect 
gossip recipients from being exploited (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Feinberg et al., 
2012). As such, this type of gossip is referred to as prosocial gossip, and those with 
prosocial orientation are more likely to engage in it (Feinberg et al., 2012). Beersma 
and Van Kleef (2012) have also revealed that prosocial gossip is not only encouraged 
by a protection motive but also information sharing/gathering and, more impor-
tantly, intention to negatively affect norm violators. Previous studies have also 
suggested that individuals would use gossip as an indirect punishment toward 
norm violators (Eriksson et al., 2021; Molho et al., 2020). Furthermore, Peters et al. 
(2017) revealed that gossiping about norm deviations led to increased social cohe-
sion between individuals sharing the gossip. Taken together, existing findings sug-
gest that gossip about non-normative behavior would have multiple roles, and there 
would be diverse motives behind it.

Despite the ample evidence that norm deviation is one of the common subjects of 
gossip, existing research has understudied the potential role of group membership in 
shaping gossip about norm deviation, predominantly focusing on norm deviations by 
members of their own group (e.g. Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012). Social norms tend to be 
group-specific (e.g. Legros & Cislaghi, 2020), but societies often have diverse groups, e.g. 

114 H. IMADA ET AL.



different ethnic, racial, religious, and linguistic groups (Patsiurko et al., 2012). In addition, 
some social norms are shared by different groups (Eriksson et al., 2021). Accordingly, 
individuals, especially those who live in a heterogeneous community, can witness an out- 
group member violating a norm that they themselves follow (e.g. Winter & Zhang, 2018). 
Thus, it is of vital importance to elucidate the tendency to gossip about norm deviations 
by out-group members, and the present research aims to examine whether the tendency 
to instigate gossip about norm deviations would vary depending on the group member-
ship of a deviant (i.e. gossip target).

In this article, we investigate gossip about out-group norm deviations in compar-
ison to gossip about in-group norm deviations. More specifically, we will address the 
following questions; (1) whether the tendency to instigate gossip about norm devia-
tion, as compared to gossip about normative behavior, holds when it is committed 
by an out-group member, (2) whether such tendency varies depending on group 
membership of recipients of gossip, and (3) whether the willingness to gossip about 
norm deviations and motivations behind it would vary depending on the group 
membership of gossip target and recipients. Accordingly, we had participants read 
a scenario in which an in-group or an out-group member displayed normative or 
non-normative behavior and indicate to what extent they would like to gossip about 
the behavior to an in-group or out-group member. In addition, we examined why 
they would and would not like to gossip.

Moreover, we investigate both positive and negative norm deviations to further extend 
previous findings, which only focused on negative in-group norm deviations (e.g. Beersma 
& Van Kleef, 2012). Therefore, this study followed a 3 (behavior: normative vs. positive norm 
deviation vs. negative norm deviation) × 2 (gossip target: in-group vs. out-group member) × 
2 (gossip recipient: in-group vs. out-group member) design.

Hypotheses and rationales

Willingness to instigate gossip

Negative norm deviation
For in-group negative norm deviation, as demonstrated by Beersma and Van Kleef (2012), 
it is of vital importance for individuals to protect other in-group members from getting 
exploited by norm violators. In addition, negative gossip can function as indirect punish-
ment (Eriksson et al., 2021; Molho et al., 2020). Thus, individuals should place significant 
value on negative norm deviation committed by an in-group member and, thus, they 
would be more willing to discuss it with other in-group members, compared to normative 
behavior.

When a gossip recipient is an out-group member, they would not like to tell out-group 
members about in-group norm violators; previous studies demonstrated that individuals 
were motivated to behave such that out-group members would positively think about 
their group (Hopkins et al., 2007; Van Leeuwen & Täuber, 2012). On the other hand, 
negative gossip toward out-group members might still function as indirect punishment to 
in-group norm violators, as this, at least, serves to disseminate negative reputation of 
them. It should be noted that transmission of negative reputation information to the out- 
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group is unlikely to result in negative reputational consequences such as ostracism 
(Mifune et al., 2010; Mifune & Yamagishi, 2015; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008), and this 
would not be as efficient as gossip toward in-group members. Overall, there are two 
competing motivations: protection of group image and indirect punishment. One might 
outweigh and dominate the other, or they cancel each other. Given that the current 
empirical literature does not provide a sound basis to draw predictions, we explore 
whether individuals would be more willing to gossip about in-group negative deviation 
toward an out-group recipient compared to in-group normative behavior.

When a gossip target is an out-group member, we can expect that individuals would 
be more likely to gossip about negative norm deviation than normative behavior, regard-
less of the group membership of a gossip recipient. We assume that individuals would be 
motivated to transmit such gossip toward in-group members for several reasons; first, 
individuals would use such gossip as a means to have social enjoyment and/or foster 
social cohesion (Peters et al., 2017). Second, given that Schiller et al. (2014) showed that 
individuals were willing to punish out-group norm violators more harshly than in-group 
violators (but also see, Marques & Paez, 1994), they would utilize gossip to punish them so 
and be motivated to do so. Third, information about a negative norm violator could help 
other in-group members avoid getting exploited by the deviant (Feinberg et al., 2012), 
and such gossip can serve to protect in-group members. On the other hand, when 
a gossip recipient is an out-group member, we assume that individuals would gossip 
about negative out-group norm deviation primarily to punish the deviant (Eriksson et al., 
2021; Molho et al., 2020). Therefore, individuals, overall, would be more willing to gossip 
about out-group negative norm deviation toward an in- and out-group gossip recipient 
than out-group normative behavior.

Taken together, we hypothesize that, compared to normative behavior, individuals 
would be more willing to gossip about negative norm deviation (1) when a gossip target 
is an in-group member and a gossip recipient is also an in-group member (Hypothesis 1) 
and (2) when a gossip target is an out-group member regardless of the group member-
ship of a gossip recipient (Hypotheses 2 and 3). Importantly, we do not predict whether or 
not individuals would be more willing to instigate gossip about negative norm deviation 
when a gossip target is an in-group member and a gossip recipient is an out-group 
member (see, Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of hypotheses.

Hypothesis Behavior Target Recipient NI SE RB P GI IG/IV
More or less willing  

to gossip?

Hypothesis 8 Negative In In + + + + + More (Hypothesis 1)
Hypothesis 9 Negative In Out + - +
Hypothesis 10 Negative Out In + + + + + More (Hypothesis 2)
Hypothesis 11 Negative Out Out + + More (Hypothesis 3)
Hypothesis 12 Positive In In + + + More (Hypothesis 4)
Hypothesis 13 Positive In Out + + More (Hypothesis 5)
Hypothesis 14 Positive Out In + - + Less (Hypothesis 6)
Hypothesis 15 Positive Out Out - + Less (Hypothesis 7)

Note: NI: negative influence (indirect punishment); SE: social enjoyment; RB: relationship building; P: protection; GI: group 
image; IG: information gathering; IV: information validation. + and – indicate gossip motivations would encourage and 
discourage individuals to gossip, respectively. Hypotheses 1–7 pertain to whether negative/positive norm deviations 
are more or less likely to be gossiped about as compared to normative behavior. Hypotheses 8–15 are about which 
gossip motivation(s) predicts the willingness to gossip.
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Positive norm deviation
Previous studies have suggested that positive reputation information is particularly 
important for within-group selective social interactions (e.g. choosing a partner to coop-
erate; Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; Roberts, 1998). Thus, communicating information about in- 
group members who have exhibited non-normative good behavior to other in-group 
members should be valuable. As such, we expect that individuals would be willing to 
gossip about positive in-group norm deviation toward in-group members compared to 
in-group normative behavior. By contrast, talking about such good deeds in their group 
toward out-group members would also help them demonstrate the quality of their group 
relative to the out-group (i.e. enhanced positive image of the in-group; e.g. Hopkins et al., 
2007). Thus, regardless of the group membership of a gossip recipient, individuals would 
tend to instigate gossip about positive norm deviation by in-group members more than 
they would in-group normative behavior.

In contrast, out-group members who display extremely positive behavior would be 
a source of threats as it implies the superiority of the out-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
Individuals may utilize gossip about out-group norm deviation as a means to have social 
enjoyment with other in-group members, but, given that the maintenance of a positive 
group image is crucial and individuals often incur personal costs to enhance the positive 
image of their group, we expect that the motivation to refrain from discussing good deeds 
by out-group members would outweigh the social enjoyment they could get out of such 
gossip. Therefore, we expect people would be less willing to gossip about positive out- 
group norm deviation toward, regardless of the group membership of gossip recipients.

Overall, we hypothesize that compared to normative behavior, individuals would be 
more likely to gossip about positive in-group norm deviation regardless of the group 
membership of a gossip recipient (Hypotheses 4 and 5). In addition, we expect that they 
would be less likely to gossip about positive out-group norm deviation compared to 
normative behavior, irrespective of the group membership of a gossip recipient 
(Hypotheses 6 and 7). See, Table 1 for a summary of hypotheses.

Motivations of gossip about norm deviations
Additionally, we have a set of hypotheses related to motivations behind gossip about norm 
deviation. Previous studies have identified seven distinct gossip motivations: information 
gathering, information sharing, social enjoyment, relationship building, negative influence, 
and protection (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Hartung et al., 2019). However, previous studies 
that examined different types of gossip motivations focused on interpersonal contexts, and 
the existing set of gossip motivations lacks a key intergroup gossip motivation: group image 
concern. As discussed earlier, previous studies consistently demonstrated that individuals 
incurred costs to increase the positive image of their group, especially from out-group 
members (Hopkins et al., 2007; Van Leeuwen & Täuber, 2012), and such concern for group 
image would be likely to motivate gossiping behavior. In this study, we will investigate how 
different gossip motivations, including group image concern and the other seven motives, 
influence the willingness to gossip. We summarize our hypotheses regarding gossip moti-
vation in Table 1, and we shall elaborate on these in the following paragraphs.

Beersma and Van Kleef (2012) found that information gathering and validation motives 
were consistently associated with gossip tendency across different contexts. Given that 
gossip, by definition, functions as a medium for reputation information exchange, we 
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assume that they would always be related to the willingness to gossip. Gossip driven by 
the negative influence motivation is referred to as indirect aggression (Beersma & Van 
Kleef, 2012; Richardson & Green, 1997), and people, especially those who live in 
a pathogen-rich area, see gossip as an appropriate way to punish norm violators 
(Eriksson et al., 2021; Molho et al., 2020). Thus, the negative influence (i.e. indirect punish-
ment) motivation would be positively related to gossip about negative norm deviation.

Regarding the relationship-building motivation, Peters et al. (2017) found that indivi-
duals who discussed a third person’s negative norm deviation developed social bonding 
between themselves. However, while gossip about positive norm deviation also seemed 
to increase social cohesion, the effect was not significant, suggesting that positive gossip 
might not be an efficient way to foster social bonding. Thus, we expect that the relation-
ship-building motivation would be positively associated with the tendency to instigate 
gossip about negative norm deviation toward in-group members. Similarly, social enjoy-
ment would be associated with gossip toward in-group members. This motivation refers 
to the willingness to simply have a good time with a gossip recipient (Beersma & Van 
Kleef, 2012), and we predict that this motivation would explain the gossip tendency 
toward in-group members.

Gossip can inform others about norm deviates and help them avoid interacting with 
them (Feinberg et al., 2012), and the motivation to protect others would drive such gossip. 
We expect that the protection motives would be positively associated with the will-
ingness to gossip about negative norm deviation toward in-group members. Finally, the 
group image motive would encourage and discourage gossiping behavior that could 
promote and jeopardize the reputation of the in-group, respectively. Specifically, we 
hypothesize that it would be positively associated with gossip about positive in-group 
norm deviation, and it would be negatively associated with gossip about negative in- 
group norm deviation toward out-group members and gossip about positive out-group 
norm deviation.

Method

Data availability and open science

The data, study material, and analysis codes associated with the research are available at 
https://osf.io/u3yxt/?view_only=062cbd431f114f61be315a0d56ba727d.

Participants and design

Tihs study followed a 3 (behavior: normative behavior vs. positive norm deviation vs. 
negative normative deviation) × 2 (gossip target: in-group vs. out-group member) × 2 
(gossip recipient: in-group vs. out-group member) mixed design with the last condition 
being a within-subject factor. To address Hypotheses 1–7, we dummy-coded the first 
factor as follows: contrast 1: negative norm deviation – normative behavior; contrast 2: 
positive norm deviation – normative behavior. To investigate the gossip motivations, we 
ran regression analyses where the willingness to gossip was predicted by the six different 
gossip motivations for each condition. Using G*power (Erdfelder et al., 2009), we con-
ducted a priori power analysis, and it revealed that 156 participants would be sufficient to 
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detect a small-to-medium effect size of f2 = 0.04 for each regression coefficient with 80% 
power at alpha = 0.05 (one-tailed). As we did not find effect sizes in previous studies that 
we could use for the power analysis, we assumed to see small-to-medium effects (i.e. 
heuristics, Lakens, 2022). We chose one-tailed tests for the power analysis as we hypothe-
sized the direction of the association between gossip motivations and the tendency to 
instigate gossip. However, because of the study design, the sample size we can have for 
each regression will be one-sixth of the total sample size, indicating that we would need 
156 × 6 = 936 participants to make sure we have sufficient power for each regression. 
Thus, we aimed to recruit 1050 participants from three universities in England to account 
for data exclusion. We used different out-groups for the three universities. For each 
university, we chose an out-group that was located near the university and considered 
to be academically competing.

Procedure

After giving consent, participants were asked to read a story about a university student 
who works at a bar on their campus. In the vignette, we manipulated the group member-
ship (university affiliation: in-group vs. out-group) of the student and their behavior at 
work (normative behavior vs. positive norm deviation vs. negative norm deviation). We 
modified Beersma and Van Kleef’s (2012) vignette, and the scenario reads, “Imagine you 
have heard the following story about a [in-group or out-group] student working at a bar. 
The bar is located on [in-group or out-group] campus, and employees are mostly [in- 
group or out-group] students. In the bar, employees work in a team, and there is 
a common norm that team members help each other out with chores when needed. 
One of the most common-yet generally disliked-chore is doing dishes. The bar is always 
busy, and each employee usually does dishes three times a night. One of the employees, 
Worker X is a current [in-group or out-group] student. One night, Coworker X does 
[behavior manipulation].” For normative behavior, we filled in the last square bracket 
with “three times.” For positive norm deviation, we had “six times, helping other employ-
ees.” Finally, for negative norm deviation, we rewrote the last part of the scenario to 
“Coworker X does not do dishes at all, avoiding to do the unpleasant work.” After 
participants read the scenario, they were presented with two attention check questions 
regarding (1) how many times other employees usually do dishes a night (more, less, or as 
many times as employees at the bar usually do) and (2) group membership of Worker 
X (i.e. gossip target). After the attention check questions, participants were asked to 
indicate how they perceived Worker X’s behavior, using a scale ranging from 1 = extremely 
negative to 7=extremely positive. This question served as a manipulation check question.

Then, participants were asked to imagine situations where they bumped into a group of 
in-group members or out-group members, and one of them started talking to themselves. 
More specifically, participants read the following vignette, “Imagine that, after hearing the 
story, you bumped into a group of [in-group or out-group] students, and one of them has 
started talking to you.” They answered two questions assessing the willingness to gossip 
about Worker X (e.g. in the described situation, I would talk to the [in-group or out-group] 
student about Worker X) and 18 items measuring the motivation of the gossip. Example 
gossip motivation items included “to obtain knowledge about Worker X (information 
gathering/validation),” “to improve the relationship with the [in-group or out-group] 
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student (relationship building),” “to say negative things about Worker X (negative influ-
ence),” “to protect the [in-group or out-group] student from Worker X (protection),” “to have 
a good time (social enjoyment),” and “to protect the image of my university (group image).” 
Participants, therefore, answered 20 questions for each of the two situations (in-group 
gossip recipient and out-group gossip recipient). The order of the presentation of the 
scenarios was randomized and counterbalanced. Finally, they provided demographic infor-
mation (sex, age, and nationality) and were debriefed.

Measures

Willingness to gossip
To measure the willingness to instigate gossip, we used two items from Beersma and Van 
Kleef (2012); “In the described situation, I would talk to the [in-group or out-group] 
student about Worker X” and “In the described situation, I would talk to the [in-group 
or out-group] student about the way in which Worker X was behaving.” Participants will 
answer them using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = definitely not to 7 = certainly.

Gossip motivation
We used the gossip motivation scale developed by Hartung et al. (2019). This consisted of 
a total of 18 items, and 6 different motivations (information validation, information 
gathering, relationship building, protection, social enjoyment, and negative influence) 
were each measured by three items. Participants answered them using a 7-point scale 
ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree. We randomized the order 
of the items. In addition, we introduced three items measuring the group image concern 
motivation, based on Ashokkumar et al.’s (2019) motivation to protect group reputation 
scale (e.g. to protect the image of my university).

Results: preregistered

Deviations from the preregistration

We made minor changes and corrections to the preregistered analysis code, such as 
additional logical parameters in some functions. We report them in detail in the final analysis 
code (see analysis codes in the OSF repository). In addition, we would like to note here that 
we missed codes to test Hypotheses 3 and 7, and we wrote and added them after 
preregistration. Otherwise, we did not deviate from the preregistered analysis code, and 
we followed the preregistered analytic plan. We performed all analyses without preregis-
tered data exclusions and report results in the OSF repository. Overall, results with and 
without data exclusion did not differ in meaningful ways. Following our preregistration and 
Rubin (2021), we did not implement p-value adjustments for our hypothesis testing.

Data exclusion and reliability analyses

We collected participants from three British universities, using university online participant 
recruitment pools. Given that, from our prior experience, many students in these pools 
often sign up but do not end up completing surveys, we allowed more participants to sign 
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up and take our study than the target sample size. As a result, we had 1153 completed 
responses (Mage = 19.47, SD = 3.00, 159 males, 976 females), exceeding the target sample 
size of 1050. Following the preregistration, we excluded participants based on two criteria: 
completion time and comprehension check questions. We first excluded participants whose 
study completion time was three median absolute deviations away from the median 
completion time (Leys et al., 2013; Miller, 1991). Then, we excluded those who failed to 
answer the comprehensive check questions correctly. This left us 1038 participants for the 
analyses, and a sensitivity power analysis indicated that we could detect an effect size of 
f2 = .05 (beta coefficients) with 90% statistical power (one-tailed). Following Flora (2020), we 
then conducted a confirmatory factor analysis for each gossip motivation subscale and 
computed ω. All subscales showed satisfactory reliability, ωs > .82.

Manipulation check

We conducted planned contrasts on an item measuring to what extent participants 
perceived Worker X’s behavior as a manipulation check. It was revealed that participants 
in the negative norm deviation condition (N = 348, M = 2.07, SD = 0.76) perceived the 
behavior significantly more negatively than those in the normative condition (N = 348, 
M = 4.83, SD = 1.04), B = −2.76, p < .001. Those in the positive norm deviation condition 
(N = 342, M = 6.06, SD = 1.09) perceived it significantly more positively than those in the 
normative condition, B = 1.23, p < .001. Thus, our manipulation was successful.

Hypothesis testing: willingness to the gossip (H1–H7)

We took an average of the responses to the two items measuring the willingness to 
instigate gossip and used it as a main dependent variable (see, Figure 1). To test H1–H7, as 
explained earlier, we dummy-coded the behavior of the gossip target as follows: contrast 
1: negative norm deviation vs. normative behavior; contrast 2: positive norm deviation – 
normative behavior. We conducted simple effect analyses, examining whether these 
contrasts would be significant in each of the following conditions: the in-group target × 
in-group recipient (H1 and 4), the out-group target × in-group recipient (H2 and 6), the 
out-group target × out-group recipient condition (H3 and 7), and the in-group × out- 
group recipient (H5). More specifically, we regressed contrasts 1 and 2 on the willingness 
to gossip in each condition. We also report results of preregistered pairwise comparisons 
using estimated marginal means. 

H1 and 4: gossip about in-group norm deviation toward an in-group member

The regression model was significant, F(2, 496) = 4.03, p = .02, R2 = .02. Individuals were 
willing to gossip about negative in-group norm deviation toward an in-group member 
(N = 176, M = 2.61, SD = 1.46) compared to in-group normative behavior (N = 159, 
M = 2.20, SD = 1.40), B = 0.41, p = .01, semi-partial correlation (sr) = .12. Similarly, individuals 
were more willing to gossip about positive in-group norm deviation toward an in-group 
member (N = 164, M = 2.54, SD = 1.32) compared to in-group normative behavior, 
B = 0.34, p = .03, sr = .10. Thus, Hypotheses 1 and 4 are supported. 
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H2 and 6: gossip about out-group norm deviation toward an in-group member

We conducted the same analysis among those in the out-group gossip target condi-
tion and in the in-group gossip recipient condition, F(2, 536) = 29.09, p < .001, R2 = .10. 
Individuals were significantly more willing to gossip about out-group negative norm 
deviation toward an in-group member (N = 172, M = 3.19, SD = 1.41) compared to out- 
group normative behavior (N = 189, M = 2.23, SD = 1.34), B = 0.96, p < .001, sr = .26. They 
were significantly more likely to gossip about out-group positive norm deviation toward 
an in-group member (N = 178, M = 3.22, SD = 1.51) compared to out-group normative 
behavior, B = 0.99, p < .001, sr = .27. Hypothesis 2 is supported. However, while we 
predicted that individuals would be less willing to gossip about positive out-group 
deviation toward an in-group member, we obtained the effect of the opposite direction, 
and Hypothesis 6 is not supported. 

H3 and 7: gossip about out-group norm deviation towards an out-group member

We conducted the regression analysis among those who were in the out-group gossip 
target and the out-group gossip recipient condition, F(2, 536) = 10.54, p < .001, R2 = .04. 
Individuals were more willing to gossip about out-group negative (N = 172, M = 2.22, 
SD = 1.24) and positive norm deviation (N = 178, M = 2.36, SD = 1.36) toward an out-group 
member compared to out-group normative behavior (N = 189, M = 1.79, SD = 1.13), 
contrast 1: B = 0.43, p < .001, sr = .14; contrast 2: B = 0.57, p < .001, sr = .19. Thus, 
Hypothesis 3 is supported, but while we expected that individuals would be less likely to 
gossip about out-group positive deviation compared to normative behavior, we found 
the opposite effect, not supporting Hypothesis 7. 

figure 1. Descriptive statistics for the willingness to gossip in each condition. Note: Diamonds and 
their error bars indicate means and 95% confidence intervals, respectively.
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H5: gossip about in-group norm deviation toward an out-group member

We conducted the regression analysis among participants in the in-group gossip target 
and the out-group gossip recipient condition, F(2, 496) = 10.98, p < .001, R2 = .04. Contrast 
1 was not significant (B = 0.31, p = .05, sr = .09), and, thus, individuals were not significantly 
more willing to gossip about negative in-group norm deviation toward an out-group 
member (N = 176, M = 2.73, SD = 1.47) compared to in-group normative behavior 
(N = 159, M = 2.42, SD = 1.39). Contrast 2 was significant, indicating that individuals 
were more willing to gossip about in-group positive norm deviation toward an out-group 
member (N = 164, M = 3.18, SD = 1.52) compared to in-group normative behavior, 
B = 0.76, p < .001, sr = .20. Thus, Hypothesis 5 is supported.

Hypothesis testing: gossip motivations (H8–H15)

Following the preregistration, we carried out multiple linear regressions where the will-
ingness to gossip was predicted by the six gossip motivations. We summarize the results 
in Table 2. Descriptive statistics of gossip motivations in each condition can be found in 
the supplementary results in the OSF repository. Overall, none of the hypotheses were 
fully supported. 

H8: gossip about in-group negative norm deviation toward an in-group member

We predicted that all gossip motivations except for the group image motivation would 
be positively associated with the willingness to gossip about in-group negative norm 
deviation toward an in-group member. Yet, the results indicated that negative influence 
and protection motivations were the only two significant predictors of the willingness to 
gossip. We found that they were positively associated with the willingness to gossip. 

H9: gossip about in-group negative norm deviation toward an out-group member

We hypothesized that the willingness to gossip about in-group negative norm devia-
tion toward an out-group member would be positively associated with the negative 
influence and information gathering/validation motivations and negatively associated 
with the group image motivation. The analysis revealed that while the information 
gathering/validation motivations were positively associated with the willingness to gos-
sip, the group image motivation and negative influence motivations were not signifi-
cantly associated with it. In addition, we found that protection motivation was positively 
associated with the tendency to gossip. 

H10: gossip about out-group negative norm deviation toward an in-group member

We hypothesized that all gossip motivations except for the group image motivation would 
be positively related to the willingness to gossip about out-group negative norm deviation 
toward an in-group member. We found that the negative influence and information gather-
ing/validation were positively associated with the willingness to gossip, but the rest were not. 
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H11: gossip about out-group negative norm deviation toward an out-group member

We expected that the negative influence and information gathering/validation would 
be positively associated with the willingness to gossip about out-group negative norm 
deviation toward an out-group member. While we found that the negative influence 
motivation was positively associated with the willingness to gossip, the information 
gathering/validation motivation was not. 

H12: gossip about in-group positive norm deviation towards an in-group member

We predicted that the willingness to gossip about in-group positive norm deviation 
toward an in-group member would be positively associated with the social enjoyment, 
group image, and information gathering/validation motivations. We found that the group 
image motivation was positively related to the willingness to gossip, but the others were not. 

H13: gossip about in-group positive norm deviation toward an out-group member

We hypothesized that the group image and information gathering/validation would be 
positively associated with the willingness to gossip about in-group positive norm deviation 
toward an out-group member. The analysis revealed that the group image motivation and 
information gathering/validation were positively associated with the willingness to gossip. 

H14: gossip about out-group positive norm deviation toward an in-group member

We predicted that the social enjoyment and information gathering/validation would 
be positively associated with the willingness to gossip about out-group positive norm 
deviation toward an in-group member, and the group image motivation would be 
negatively associated with it. While we found that the social enjoyment and information 
gathering/validation motivations were positively associated with the willingness to gos-
sip, the group image motivation was not significantly associated with it. 

H15: gossip about out-group positive norm deviation toward an out-group member

Finally, we expected that the willingness to gossip about out-group positive norm 
deviation toward an out-group member would be positively and negatively associated 
with the information gathering/validation and group image motivations, respectively. 
Strikingly, none of the six gossip motivations were significantly associated with the 
willingness to gossip.

Discussion

In this research, we explored the willingness to gossip about norm deviations and 
motivations behind it, with the group membership of the gossip target and recipient 
being orthogonally manipulated. This well-powered preregistered study yielded valuable 
insights toward better understanding intergroup gossip; firstly, we have found that 
individuals are generally more willing to gossip about norm deviations compared to 
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normative behavior, regardless of the group membership of the gossip target and 
recipient. However, the willingness to gossip about negative norm deviation does not 
differ from that about normative behavior when the gossip target is an in-group member 
and the gossip recipient is an out-group member. Regarding gossip motivations, we have 
revealed that motivations behind gossip substantially vary depending on the group 
membership and the valence of norm deviation. Given that group memberships have 
a close bearing on actual social interactions, our study offers valuable insights into better 
understanding everyday gossip behavior and motivations. Below, we first discuss the 
implications of the findings and close with limitations and future directions.

Regarding the willingness to instigate gossip about norm deviation, previous studies have 
mainly focused on in-group negative norm deviations and demonstrated that individuals 
were more likely to gossip about it toward another in-group member compared to in-group 
normative behavior (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012). We first replicated the finding and further 
extended it in several directions by examining the role of the valence of norm deviation and 
the group membership. Firstly, as expected, we have documented the increased willingness 
to gossip about negative norm deviation as compared to normative behavior when the 
gossip target was an out-group member. Yet, it is important to note that motivations behind 
gossips about in-group and out-group negative norm deviations are different. The gossip 
about in-group negative norm deviation toward another in-group member was driven by the 
desire to protect them from further exploitation (i.e. the protection motive) and punish the in- 
group norm violator (i.e. the negative influence motivation). While individuals’ willingness to 
gossip about out-group negative norm deviation toward an in-group member was related to 
the punishment motive, it was not associated with the protection motive. These suggest that 
individuals utilize gossips to punish others regardless of the group membership of norm 
violators, but they do not necessarily expect in-group members to be vulnerable to exploita-
tion by out-group norm violators. This interpretation seems to be in line with Yamagishi 
et al.’s (1999) claim that individuals do not expect out-group members to interact with and 
harm in-group members.

We have found that when a gossip recipient is an out-group member, individuals are 
no longer more willing to gossip about in-group negative norm deviation compared to 
normative behavior. While we predicted that the group image motivation would be 
negatively associated with gossip about in-group negative norm deviation toward an out- 
group member, we did not find support for it. It was rather related to the protection 
motivation. This suggests that they are motivated to protect out-group members from the 
in-group norm violator. This seems to be relevant to the previous studies suggesting that 
individuals are willing to compensate out-group members for wrongdoings by an in- 
group member (Costabile & Austin, 2018; Gino et al., 2009). Presumably, individuals gossip 
in advance so that they can avoid feeling guilt (Costabile & Austin, 2018) and paying costs 
for compensation (Gino et al., 2009), suggesting that the out-group protection motivation 
might be self-serving rather than altruistic.

We also investigated the willingness to instigate gossip about positive norm deviation, 
which has been relatively understudied in the current literature. Overall, as compared to 
normative behavior, individuals are more willing to gossip about positive norm deviations, 
regardless of the group membership. Regarding gossip motivations, we have shown that 
the desire to maintain a positive group image (i.e. the group image motivation) is related to 
gossips about in-group positive norm deviations irrespective of the group membership of 
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the gossip recipient. Our study is the first to identify the group image concern as a distinct 
motivation shaping intergroup gossip. Previous studies have demonstrated that individuals 
display a wider range of behaviors to maintain a positive group image (Ashokkumar et al., 
2019; Costabile & Austin, 2018; Gino et al., 2009; Hopkins et al., 2007; Kahalon et al., 2019; 
Kardos et al., 2019; Shuman et al., 2018), and our study extends the literature by revealing 
that it is also related to gossip behavior.

Overall, these findings provide valuable insights into the role of gossip in modern 
societies that often consist of individuals who belong to different groups. Previous studies 
on reputation and intergroup behavior, especially intergroup discrimination (Balliet et al., 
2014), have been based on the premise that each group has a distinct reputation system 
and network; Mifune and colleagues (Mifune et al., 2010; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008), for 
instance, argued that individuals are more cooperative with in-group members than out- 
group members because maintaining a reputation in an out-group does not lead to 
reputational benefits such as indirect reciprocity. As such, findings from these studies 
have limited implications for how individuals behave in heterogeneous societies, where 
they can be observed by out-group members. We found that individuals are willing to 
gossip and communicate reputation information of in-group members and out-group 
members toward others regardless of their group membership. This suggests that reputa-
tional dynamics can transcend group boundaries and individuals may care about reputa-
tion of and from out-group members. Thus, people are interested in reputational 
information of those who belong to an out-group and willing to transmit reputational 
information of in-group members to out-group members. That being said, our findings 
are based on one simple scenario and it is sensible to further examine how transmission of 
reputational information takes place between different groups and how it contributes to 
shaping social behaviors in modern, heterogeneous societies.

In addition, there is a rich body of research on how people perceive and react to 
intergroup criticism (e.g. Ditrich et al., 2022; Hornsey & Imani, 2004; Hornsey et al., 2002; 
Saguy & Halperin, 2014). Saguy and Halperin (2014), for instance, found that Israeli Jews 
became more open to Palestinians’ perspectives after informed about a Palestinian 
criticizing other Palestinians. On the other hand, Hornsey et al. (2002) found that indivi-
duals respond to such criticisms with defensiveness. These findings are complementary to 
our findings on the tendency to engage in intergroup gossip; further research combining 
our knowledge about how people perceive and use intergroup gossip will help us 
elucidate the role of intergroup exchange of reputation information in societies. While 
we examined to what extent and why individuals are willing to gossip about out-group 
norm deviations, we did not address their meta-perception about how such gossip is 
received and its potential consequences. Thus, synthesizing our work with the existing 
literature on intergroup criticism will advance our understanding of how intergroup 
gossip shapes intergroup relations in heterogeneous societies.

We would like to discuss several limitations and future directions of the study. Firstly, 
the norm deviation in the experimental vignette was not severe or morally charged. 
Molho et al. (2020) reported that the perceived wrongness of target behavior was 
positively related to gossip intention and behavior, suggesting that the more severe 
and morally wrong the negative norm deviation is, the more willing individuals would 
be to gossip about it. Thus, with scenarios with more intense and morally charged 
negative norm deviations, we may observe more acute associations between the 
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willingness to gossip and gossip motivations, such as the protection and group image 
motivations. When it comes to positive norm deviations, Parks and Stone (2010) sug-
gested that those who display extremely positive behavior are punished by in-group 
members. Such a tendency is found to be particularly high when individuals compete to 
be chosen as a partner (Pleasant & Barclay, 2018). Thus, while we found that gossips about 
positive in-group norm deviation were not related to the punishment motivation, the 
punishment motivation may become a strong predictor of it when target behavior 
substantially and positively differs from normative behavior. Thus, manipulating the 
intensity of norm deviation would be a promising future direction.

Secondly, we used a university affiliation as a focal intergroup context, and it would be 
important to retest our hypotheses with different intergroup contexts. While the university 
affiliation involves academic rivalry and is known to trigger intergroup biases (Hackel et al., 
2017; Ockenfels & Werner, 2014), there are diverse and often more competitive intergroup 
relations such as political and morally opposing groups (Imada, Codd et al., 2021; Weisel & 
Böhm, 2015). Previous studies found that intergroup competition increases within-group 
punishments (Rebers & Koopmans, 2012; Sääksvuori et al., 2011), and the punishment 
motivation would become more salient, and the willingness to gossip about negative 
norm deviation would increase when focusing on more competitive intergroup contexts. 
Thus, it would be desirable to attempt to replicate the findings with different intergroup 
contexts, e.g. morally- and politically charged relationships, to further qualify our results.

Thirdly, we examined how the seven gossip motivations shaped the willingness to 
gossip, but it may not be a comprehensive set of key gossip motivations. Since the gossip 
motivation scale was established (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012), scholars have identified 
more gossip motivations and extended the scale (Dores Cruz et al., 2019; Hartung et al., 
2019). In this research, we revealed group image concern as a novel gossip motivation 
influencing intergroup gossip. Therefore, there could be other important motivations for 
gossip, and future work that aims to identify an exhaustive list of gossip motivations 
driving everyday gossip behavior would further advance our understanding on what 
motivates (intergroup) gossip.

Lastly, we employed the experimental vignette with hypothetical individuals and 
relationships. While this allowed us to investigate intergroup gossip in an abstract setting 
where we can control for potential effects of relationships with gossip targets and 
recipients, our findings might not be able to fully explain intergroup gossip when actual 
acquaintances are involved. For instance, when an in-group gossip target is a close in- 
group member (i.e. a best friend), individuals may not be willing to gossip about the 
negative norm violation as much as they would when the target is a random in-group 
member; interpersonal connection may dictate the gossip tendency. Future studies 
should, therefore, qualify our findings by incorporating actual social relationships.

Finally, we would like to note that social identification (Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 
1979; Turner, 1975) may be relevant to intergroup gossip. Tajfel, Turner, and colleagues 
argued that individuals who identify with the in-group were motivated to behave in 
a way they can establish a positively distinctive group identity. Their theory has guided 
numerous studies pertaining to intergroup processes, and the strength of social identi-
fication is known to moderate a wide range of intergroup behavior (for reviews, see, 
Hewstone et al., 2002; Hogg & Abrams, 1988). It can be expected that strong identifica-
tion may amplify some gossip motivations, such as the group image motivation, which 
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can serve to achieve positive social identity distinctiveness. More relatedly, previous 
studies have revealed that individuals with strong social identification evaluated in- 
group norm violators more harshly than out-group norm violators (Marques et al., 2001; 
Marques & Paez, 1994). On the other hand, Packer (2014) found that high identifiers 
were less likely to express criticism toward their in-group with an out-group audience 
compared to low identifiers. These studies together suggest that high social identifica-
tion leads to harsh evaluation of in-group negative norm deviations but does not 
necessarily lead to increased tendency to the gossip about it toward out-group mem-
bers, which is, in fact, consistent with our finding that people are no longer more willing 
to gossip about it toward out-group members compared to in-group normative 
behavior. The integration of the social identity perspective into intergroup gossip 
research will open up another promising avenue toward understanding intergroup 
gossip, helping us better understand individual differences in the tendency to engage 
in intergroup gossip.

In summary, we investigated intergroup gossip and its motivations. We have shown 
that the previously documented tendency to instigate gossip about in-group positive 
norm deviation holds in diverse situations varying in the valence of deviation and the 
group membership. In addition, we have found that gossip motivations depend on the 
valence of the behavior and the group membership of the gossip target and recipient. 
Despite the limitations, our study offers valuable evidence about intergroup gossip and 
helps us better understand how gossip and reputation play a role in societies in which 
people who belong to diverse groups cohabitate. As discussed, our research opens 
various promising avenues for future studies to further elucidate how intergroup gossip 
shapes intergroup behaviors.
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