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Summary of This Dissertation 

Respectful communication is beneficial when engaging with political opponents, conflicts 

of interests, and other delicate situations. Looking around political campaigns, cultural 

commentaries, or social science theories, respect appears almost like a panacea against 

personal and societal ills. Yet, a clear understanding of what respect is, and what makes 

people feel respected is lacking. The psychological literature on respect is afflicted by a 

proliferation of constructs. Some conceptualizations describe different subfacets of respect, 

such as respect that reflects conditional regard and respect that reflects unconditional regard. 

Others define respect by virtue of other social worth constructs, such as status, belonging, 

acceptance, admiration or recognition, resulting in circular definitions and mutual 

subsumptions. With this dissertation, I aim to provide a sound theoretical framework to 

understand all social worth experiences in their differences and similarities.  

The dissertation comprises three manuscripts. The first is an analysis of the respect 

experiences of people who reported on a discussion of a controversial political topic. We 

catalogued 38 indicators of respect and derived a list of nine motives that may have underlain 

their importance for respect. Using psychological network analysis, we tested the 

associations between the satisfaction of these nine motives and felt respect. We found 

significant associations between felt respect and six of the nine motives. We also found some 

exploratory evidence that the strength of these associations varied with characteristics of the 

reported discussion, suggesting that what makes people feel respected may depend, at least 

partly, on specifics of the interaction.  

Inspired by the theoretical implications of the first manuscript, the second manuscript 

describes a theoretical framework to integrate the social worth experiences people make. At 

the core of the framework is a comparison mechanism whereby people assess the social worth 

they receive from an interaction partner. We posit that people compare the role they are 

accorded by a partner and what they themselves desire in an interaction. What people desire 

– their goals for an interaction – can be systematically described by considering their 

interdependence with the interaction partner. Thereby, the proposed mechanism can produce 

the similar-but-different social worth experiences, which previous accounts have attempted 

to capture by delineating different social worth constructs. Moreover, it helps to understand 

people’s reactions when they are granted social worth. We review the literature to 

demonstrate the versatility of our framework in explaining social worth processes underlying 

a range of phenomena. 

In the third manuscript, we tested a hypothesis that is derived from the new theoretical 

framework. In a preregistered online experiment, we tested whether, in cross-gender 

conversations about workplace discrimination against women, men and women feel valued 

for being credited with different qualities. Corroborating our hypothesis, we found that 

women felt much less respected for being credited with communal than with agentic 

qualities. For men, in contrast, no significant difference in perceived social worth was 

observed for attributions of agentic vs. communal qualities.  

In sum, this dissertation presents a general theoretical mechanism and empirical 

investigations into the nature of respect (and other forms of social worth) in difficult 



 

 

conversations. In doing so, it pushes the door wide open for new research into the varied and 

nuanced nature of social worth and the social dynamics that result when people feel respected 

or disrespected. 

  



 

 

Zusammenfassung der Dissertation 

Respektvolle Kommunikation kann in Auseinandersetzungen mit politisch 

Andersdenkenden, bei Interessenskonflikten und anderen heiklen Situation segensreiche 

Wirkung entfalten. Politische Kampagnen, Zeitgeistdiagnosen und sozialwissenschaftliche 

Theorien lassen Respekt beinahe als ein Allheilmittel gegen Zerwürfnisse im Privaten wie in 

der Gesellschaft erscheinen. Ein klares Verständnis, was Respekt eigentlich ist, und wann 

sich Menschen respektiert fühlen, sucht man jedoch vergebens. Im Gegenteil: die 

psychologische Respektsliteratur ist geprägt von begrifflichem Durcheinander. Manche 

Ansätze unterscheiden zwischen mehreren Facetten von Respekt – etwa Respekt, der 

bedingungslos gewährt wird, und Respekt, dessen Zuerkennung an die Erfüllung bestimmter 

Bedingungen geknüpft ist. Andere Ansätze definieren Respekt unter Rückgriff auf andere 

Konstrukte sozialer Wertschätzung, wie Status, Zugehörigkeit, Akzeptanz, Bewunderung 

oder Anerkennung. Die unscharfen Grenzen zwischen diesen alltagssprachlichen Begriffen 

haben jedoch eine unbefriedigende Situation mit zirkulären Definitionen geschaffen. Mit 

dieser Dissertation möchte ich einen tragfähigen theoretischen Rahmen vorschlagen, der alle 

Erfahrungen sozialer Wertschätzung in ihren Gemeinsamkeiten und Unterschieden fassen 

kann.  

Die Dissertation umfasst drei Manuskripte. Das erste analysiert die Respektserfahrungen 

von Personen in Diskussionen mit politisch Andersdenkenden. Wir haben darin zunächst 38 

Respektsindikatoren katalogisiert und eine Liste von Motiven erstellt, die der Relevanz dieser 

Indikatoren für die Wahrnehmung von Respekt zugrunde liegen könnte. Mittels 

psychologischer Netzwerkanalyse haben wir in einer zweiten Studie die Zusammenhänge 

zwischen der Befriedigung dieser Motive und der Wahrnehmung von Respekt überprüft. Die 

Analyse zeigte signifikante Zusammenhänge zwischen wahrgenommenem Respekt und 

sechs der neun Motive. Außerdem fanden wir in einer explorativen Analyse Hinweise darauf, 

dass die Stärke dieser Zusammenhänge mit Rahmenbedingungen der Diskussion variiert. 

Diese Befunde deuten darauf hin, dass das Zustandekommen von Respektswahrnehmungen 

in systematischer Weise durch Spezifika der Interaktion bedingt ist. 

Ausgehend von den theoretischen Implikationen des ersten Manuskripts beschreibt das 

zweite ein theoretisches Rahmenmodell, um die verschiedenen Erfahrungen sozialer 

Wertschätzung zu integrieren. Kernstück dieses Modells ist ein Abgleichsmechanismus, 

durch den Menschen den Wert beurteilen, den ein Interaktionspartner ihnen zuerkennt. Wir 

nehmen an, dass Menschen die Rolle, die ihnen vom Partner zuerkannt wird, mit ihren 

eigenen Wünschen an die Situation abgleichen. Diese Wünsche – Interaktionsziele – können 

unter Rückgriff auf die jeweilige Interdependenz mit dem Partner in der Interaktion 

systematisch beschrieben werden. Dadurch kann der postulierte Mechanismus die 

verschiedenen Erfahrungen sozialer Wertschätzung hervorbringen, denen bisherige Ansätze 

durch Postulierung immer neuer Konstrukte Herr zu werden suchten. Darüber hinaus hilft es 

uns, die Reaktionen von Menschen auf die Zuerkennung verschiedener Arten sozialen Werts 

zu verstehen. Mit einem Literaturüberblick demonstrieren wir, dass unser Rahmenmodell 

Prozesse sozialer Wertschätzung in einer großen Bandbreite von unterschiedlichen 

Phänomenen erklären kann. 



 

 

Im dritten Manuskript testen wir eine vom neuen theoretischen Rahmenmodell abgeleitete 

Hypothese. Mittels eines präregistrierten Online-Experiments prüften wir, ob Frauen und 

Männer sich in Konversationen über Arbeitsdiskriminierung gegen Frauen durch die 

Zuerkennung unterschiedlicher Eigenschaften respektiert fühlen. Unsere Hypothese wurde 

dahingehend bestätigt, dass Frauen sich durch die Zuschreibung von Gemeinschaftssinn und 

zwischenmenschlicher Wärme deutlich weniger respektiert fühlten als durch die 

Zuschreibung von Durchsetzungsfähigkeit und Kompetenz. Bei Männern wurde dagegen 

kein signifikanter Unterschied in der Respektswahrnehmung in Abhängigkeit der 

Zuschreibung verschiedener Eigenschaften gefunden.  

Zusammengefasst beinhaltet die Dissertation einen allgemeinen theoretischen 

Mechanismus sowie empirische Untersuchungen zum Wesen von Respekt und anderen 

Formen sozialer Wertschätzung in schwierigen Konversationen. Dadurch stößt sie die Tür 

weit auf für neue Forschung zum vielfältigen und nuancierten Wesen sozialer 

Wertschätzung, und zu den sozialen Dynamiken die sich aus der Wahrnehmung von Respekt 

und Respektlosigkeit ergeben.  
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Introduction 

Everyday Politics: Political Disagreement in  

Everyday Conversations 

The formation of opinions through the exchange of different perspectives is considered 

the royal road to rational and legitimate political decision making. Normative democratic 

theories (Habermas, 1984; Mutz, 2006; Parkinson & Mansbridge, 2012) locate these 

deliberative processes on all societal levels, from the institutions of state and civil society to 

the private lives of citizens. The political discussions in citizens’ private lives – “everyday 

politics” – are of particular interest for this dissertation. Political scientists have shown that 

political talk most often occurs as a byproduct of people’s everyday interactions (Minozzi et 

al., 2020), and have emphasized the fundamental importance of these interactions for 

democratic processes (e.g., Conover & Sears, 2005). 

The psychological literature, however, paints a bleak picture of individuals’ experience in 

such interactions. (US-centric) research on political polarization reports increasing hostility 

between supporters of different political orientations (Iyengar et al., 2012; 2019; although 

heterogeneous patterns are obtained in cross-cultural comparisons, see Boxell et al., 2020). 

Prejudice research, too, stresses the role of conflicting worldviews in driving disdain for 

outgroup members (Brandt & Crawford, 2020; Crawford & Brandt, 2020). The divisive 

potential of contrary worldviews shows in everyday situations (Brandt et al., 2019) and, 

apparently, at families’ dinner tables: Chen and Rohla (2018) showed that a higher 

probability of ideological differences between family members was associated with reduced 

duration of family celebrations (see also Frimer & Skitka, 2020; Warner et al., 2020). Often, 

people hide their views in order to avoid contaminating their relationships (Matthes et al., 

2018; Frimer et al., 2017; Simons & Green, 2018).  

Political theorists are aware of the difficulty of reconciling the consensus that is necessary 

to reach widely supported and legitimate political decisions with a pluralist society of diverse 

perspectives and, accordingly, diverse political views. To constructively engage with dissent, 

a meta-consensus is necessary (Dryzek & Niemeyer, 2006): People may have diverging 
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opinions, as long as they agree on the legitimacy and plausibility of each other’s values and 

beliefs, and on how these relate to concrete political preferences. However, this shared frame 

of reference seems threatened where the legitimacy of democratic elections is unfoundedly 

questioned (Pohl & Humbs, 2021), or where people simultaneously support conspiracy 

theories that mutually exclude each other (Wood et al., 2012). Such a “wildening” of social 

conflicts is also traced to a broader structural transformation of social recognition (Honneth, 

2013). As part of this transformation, previously valid demands for recognition have 

dissolved, which allowed individuals to compensate systematic recognition deficits in one 

social sphere with recognition in other social spheres. The actual or imminent unavailability 

of established strategies to gain recognition fuels the use of such “wild” conflict strategies 

beyond the constructive realm governed by meta-consensus.  

Political Disagreement and Respect 

The exchange of different political views thus carries the potential for very different 

outcomes. In the negative case, it fuels interpersonal quarrels and the hardening of 

viewpoints. In the positive case it enables the reduction of prejudice and increased 

sophistication of political opinions (see Falk et al., 2018). Existing research shows that 

respectful communication can help to channel the positive potential of political talk. 

Respectful communication has been shown to facilitate a less biased consideration of 

political counterarguments (Eschert & Simon, 2019), to make people reconsider exclusionary 

attitudes against members of disadvantaged minorities (Kalla & Broockman, 2020; 

Broockman & Kalla, 2016), and to help tolerating attitudinal ambivalence (Itzchakov et al., 

2017). Everyday political discussions are thus what Van Quaquebeke & Felps (2018) call a 

paradoxical respect situation, in which the mutual conferral of respect and appreciation could 

deliver great benefit but is rendered unlikely by the circumstances. 

As such, it would be desirable to have a clear understanding of what respectful 

communication entails, and how to make others feel respected. However, a systematic 

understanding of what makes people feel respected is lacking. Previous research on respectful 

communication in worldview conflicts has, for example, manipulated respect via a promise 

that one’s arguments will be taken seriously and will be given equal consideration (Eschert 

& Simon, 2019). Perceived respect has also been assessed as the result of political 

communication based on facts vs. personal experience (with experience-based 

communication eliciting greater feelings of respect; Kubin et al., 2021). In other work, 

authors have simply used the label respect to describe more concrete conversation behaviors, 

such as attentive, non-judgmental listening (Kalla & Broockman, 2020; Itzchakov et al., 

2017).  

General Conceptualizations of Respect and Other  

Social Worth Constructs 

There is a lot of diversity in the more general psychological conceptualizations of respect 

and other social worth constructs, too. In her thematic analysis of how the word respect is 

used in vernacular language, Langdon’s (2007) lists five themes: Respect is something that 

people with authority or higher status deserve. Respect is something that is due to people 

who possess respectworthy qualities, such as an inclination to work hard, or being 

trustworthy. Respect is compliance with a social rule for proper and polite behavior. To 
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respect someone is to love them and care for them. Respect is given to all beings, and it is 

commanded to treat everybody accordingly.  

Other researchers have focused on distinguishing and defining different types of social 

worth experiences. Basic motive theorists have claimed that people have evolved a few basic 

social motives (e.g., a basic motive for status, and a basic motive for belonging (Anderson et 

al., 2015; Hirsch & Clark, 2019; Baumeister & Leary, 1995), which motivate the pursuit of 

corresponding respect experiences (Huo & Binning, 2008; Huo et al., 2010). Thereby, respect 

can either reflect admiration and voluntary deference, which reflect a person’s instrumental 

social value (Anderson et al., 2015). Respect can also reflect “interactions [that occur in the] 

framework of affective concern for each other’s welfare” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 

497). In organization science (e.g., Grover, 2014; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017; Clarke, 2013; 

Decker & Van Quaquebeke, 2015), a different definition of respect has become popular that 

is inspired by Kantian moral philosophy (see Darwall, 1977). It distinguishes between respect 

that is accorded in an unconditional way, by virtue of the respected person’s dignity 

(“recognition respect”), and respect that is accorded conditionally, by virtue of some 

respectworthy act, quality, or characteristic of the person (“appraisal respect”). Lastly, social 

psychologists have advanced a definition of respect as the recognition of one’s equality, 

supplemented by other forms of recognition that revolve around a person’s achievements and 

needs (e.g., Simon, 2007; Simon & Grabow, 2014).  

Again other researchers have tried to integrate rather than delineate different social worth 

experiences. For instance, Spears et al. (2005) treat respect as a judgment that integrates the 

attribution of different qualities, including status and sympathy. Blader and Yu (2017) have 

suggested to treat respect and status as two sides of one coin, social worth. Which of course 

still does not answer our question: What is social worth, and what makes people feel valued? 

This dissertation aims to develop such a deeper understanding in the three following chapters.  

Overview of Manuscripts 

The three manuscripts differ in scope and approach to the study of respect and social 

worth. Manuscript 1 is an analysis of respect experiences of people who reported on a recent 

political discussion with someone who had different views. We start by cataloguing 

expressions and behaviors that signaled respect and disrespect in these discussions, before 

we proceed with the motivations underlying the significance of these expressions and 

behaviors for respect judgments. Inspired by the theoretical implications of Manuscript 1, 

Manuscript 2 develops a comprehensive theoretical framework of social worth experiences. 

It conceptualizes social worth judgments as comparisons of the role one is accorded by a 

partner against one’s own goals in the interaction. This mechanism can be used to integrate 

a wide range of social worth experiences and resulting interaction dynamics in a consistent 

theoretical framework. Manuscript 3 then tests a hypothesis derived from the theoretical work 

of Manuscript 2. Namely, it tests and confirms the proposition that social worth judgments 

of women and men in cross-gender conversations about workplace inequality should be 

contingent on the attribution of situation-specific qualities. Whereas women only felt 

respected when they were attributed agentic qualities, men felt equally respected for the 

attribution of agentic and communal qualities. 
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Figure 1.1 

Overview of Manuscripts 

 

The three manuscripts thus present a sequence of theory formation and testing, which 

starts from the exploratory analysis of respect in a specific context, proceeds with a more 

general formulation of a theoretical framework of social worth phenomena, and concludes 

by testing a hypothesis derived from this framework.  

Table 1.1  

Summary of the Manuscripts in This Dissertation 

Title Respect in Political 

Discussions With 

Contrary-Minded 

Others 

What Makes People Feel 

Respected? Towards an 

Integrative Psychology of 

Social Worth 

The Positionality of 

Social Worth 

Research 

Question 

How do people 

manage to treat each 

other respectfully in 

conversations about 

controversial political 

topics? 

How can we conceptualize 

social worth experiences in a 

way that accounts for both 

their similarities and their 

differences? 

In conversations about 

workplace 

discrimination against 

women, are women’s 

and men’s feelings of 

respect contingent on 

the attribution of 

different qualities? 

Methods Thematic analysis, 

Network analysis  

Theoretical analysis Factorial experiment  
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Main Results Catalogue of 38 (dis-) 

respect indicators 

including person-

oriented judgments 

and attitudes and 

specific discussion 

behaviors (Study 1). 

Multivariate analysis 

of associations 

between satisfaction 

of different motives 

that potentially 

underlie these 

behaviors and felt 

respect yielded 

significant 

associations for six of 

the motives (strongest 

for esteem, 

autonomy, and 

fairness, Study 2). 

We postulate a mechanism of 

social worth judgments 

whereby the role accorded by 

a partner is compared with 

one’s own social worth 

expectations for an 

interaction. Because social 

worth expectations form in 

response to the 

interdependence with a 

partner, the mechanism can 

produce the similar-but-

different social worth 

experiences that have 

previously been captured with 

different constructs. The 

framework also allows to 

systematically understand 

reactions to social worth as 

regulations of the interaction 

following feedback from the 

partner. 

We tested whether 

female [male] 

participants would feel 

valued differently when 

a male [female] 

colleague would credit 

their gender with 

agentic or communal 

qualities. Whereas 

women felt significantly 

less valued for being 

attributed with 

communal than with 

agentic qualities, no 

significant difference 

was observed for men.  

Publication 

Status 

Under review (British 

Journal of Social 

Psychology) 

Revise and resubmit 

(Psychological Review) 

Will be submitted 

together with an 

additional study 

Authorship 

Contribution  

75% 90% 95% 
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Feeling Respected in Political Discussions With Contrary-Minded Others 

Adrian Rothers and J. Christopher Cohrs 

Abstract 

What makes people feel respected and disrespected in political discussions with contrary-

minded others? In two studies, participants recalled a discussion about a political topic. In 

Study 1 (n = 126), we used qualitative methods to document a wide range of behaviors and 

expressions that had made people feel (dis)respected in such discussions, and derived a list 

of nine motives that may have underlain the significance of these behaviors for (dis)respect 

judgments. In Study 2 (n = 523), we used quantitative methods to explore how the satisfaction 

of these candidate motives is associated with felt respect. We found that, on the whole, felt 

respect was associated with being held in high esteem, granted autonomy, treated fairly, with 

the discussion partner displaying social relatedness and helping to increase insight into the 

topic, and making them feel good generally during the discussion. Some situational 

variability of these associations is reported. We conclude by suggesting pathways towards a 

more comprehensive theory of respect and social worth. 

Keywords: respect, social worth, motivation, political discussion, polarization 
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Introduction 

Discussions about Conflicting Worldviews are Difficult 

The present article explores what makes people feel respected or disrespected in 

conversations about contentious political topics. Constructive political deliberation and 

discussion between citizens are fundamental elements of democracy (Delli Carpini et al., 

2004; Conover et al., 2002). Yet, constructiveness is by no means a matter of course: 

Worldview conflicts are the primary driver of intergroup prejudice (Brandt & Crawford, 

2020), and people select into ideologically homogeneous communities with relatively little 

opportunity to engage over differences (Levy & Razin, 2019; Minozzi et al., 2020). In 

addition, people’s tendency to silence themselves in ideologically dissimilar surroundings 

further diminishes the prevalence of controversial discussions (Matthes et al., 2018; Davis et 

al., 2020). And when they occur, considerable pitfalls must be avoided: Divisive issues tend 

to make people feel threatened (Simons & Green, 2018), and threat stirs up the use of pre-

emptive aggression (De Dreu & Gross, 2019; Böhm et al., 2018). When conflicting views do 

emerge, people are increasingly uncooperative the more their positions reflect core moral 

convictions (Skitka et al., 2015): They often attribute negative motives to those who disagree 

with them (Sammut et al., 2015, Reeder et al., 2005), resulting in escalating interaction 

dynamics (Kennedy & Pronin, 2008).  

The Promise of Feeling Respected 

Yes, conversations about conflicting worldview are difficult. Yet, an interaction partner 

may often be able to attenuate such defensive or aggressive reactions to worldview conflicts, 

and thus render conversations about them more constructive: For instance, Eschert and Simon 

(2019) showed that people evaluate counterarguments in a less biased fashion when they feel 

respected by those they disagree with. Survey studies point to a benign role of respect in 

intergroup relations, where feeling respected by an adversarial outgroup reduces prejudice 

toward that outgroup and, in turn, increases respect for them (Reininger et al., 2020; Simon 

& Grabow, 2014). Moreover, researchers have documented similar effects for specific 

interaction behaviors, and emphasized the respectful nature of these behaviors: In three field 

experiments, Kalla and Broockman (2020) demonstrated that a non-judgmental exchange of 

narratives (vs. mere deployment of arguments) can overcome resistance to persuasion and 

yield a long-lasting reduction of exclusionary attitudes. Similarly, Itzchakov et al. (2017) 

demonstrated that high quality listening can reduce attitude extremity and foster people’s 

tolerance for holding ambivalent attitudes.  

Conceptual Issues in Respect Theorizing  

In this paper, we seek to explore what exactly makes people feel respected in discussions 

over conflicting worldviews, which form an unlikely, but even more important scenario for 

mutual respect (i.e., a “paradoxical situation” for respect, Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018, 

p. 17-18). In the psychological respect literature, respect is defined as the social worth that 

people accord each other (Blader & Yu, 2017; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017; Spears et al., 2006). 

It involves a sender and a recipient, although most psychological respect research (including 

this article) has focused on the perspective of the recipient, i.e., on felt respect (Blader & Yu, 
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2017). Respect is enacted, that is, respect senders convey their assessments of others via 

certain behaviors, and recipients of respect “read it out” from certain behaviors.  

Some conceptualizations of respect posit different types of respect experiences and 

predicate these types on different ultimate reasons. For instance, Huo and Binning (2008; see 

also Huo et al., 2010; see also Rogers & Ashforth, 2017) discern two different types of respect 

as rooted in two basic and universal motives that individuals are assumed to hold: the motives 

for status and for belonging (Anderson et al., 2015; Baumeister & Leary, 1996; Hirsch & 

Clark, 2019). Another criterion that was proposed to discern types of respect is whether 

respect is granted conditionally dependent on respect worthy behaviors, qualities, or 

achievements, or independent of such eligibility criteria, as an expression of one’s dignity as 

a human being (Rogers & Ashforth, 2017; Grover, 2014). A third conceptualization posits 

recognition of one’s equality as the primary force behind experiences of respect (Simon, 

2007; Renger & Simon, 2011; Simon & Grabow, 2014), and contrasts this form of 

recognition with esteem for achievements and need-based care. These conceptualizations 

discuss respect on a high level of abstraction, asking what respect is (or what different forms 

of respect are).  

On the specific end of the construct spectrum, there are conceptualizations of respect that 

describe respect experiences for particular domains of social life, such as leader-employee 

relationships at work (Van Quaquebeke & Eckloff, 2010; Van Quaquebeke & Felps, 2018), 

romantic and parent-child relationships (Frei & Shaver, 2002), or nursing (Koskeniemi et al., 

2018). These conceptualizations seek to describe behaviors and perceptions that make people 

feel respected by particular others and in particular interactions. Corresponding with the 

context-bound research interest of the respective authors, the extent to which the identified 

respect indicators matter in other situations and other life domains as well is undetermined.  

Interaction between these general and contextualized approaches is rare, and we think that 

they currently fall short of their potential to inform each other [citation blinded]. In the 

abstract conceptualizations, neither the boundary conditions of when a certain type of respect 

matters nor the concrete behaviors and expressions via which it is enacted are theorized 

explicitly. Rogers and Ashforth (2017, p. 1592–1593) argue that the two respect types differ 

mostly with regard to the contingency between the display of a potentially respect worthy 

behavior and the interaction partner’s appreciative reaction. While this helps to assign a 

respect experience to one of the two types suggested by the authors, it helps less to understand 

what makes people feel respected in the first place. Huo and Binning (2008) have argued that 

people’s feeling respected in the belonging-sense hinges on their treatment by peers, whereas 

feeling respected in the status-sense hinges on their treatment by authorities. However, their 

own empirical evidence is inconsistent with these suggestions: Perhaps not surprisingly, 

peers contribute to one’s perceived status, too, and authorities influence people’s sense of 

belonging (Huo et al., 2010). In sum, general respect conceptualizations are concerned 

mostly with what respect types there are. This abstract focus seems to entail a neglect for the 

kind of situation-specificity that would help to infer what will make a person feel respected 

in a given situation. On the other hand, we see untapped potential for context-specific respect 

conceptualizations to inform our general understanding of respect, too (Scheel et al., 2020). 

Some behaviors that make people feel respected in one context may only be afforded in that 
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particular context but not in others, or may carry context- or relationship-specific meanings 

that do not hold in other contexts or relationships. Consequently, they do not lend themselves 

easily to a comparison and theoretical integration. Yet, by comparing what makes people feel 

respected in different contexts, boundary conditions for differences and commonalities 

between respect experiences could be uncovered, and, ultimately, explained in a joint 

theoretical framework.  

The Present Studies 

In both studies, participants were asked to recall a recent political discussion with a 

contrary-minded other. In Study 1, we document participants’ written descriptions of 

behaviors and perceptions that had made them feel (dis)respected in their discussion. To 

facilitate the kind of theoretical integration outlined above, we then interpreted these 

behaviors as to their motivational basis, that is, the motives that may have underlain the 

relevance of the reported behaviors for feelings of respect or disrespect. The associations 

between the satisfaction of these motives and feelings of respect were then tested in study 2. 

Conceptualizations on this level of analysis – the motive satisfactions and frustrations 

underlying respect experiences – can “travel” across research domains of interest (Yg, 1989). 

At the same time, and in contrast to motive-based conceptualizations focused solely on the 

motives for status and belonging (e.g., Huo & Binning, 2008; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017), 

they are specific to the situation – political discussions with contrary-minded others – and 

allows us to explore whether respect experiences vary systematically with features of the 

reported discussions. 

Study 1 

Study Design 

Study 1 was an online survey with open-ended questions. To elicit a controversial political 

discussion, participants were asked to recall the last time they had had an argument with 

another person about a political or societal topic. They were asked to choose a conversation 

that lasted not less than a couple of minutes, on a topic that was at least somewhat important 

to them, and where there was, at some point, clear disagreement between the conversation 

partners. To facilitate the recall, we provided a collage of images related to political events 

or persons which occupied a prominent place in public discourse at the time. People were 

then asked to briefly summarize the topic, their own and their interlocutor’s points of view, 

and the course the conversation took. Next, participants were asked to name specific 

behaviors of the conversation partner that made them feel respected or disrespected. In 

addition to (dis)respectful behaviors that were actually shown in the given situation, we also 

asked participants to name behaviors that would have made them feel (dis)respected if they 

had been shown. Actual and hypothetical (dis)respect behaviors were analyzed together. 

Additional questions with closed- and open-ended response formats were posed that are not 

part of the analysis. The study materials can be found in Supplemental Materials A. 

Participants and Analysis 

Invitations to participate in the survey were disseminated via online political discussion 

forums, social media, and the university mailing list. All participants provided informed 

consent prior to their participation, and were allowed to enter a voucher lottery afterwards. 
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Data was collected between August 2017 and February 2018. 127 persons (64 female, 57 

male, 5 not specified; Mage = 35.16, SDage = 15.89) provided descriptions of a political 

discussion and of behaviors that had made them feel respected or disrespected (or 

hypothetically would have). These make up our final sample. Overall, 686 (dis)respect 

indicators were coded, yielding an average of 5.4 indicators per person. We conducted a 

thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2016) that involved two rounds. In the first round, we used 

semantic thematic analysis to code the material into categories that represent participants’ 

descriptions in an explicit and literal way. Codes were formed inductively in the coding 

process, and were designed to capture the reported (dis)respect indicators as precisely and 

with as little overlap as possible. The coding system was discussed extensively between both 

authors and refined, and the codes were synthesized into more general themes. Eventually, 

the material was coded again with the refined coding system. In the second, round we used 

latent thematic analysis to identify psychological motives that may have underlain the 

respective behaviors. Here, the themes were developed in an abductive instead of an 

inductive manner, linking the codes and themes obtained in the first round of our analysis 

with psychological theories of respect and motivation (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012).  

Results 

Political Topics 

Participants reported discussions that involved the following topics: migration and 

integration (40 times), current political affairs (e.g., elections or particular parties, 25), 

homosexuality and gay marriage (11), social justice and social politics (10), right-wing 

populism (9), Islam and other religions (9), international politics (8), environmental and 

energy politics (6), gender equality (5), political and police violence (5), general political 

frameworks (3), and health and vaccinations (2). 

(Dis)Respectful Behaviors and Perceptions 

The analysis of the 686 (dis)respect indicators yielded 38 codes, each of which describes 

behaviors or expressions that made participants feel respected. The 38 codes can be 

summarized into eight broader themes (see Figure 2.1). On the most general level, they can 

be grouped into either person-oriented (dis)respect or discussion behaviors from which 

people inferred others’ (dis)respect for them. Note that some descriptions could have been 

defensibly assigned to more than one code, and that some of the codes are very similar. For 

instance, some of the behaviors listed under the first three groups of discussion behaviors 

(such as asking questions) could as well be interpreted in terms of a virtue theme (such as 

mutual vs one-way communication), as they exemplify the more abstract virtue represented 

in the latter categories. However, in order to represent the material as literally as possible, 

we assigned separate codes to mere descriptions of specific discussion behaviors and 

descriptions of behaviors that had a valuing connotation in terms of one of the virtues. A 

table showing all codes including an example quote can be found in Appendix A.  
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Person-Oriented (Dis)Respect. In the group of person-oriented (dis)respect behaviors, 

three codes contain judgments of the participant’s competence. They reported feeling 

(dis)respected by judgments of their competence in relation to the topic or in general (15 

mentions). Moreover, (in)competence judgments were especially indicative of (dis)respect 

when they were based on the participant’s age (11) or their belonging to social groups (7). 

Besides competence-based judgments, participants also felt (dis)respected for more general 

judgments about them. Five codes belong to this theme: a general (lack of) recognition (6), 

character judgments in terms of morally charged qualities (6), group-based disparagement 

(i.e., personal disparagement because of their membership in a certain group) (1), and 

Figure 2.1 

Coded Indicators of Respect and Disrespect in Discussions About Political Disagreement 

 

Note. Branches and colors of the dendrogram represent the eight themes. Node size 

represents the frequency of the respective code. 
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disparagements of the participant’s group itself (1). In addition, participants reported feeling 

respected when their evaluation as a person was held separate from the evaluation of their 

issue position (5). Lastly, five codes make up the theme of interpersonal behaviors and 

attitudes, including, most notably, evaluative comparisons (11), in which participants felt that 

the partner saw them as inferior or on equal footing, respectively. Furthermore, participants 

reported joint activities (3), gestures with a relational connotation (2) and attitudes toward 

themselves (2) or their relationship (2), as indicators of (dis)respect. 

Discussion Behaviors. Discussion behaviors were much more frequently reported as 

indicators of (dis)respect than the person-oriented (dis)respect behaviors described in the 

previous paragraph (608 discussion behaviors vs. 78 person-oriented). The first two themes 

can be mapped directly on the dyadic conversation sequence. The first details how the partner 

received the arguments that were made by the participant: Whether the partner allowed the 

participant to express themselves without being interrupted (64), and listened attentively 

(46); Whether the partner thought deeply about the participant’s arguments, and took them 

seriously (18), or whether they pretended to support a position that was not their own (4). In 

addition, non-verbal signals of interest and attentiveness (9) as well as asking questions and 

inquiring into the participant’s point of view (7) were reported as indicative of respect. A 

second theme describes ways in which the partner subsequently evaluated and reacted to the 

participant’s arguments: Partners that signaled understanding and acceptance of, or even 

agreement with a participant’s argument or their entire point of view were perceived as 

respectful. In contrast, partners that withheld such approval even for high-quality 

argumentation were perceived as disrespectful (37). Similarly, participants described 

partners who tolerated the participant’s position, i.e., accepted it despite disagreeing with it, 

as respectful (10). Moreover, participants reported feeling (dis)respected depending on 

whether the partner ridiculed their arguments, or treated them (un)fairly (15). One explicit 

and repeatedly mentioned instance of such unfair treatment is by catastrophizing potential 

consequences of the participant’s position, and blaming them for these consequences (4). 

Lastly, participants felt (dis)respected based on whether the partner, in crafting their own 

arguments, was responsive to the participant’s arguments and touched upon them (33). A 

third theme contains codes about the partner’s point of view: Whether and how they justified 

their opinion (17), either to the participant or to themselves; In some cases, participants felt 

disrespected because the partner had illegitimately invoked an authority or majority to justify 

their position (4). Participants also mentioned a partner’s prejudiced attitude itself as a source 

of disrespect (13) – mostly of disrespect against the respective prejudice target. The mere 

fact of (dis)agreement was also reported as a source of (dis)respect (3). The fourth theme was 

labelled conversation norms. It comprises behaviors that represent compliance with or 

violations of basic behavioral norms for discussions. Participants often reported to have 

inferred (dis)respect from the partner’s tone and loudness (34), and from instances of 

(im)politeness, insults, aggression, violence, and other inappropriate behavior (40). 

Disrespect was perceived when participants felt that partners attacked them on a personal 

level (20). Five participants reported feeling disrespected based on how the partner behaved 

toward third parties – bystanders or previously uninvolved persons. The fifth and last theme 

was termed virtues of discussion – behaviors that exemplify – or lack – qualities that make a 

discussion more sophisticated and worthwhile (and excel the more basic standards of 
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discussion that are described by the codes under conversation norms). The virtuous behaviors 

reported include: To take time and engage thoroughly vs. superficial engagement or 

avoidance of the discussion – possibly in order not to be defeated (24); Approach the subject 

in a spirit of openness vs. bias (21); Focusing on facts and argumentation vs. being emotional 

or agitated (21); Clarity, seriousness and sensibility (17); Exchange and mutuality vs. one-

way communication (11); Accepting differences vs. missionary zeal (9); To apologize where 

appropriate (1).  

To conclude, our semantic thematic analysis showed that, in controversial political 

discussions, (dis)respect is sometimes inferred from explicit provisions of social worth (such 

as attributions of competence and status, or expressions of relatedness). More often, however, 

social worth is inferred more implicitly, from specific discussion behaviors (e.g., in the way 

that a person’s arguments are received and treated) and interpretations of these behaviors 

(e.g., those represented in the virtues and norms themes).  

Underlying Motivations 

A catalogue of respect behaviors in interactions about worldview conflicts is interesting 

in its own right (e.g., for individuals having these discussions, for designing communication-

based interventions, or experimental manipulations). However, we also sought insights about 

the motivational dynamics that underlie the significance of these behaviors for feelings of 

(dis)respect. In a second round of our analysis, we therefore interpreted which motivations 

may have been served or frustrated by the reported behaviors, to make participants feel 

(dis)respected. The latent thematic analysis procedure in round 2 was more interpretive (and 

hence speculative) than in the first (cf. Braun et al., 2016). As will become evident in this 

section, it is not possible to unambiguously link a code or a theme to a motivation. Rather, 

multiple motivations may have simultaneously underlain the importance of the behavior 

captured by a code. Similarly, a behavior captured by one code may have satisfied different 

motivations for different participants in different interactions. We therefore tested the 

candidate motivations in a stricter way in Study 2.  

Esteem. A concern of participants with the partner’s esteem for them is most apparent in 

the person-oriented (dis)respect behaviors (e.g., whether participants felt that their partner 

saw them as capable and respect worthy). More indirectly, esteem concerns may have been 

satisfied by specific discussion behaviors, adherence to conversation norms and discussion 

virtues, to the extent that they signal appreciation of the participant’s perspective and of them 

as a person. This motive is reminiscent of the status- or esteem-based type of respect in 

existing taxonomies of respect and recognition (e.g., Huo & Binning, 2008; Simon & 

Grabow, 2014; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017). Moreover, it has links with psychological theories 

on basic motives for status and competence (Anderson et al., 2015; Deci & Ryan, 2012) and 

self-regard (Mahadevan et al., 2016, Fiske, 2014).  

Relatedness. Some participants, especially those reporting conversations with a close 

partner, seemed to be concerned that the disagreement would negatively affect their 

relationship. Consequently, relatedness concerns may have underlain some behaviors’ 

significance for (dis)respect. The relatedness motive is mirrored most clearly in codes from 

the interpersonal behaviors category, such as joint activities, interpersonal attitudes, or 
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attitudes toward the relationship between the participant and their partner. This motive is akin 

to respect-as-belonging and unconditional forms of respect (e.g., Huo & Binning, 2008; 

Grover, 2014). Moreover, relatedness is, like esteem, often considered as a basic motive (e.g., 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2012; Fiske, 2014). 

Autonomy. Participants seemed to desire autonomy in two ways: Autonomy in terms of 

their opinion (e.g., that the partner would accept or tolerate divergent viewpoints, no 

missionary zeal to convince the participant) and behavioral autonomy during the discussion 

(e.g., to be able to speak freely and without interruption; that the partner would accept when 

participants sought to terminate the discussion). Autonomy is considered a basic motive by 

some authors (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Moreover, threats to one’s viewpoint autonomy resulting 

from excessive persuasion attempts are likely to create reactance, an aversive state that may 

fuel disrespect perceptions (Miron & Brehm, 2006). 

Fairness. Fairness concerns can be hypothesized to underlie most of the reported 

indicators. For instance, participants seemed to track whether their arguments were treated 

fairly by the partner (e.g., if arguments were ridiculed and not taken seriously, if personal 

motives were insinuated for a particular viewpoint), and how the partner justified their own 

position (e.g., if they provided transparent and legitimate justification). Fairness also seemed 

to be a relevant concern in participants’ experiences of being judged by the partner. Partners’ 

judgments of a participant as less competent than themselves were seen as especially 

disrespectful when the basis of this judgment was perceived as illegitimate and thus not fair 

(e.g., competence judgments based on age or gender). Research on the group value and the 

group engagement models explains the importance of fair procedures by their significance 

for social standing and respect (Tyler, 1989; Tyler & Blader, 2003). Psychological research 

portrays justice as a general motive (that varies between persons, Lerner, 2003; Baumert & 

Schmitt, 2016). 

Control. Participants seemed to be sensitive as to whether the partner would allow their 

behaviors to reap the desired outcome, i.e., to whether the partner would let themselves be 

convinced by the participant. Partners were perceived as open to influence when they 

transparently laid out the rationale behind their position, and thus took the risk to have their 

arguments defeated; when they evaluated viewpoints in an impartial and unbiased way and 

acknowledged when the participant had the better argument. In contrast, many participants 

who felt disrespected reported that partners were disproportionately sceptic or wilfully 

misunderstood their arguments. A desire for high contingency between one’s own behavior 

and its outcomes is posited as a basic motive (e.g., Fiske, 2014) and, as efficacy, in self-

determination theory’s need for competence (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). In addition, 

Burger and Cooper (1979) discuss the desire for control as a trait variable that is universally 

important, albeit to a varying extent. 

Knowledge. Many respect indicators signal a concern for more knowledge and a better 

understanding of the discussion topic. Perceptions that the partner contributed to an informed 

discussion and a deeper understanding seemed to matter in descriptions of the partner 

thinking deeply about arguments, being responsive to the participant’s arguments, remaining 

serious and factual throughout the conversation, and seeking truth rather than trying to “win” 

the argument. This theme of a desire for knowledge and understanding in order to make sense 
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of the world and reduce uncertainty is prominent, for instance, in basic motive frameworks 

(Fiske, 2014) or Katz’ functional attitude theory (1960). To the extent that a discussion 

partner blocks or jeopardizes the satisfaction of this motive, a person may feel disrespected. 

Felt Understanding. A motivation to feel understood by the partner seemed to underlie 

many discussion behaviors. Participants not only seemed vigilant about the unconstrained 

expression of their thoughts (as reflected in the autonomy theme) but also about how the 

partner would receive those thoughts and ideas (e.g., taking their perspective, expressing 

understanding and accepting convincing arguments). The importance of felt understanding 

for interpersonal and intergroup relations has been documented in a range of contexts (see, 

e.g., Oishi et al., 2010; Livingstone et al., 2019; Bruneau & Saxe, 2012), and links to the 

emphasis on shared reality in Fiske’s (2014) description of the understanding motive.  

Worldview Maintenance. Interestingly, sometimes the position of the partner itself – 

rather than their behavior toward or judgment of the participant – was mentioned as an 

indicator of disrespect. Instances of such disrespect were the expression of views that violate 

values of the participant (e.g., racist or heteronormative views), and the use of negative 

stereotypes about members of a group. Clarke’s (2011) model of respect in leadership 

conceptualizes the existence of shared values between leader and follower as a distinct form 

of respect. In addition, in psychology it is widely assumed that humans are motivated to 

protect their worldviews (e.g., Kunda, 1990; Mercier & Sperber, 2011). To the extent that a 

person feels that motivation, they may perceive the expression of severely worldview 

violating views as disrespectful. 

Hedonic Pleasure. In some instances, the mere (un)pleasantness of the partner’s behavior 

seemed to be underlying the participant’s feeling of (dis)respect. One participant reported 

feeling disrespected because the partner had started a discussion despite knowing they would 

dissent on the topic. Other instances include discussions in public situations where the 

partner’s behavior was perceived as deliberately holding the participant up for ridicule, e.g., 

by loudly voicing an embarrassing viewpoint. On the positive side, participants reported 

“nice” behaviors, like smiling or wishing a good day as evidence for respect. Hedonism as a 

motivating force of human behavior is discussed, for instance, in Sober and Wilson’s seminal 

book (1998). 

Discussion  

In a first analytical step, we have documented a wide array of behaviors and expressions 

that people reported as indicators of respect and disrespect in political discussions with 

contrary-minded others. In a second step, we identified nine different motivations that may 

have underlain the significance of these behaviors for judgments of respect. Existing 

motivation-based conceptualizations of respect assume respect to be accorded via behaviors 

that satisfy two motivations of the respected person, namely status and belonging (Huo & 

Binning, 2008; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017; Blader & Yu, 2017). However, once we give up 

the assumption that these two motivations are the only ones underlying respect experiences, 

a window opens up for a more precise inquiry into what makes people feel respected. In fact, 

it seems more appropriate to assume that motives are activated and operate in a situation-

specific than in a situation-general way (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2008; Van Lange & Rusbult, 
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2011; Kay & Jost, 2014). Yet, our thematic analysis of underlying motives was necessarily 

speculative, and we may have falsely inferred people’s reasons for reporting certain 

behaviors as (dis)respectful. Thus, we sought to test the significance of these candidate 

motives in a quantitative follow-up study.  

Study 2 

As in Study 1, we asked participants (N = 523) to recall a controversial discussion they 

had had on a political or societal topic. We devised a questionnaire to measure the 

(dis)satisfaction of each of the nine motivations derived in the first study, as well as felt 

respect. We conducted a psychological network analysis to gauge which motivations are 

associated with (dis)respect experiences in disagreements over politics, and how these 

associations may vary with situational circumstances. 

Participants 

Invitations to participate in the online survey were disseminated via social media, NGOs 

that promote civil political discussions online, and university mailing lists (yielding 503 

participants). In addition, participants were recruited in the waiting area of the city 

administration (yielding 20 participants). We tried to maximize our sample size within the 

budgetary and time constraints of the first author’s dissertation work, and had aimed to recruit 

at least 500 participants (Kretzschmar & Gignac, 2019).  All participants provided informed 

consent prior to their participation, and were allowed to enter a voucher lottery afterwards. 

Data were collected between April and July 2018. 523 persons (324 female, 164 male, 2 

diverse, 33 not specified; Mage = 31.11 years, SDage = 13.06 years) provided descriptions of a 

political discussion and rated the discussion and their conversation partner’s behavior on the 

questionnaire. Data and analysis scripts are available at https://bit.ly/3zV9S3e in 

Supplemental Materials A. The full list of items, the different item selections included in the 

multiverse, and the Mplus scripts and outputs for the ESEM analyses, see Supplemental 

Materials B in the same repository. 

Measures  

Motive Satisfaction and Respect 

We devised 45 items for the measurement of the satisfaction of all nine motivations and 

6 items for a “content-free” measure of felt respect (i.e., items that assess felt respect without 

additional semantic components, such as liking or competence). All items were designed to 

capture the satisfaction or frustration of one of the nine motives as a consequence of the 

partner’s behavior. Participants were asked to rate the extent to which the items applied to 

their discussion experience (from 1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree). Items 

were devised by both authors, tested with eight pilot participants, and extensively discussed 

and refined with the help of student research assistants. 

The 45 motive satisfaction items were submitted to an exploratory structural equation 

modeling analysis (ESEM, Asparouhov & Muthén, 2009), in which the desired factor 

structure (nine latent variables for the nine motives) is specified, while allowing for cross-

loadings on other factors. We sought to select three psychometrically sound items per factor 

to approximate a simple structure (i.e., maximize target- and minimize cross-loadings, see 

https://bit.ly/3zV9S3e
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Brown, 2015). For fairness, worldview maintenance, autonomy, knowledge, and the hedonic 

motive, item selection was straightforward (i.e., there were three significant target loadings 

with loadings > .4). For esteem, relatedness, control, and felt understanding, between two 

and seven different combinations of items could defensibly be made. To avoid an arbitrary 

selection of items, which might produce spurious results (i.e., results contingent on the 

specific selection of items), we constructed a multiverse of 210 possible item selections 

(Steegen et al., 2016). For each of these 210 different item selections, we ran another ESEM 

that also included the respect factor (defined per the six “content-free” respect items), and 

saved the factor scores for a network analysis of the interrelationships of the satisfaction of 

the nine motivations and felt respect1. 59 of the 210 item selections satisfied our criteria2 

regarding the loading pattern and were thus included in the multiverse. 

Additional Situation Variables 

The recall paradigm we employed to make participants remember an interaction allowed 

them to think of fairly diverse events. Therefore, we aimed to gauge systematic variability of 

respect experiences across these situations, and recorded additional situation variables. 

Participants were asked to rate their discussion situation with regard to how close they were 

with the other person (two items), the magnitude of the dissent (at the beginning of the 

conversation), the societal support for their own and their partner’s positions (in %), whether 

restrictive communication norms (i.e., norms that sanction the expression of certain political 

positions) played a role for themselves or their partner, how important the discussion topic 

was for them, and how important it was for them to convince their partner of their point of 

view. Lastly, gender, age, and political party preference were recorded. 

Analysis 

We estimated a Gaussian Graphical Model (GGM), a regularized partial correlation 

network (Epskamp & Fried, 2018) on each of the 59 sets of factor scores of the nine motives 

and respect. In a GGM, nodes, which represent variables, are connected by undirected edges 

that indicate conditional (in)dependence between two variables: The relationship between 

two variables after conditioning on all other variables in the network. The graphical lasso 

(least absolute shrinking and selection operator) was used in conjunction with the extended 

Bayesian Information Criterion to regularize edge weights and avoid the estimation of 

spurious edges. For the gamma tuning parameter, the conservative default of 0.5 was used 

(choosing a lower tuning parameter would increase the number of significant edges and their 

weight as well as the risk of obtaining false positive edges).  

                                                 
1 The computation of factor scores for network analysis was done via ESEM in order to a) account for 

measurement error (which makes factor scores preferable to sum scores) and b) avoid inflating correlations 

between factors (which makes ESEM preferable to confirmatory factor analysis that have cross-loadings 

constrained to zero; see Marsh et al., 2013). The latter is also the reason why we included the respect factor in 

this step.  
2 The minimum criteria were for each factor to have at least two items to have a target loading >.3, or to 

have at least two significant target loadings. We deliberately chose lower standards for factor loadings than 

usual in order to obtain a greater number of models for the multiverse analysis. Model fit indices showed very 

good fit for all 59 models (i.e., all p-values of the χ²-test were non-zero, .001–.0397; all CFI >.993, all 90% CI 

for RMSEA <.05). 
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Besides their intuitive visual appeal and their ability to represent complex predictive 

relationships between multiple variables, network models come with a rich toolkit for 

exploring properties of the network, of which we used non-parametric bootstrapping to assess 

the robustness of edge weights against sampling variation (Epskamp et al., 2018) and 

networktree (Jones et al., 2020) to detect heterogeneity in network structures for subsets of 

the sample.3 We conducted these analyses using factor scores based on one item selection 

that had excellent fit, a satisfying pattern of item loadings, and high similarity to the averaged 

results from the multiverse analysis. The selected items are indicated in Supplemental 

Materials B (https://bit.ly/3zV9S3e). 

Results 

Motive – Respect Network Analysis 

Figure 2.2 displays the distribution of weights of the nine edges that link the respect and 

the motive nodes in the network analysis. Across the 59 analyses comprised in the multiverse, 

reports of felt respect were positively associated with satisfaction of the esteem (mean weight 

= .46, SD = .05), autonomy (.31, SD = .04), fairness (.31, SD = .06), relatedness (.18, SD = 

.03), understanding (.15, SD = .05), and hedonic (.11, SD = .07) motivations, indicating that 

those people felt respected for whom these motivations had been satisfied (or, in reverse, felt 

disrespected when these motivations had been frustrated). The mean edge weight was zero 

for the motivations to maintain one’s worldview (SD = .01) and to feel understood (SD = 

.09). The mean edge weight was -.05 (SD =.05) for the control motivation4. We then 

proceeded with one item set to check the stability of the edge weights against sampling 

variation, using 1000 non-parametric bootstrap samples. Stability seemed satisfactory. A 

figure showing the bootstrap estimates with 95% confidence intervals for all edge weights 

can be found in the Supplemental Materials A. 

Heterogeneity of Motive – Respect Networks 

Respect theorizing that predicates respect experiences on the status and belonging motives 

seems to operate on the notion of motives that are basic and ubiquitous, and thus guide 

interpersonal processes at all times equally. However, having broadened the lens to include 

other, more specific motivations, it is plausible that the significance of some motive to 

feelings of respect varies with certain situational circumstances. When we compare the 

motive-respect-networks of two subsets of our sample that differ with regard to relevant 

characteristics, variability of respect experiences should be mirrored in the edges that involve 

the respect node. We used the networktree package to explore such variability of respect 

experiences across all of the situational variables described above. The networktree function 

inductively partitions the sample along a set of split variables. It starts with the most 

impactful split and, if available, proceeds with more nuanced splits, thereby creating a tree-

like structure with a network estimated for the respective subsample at the end of each branch 

(Jones et al., 2020).  

                                                 
3 Our use of psychological network analysis is motivated by these pragmatic benefits rather than by the 

assumption of a causal network underlying the data (see Dalege et al., 2017).  
4 In dense regularized networks, very small edges might often be false and should thus be interpreted very 

cautiously (see http://psychosystems.org/glasso_developments).  

https://bit.ly/3zV9S3e
http://psychosystems.org/glasso_developments
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When entering all situation variables as split variables, one split emerged (p < .002; see 

Figure 2.3), between participants who had a discussion with someone they knew very little 

(closeness ≤ 2.5 on the scale from 1 – not close at all to 7 – very close; n = 87) and participants 

who had a discussion with someone they were more acquainted with (closeness > 2.5, n = 

432). A comparison of the two resulting networks reveals small but interesting edge 

differences involving the respect node. For instance, the edge between the respect experience 

and the satisfaction of the relatedness motive was fairly weak in the network representing 

“unacquainted” discussions (weight = .04), and stronger in the network representing 

Figure 2.2 

Motive Satisfaction and the Experience of Respect in Political Discussions

 

Note. Shows the distributions, means, and standard deviations of edge weights between 

felt respect and satisfaction of the respective motivations in the multiverse analysis of 59 

different item selections.  
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discussions with more acquainted others (weight = .17). This suggests that respect judgments 

covaried with the satisfaction or frustration of relatedness concerns more in discussions with 

well-acquainted others than in discussions with strangers. In addition, the respect-esteem 

edge and the respect-fairness edge were stronger for the acquainted subsample than for the 

unacquainted one (Δweightesteem = –.08, Δweightfairness = –.10). On the other hand, the edges 

between knowledge and respect and between autonomy and respect had greater weight in the 

unacquainted subsample than in the more acquainted subsample (Δweightknowledge = .09, 

Δweightautonomy = .08).  

Discussion  

Our multiverse analysis showed robust associations between felt (dis)respect and 

satisfaction (or frustration) of several of the motives, including wanting to be held in high 

esteem, granted autonomy, treated fairly, security of the relationship, having a constructive 

discussion (knowledge motive), and a generally pleasant interaction (hedonic motivation). 

Moreover, the networktree analysis revealed that these associations varied, depending on 

whether participants had reported on a discussion with an unacquainted vs. well-acquainted 

other: In discussions with an unacquainted person, participants’ respect judgments were 

associated relatively more strongly with the autonomy granted by the partner and the 

partner’s contributions to deeper insight into the topic. For discussions with a closer person, 

however, respect judgments were associated more strongly with motivations for esteem, 

relatedness, and fairness, which might be argued to reflect a more personal kind of 

appreciation and evaluation than the relatively more impersonal motives for autonomy and 

knowledge. Thus, although the evidence from the networktree analysis is highly tentative, it 

suggests that different interpersonal motives are afforded by the natures of different 

Figure 2.3 

Respect–Motive Networks For Participant With More And Less Acquainted Discussion 

Partners 

  

Note. Res = Respect, Est = Esteem, Rel = Relatedness, Fair = Fairness, Wv = 

Worldview Maintenance, Ctrl = Control, Fu = Felt Understanding, Aut = Autonomy, Kno 

= Knowledge, Hed = Hedonic Motivation. 
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relationships, and that feeling (dis)respected, in turn, hinges on the satisfaction (or 

frustration) of different motives.  

General Discussion 

It is important to note the exploratory character of the two reported studies; Study 1 was 

purely explorative, and Study 2 tested some tentative ideas rather than presenting strict 

hypothesis tests. The measures we used were novel and not independently validated 

(although we provide information about the robustness of our findings for sampling variation 

and different item selections). Moreover, the evidence for heterogeneity in the links between 

felt respect and the motive satisfactions is limited to one situational variable. These features 

warrant caution with regard to all-too certain conclusions about what exactly makes people 

feel respected in political discussions with contrary-minded others (and what does not). 

Nevertheless, we see some important contributions that our studies offer to the theoretical 

understanding of respect: 

Existing motivation-based respect conceptualizations (e.g., Huo & Binning, 2008; Rogers 

& Ashforth, 2017) have argued that people experience respect in two different ways, which 

stem from the universal and ubiquitous motives for status and belonging. Our bottom-up 

strategy allowed us to theorize the motivational situation of people in political discussions 

with contrary-minded others in a more comprehensive way. A new working hypothesis about 

the nature of respect emerges from our findings: People judge their social worth in the eyes 

of their partner from a multitude of behaviors and expressions made by this partner; These 

matter for (dis)respect because they satisfy or frustrate a range of (rather than one of two) 

motives that have arisen in response to the given situation.  

Previous conceptualizations of respect were either general but difficult to contextualize 

(e.g., Simon, Brause, & Galeão-Silva, 2016; Huo et al., 2010), or contextualized but difficult 

to generalize (e.g., Van Quaquebeke & Eckloff, 2010, Koskenniemi et al., 2018). In contrast, 

the insights presented here are tailored to the specific context of discussions about politics, 

but lend themselves to a comparison with analyses of respect experiences in other social 

contexts, due to the motivational framework that can be used across contexts. Thus, they are 

conducive to theoretical integration across research programs. This is enabled by the 

abandonment of the idea of a small number of universal and ubiquitous motives, for a 

multiplicity of motives that are situationally afforded and transient (Rusbult & Van Lange, 

2008; Van Lange & Balliet, 2015; Kay & Jost, 2014).  

Having a better understanding of what makes people feel (dis)respected in political 

discussions with contrary-minded others can benefit research on respect’s potential role in 

these discussions. The insights presented here may help to design better communication-

based interventions or experimental manipulations in future studies. Moreover, 

understanding people’s readiness to interpret others’ behavior in terms of respect or 

disrespect may also sensitize people for the consequences of their behavior, intended and 

unintended, in discussions with contrary-minded others.   
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Appendix  

Appendix A 

Coding Scheme Used in Study 1 with Example Quotes 

Theme Code Example Quote / participant ID  

Person-oriented (dis)respect    

Competence 

judgments 

General competence  “He did not acknowledge my own 

competencies in this field enough” /204 

15 

 Age-based competence “Questioning my assertions because of my 

age” /390 

9 

 Group-based 

competence 

“From the start, she was convinced that you 

can’t really discuss the topic with men” /199 

7 

General 

person 

judgments 

General personal 

recognition and positive 

evaluation  

“clear recognition of the interlocutor as a 

person“ /692 

6 

 Moral character 

judgments 

“To deny the democratic stance of the person” 

/98  

6 

 Group-based 

disparagement 

“She was derogatory, as if I was worth less 

because I’m a foreigner” /266 

1 

 Disparagement of 

participant’s group 

“If he had dragged Die Linke [The Left Party] 

through the mire” /384 

1 

 Separate evaluation of 

person and position 

“to question my intelligence, my 

understanding, my education, just because I 

have a different opinion” /067 

5 

Interpersonal 

behaviors and 

attitudes 

Social comparisons: 

equality, inferiority, 

arrogance 

“She had a condescending way of speaking to 

me” /139 

11 

 Joint activities “To sit together around a table and to have a 

coffee” /520 

3 

 Relational gestures or 

statements 

“To smile” /033 2 

 Interpersonal attitude  “Do not have and show distrust” /098 2 

 Attitude toward 

relationship between 

participant and partner 

“with our joint interest in history always as 

the basis, our conversations are always 

amicable” /701 

2 

Discussion behaviors   
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Reception of 

arguments 

Express without 

interruption 

“and I could lay out my argument without 

being interrupted” /159 

64 

 Attentive listening, 

interest 

“and signals that he is REALLY listening 

attentively” /85 

46 

 Serious consideration of 

arguments 

“he really mulled over my arguments” /289 18 

 Non-verbal signs of 

interest or judgment 

“keep eye-contact” /033 9 

 Perspective-taking “He could have thought of his own childhood 

or his own children” /674 

4 

 Asking questions  “I was asked for my experience and opinion” 

/510 

7 

Evaluation of 

and reaction 

to arguments 

Understand, accept, or 

agree (with) arguments 

or point of view 

“at least partly acknowledging the correct and 

more effective arguments” /214 

37 

 Toleration  “Not to be able to agree with my arguments, 

but still accept them as my opinion” /676 

10 

 Fair treatment of 

arguments 

“created references to other topics that I found 

inadmissible” /038 

15 

 Blame for catastrophic 

consequences of one’s 

opinion 

“to blame me for dead people” /129 4 

 Refer to one’s 

arguments 

“The person always reacted to what I said, if 

with counterarguments” /152 

33 

The partner’s 

position 

Justify their own 

position 

“I was informed about the backgrounds of my 

conversation partner’s assessment” /635 

17 

 Illegitimate justification 

by appealing to 

authority or majority  

“to silence me because I couldn’t say 

something like that in a leftist society” /170 

4 

 Prejudiced attitude “She pidgeonholed all migrants, independent 

of how long they’ve been living in Germany” 

/139 

13 

 (Dis)agreement “I was concerned that the other person saw 

the reception of refugees critically” /151 

3 

Conversation 

norms 

Tone & loudness “If they had talked to me calmly” /097 34 
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 Inappropriate behavior  “Statements like, ‘you have no idea, you are 

stupid, you’re totally out of mind’ or similar” 

/629 

40 

 Personal attack “He immediately went personal. Every human 

being has weaknesses, and you can critique 

them; but what he said had nothing to do with 

the topic.” /439 

20 

 Behavior toward 

bystanders 

“During the discussion, which was in a bar, 

they got so loud that the waitress who had 

come from Nigeria to study in Germany 

caught everything. Totally embarassing.” /608 

5 

Virtues of 

discussion 

Take time & engage vs. 

superficiality & 

avoidance 

“They blocked the conversation, as always, 

out of fear” /089 

24 

 Openness vs. bias “I know he can be convinced with good 

arguments, and that he is ready to revise his 

opinion if he later thinks he was wrong” /187  

21 

 Factual argumentation 

vs. emotion 

“No objective/factual discussion” /206  21 

 Clear, serious, sensible “and was interested in discussing the topic in 

a sensible manner” /152 

17 

 Mutuality vs. one-way 

communication 

“and the other person only likes to talk 

grandly and listen to themselves” /464 

11 

 Missionary zeal (vs. 

accepting differences) 

“attempting to force his opinion on me” /402 9 

 Apologize “to apologize for using the politically 

incorrect word” /033 

1 

Note. The right column indicates the number of participants who mentioned the respective 

code. If a code applied to multiple statements of one participant, it was still only counted 

once. Statements were originally in Germany. 

 

Appendix B 

List of all items  

Variable Item Text 

Esteem Ich habe mich in der Auseinandersetzung wertgeschätzt gefühlt. 

 Es war eindeutig, dass die andere Person mich als gleichwertig ansieht. ** 

 Die andere Person hat mir keine Anerkennung entgegengebracht. 



36 

 

 

 Ich hatte den Eindruck, dass die andere Person um meine Qualitäten weiß. 

** 

 Ich hatte den Eindruck, dass die andere Person in mir einen guten 

Gesprächspartner sah. ** 

 Ich hatte den Eindruck, von meinem Gegenüber als unfähig gesehen zu 

werden.* 

 Ich hatte den Eindruck, dass die andere Person in mir einen guten Menschen 

sieht.* 

 Ich hatte den Eindruck, von der anderen Person als unmoralisch gesehen zu 

werden. 

Relatedness Der anderen Person schien nicht viel an einer guten Beziehung zwischen 

uns zu liegen. 

 Ich fühlte mich während des Gesprächs der anderen Person verbunden. ** 

 Ich fühlte mich der anderen Person während unserer Auseinandersetzung 

nahe. ** 

 Ich hatte während der Auseinandersetzung nicht das Gefühl, gemocht zu 

werden. ** 

Fairness Die andere Person hat dazu beigetragen, dass die Auseinandersetzung 

gerecht ablief. ** 

 Im Umgang mit unserer Meinungsverschiedenheit hat sich die andere 

Person als gerecht erwiesen. ** 

 Ich habe mich von der anderen Person ungerecht bewertet gefühlt. 

 Ich finde, die andere Person ist unfair mit mir umgesprungen. ** 

Worldview 

Maintenance 

Es wäre schlimm, wenn alle über das Thema so denken würden wie die 

andere Person. ** 

 Die Meinung, die die andere Person vertrat, steht im Einklang mit guten 

Werten. 

 Die Werte, die die andere Person vertreten hat, sind für das Zusammenleben 

auf der Welt schädlich. 

 Die Haltung der anderen Person zum Thema passt nicht mit meinen Werten 

zusammen. ** 

 Was die andere Person zu dem Thema denkt, steht zu dem, was mir wichtig 

ist, in Widerspruch. ** 

Control Ich hatte das Gefühl, dass ich die andere Person niemals von meiner 

Position hätte überzeugen können. ** 

 Die andere Person hätte immer einen Weg gefunden, um mir nicht 

zustimmen zu müssen. ** 

 Ich habe mich angesichts des Verhaltens der anderen Person ohnmächtig 

gefühlt.* 
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 Ich hatte das Gefühl, das, was ich wollte, in der Auseinandersetzung 

erreichen zu können. ** 

Felt 

Understanding 

Die andere Person hat mir ermöglicht, zum Ausdruck zu bringen was mir 

wichtig ist. ** 

 Wegen der anderen Person hatte ich das Gefühl, nicht das sagen zu können, 

woran ich wirklich glaube. 

 Was ich sagte, schien bei der anderen Person gar nicht anzukommen.* 

 Die andere Person hat mir wirklich zugehört. ** 

 Ich habe gespürt, dass die andere Person mein Anliegen versteht. ** 

 Ich habe mich von der anderen Person nicht verstanden gefühlt.* 

Autonomy Die andere Person hat versucht, mir vorzuschreiben, was ich zu denken 

habe. ** 

 Die andere Person hat meine Autonomie geachtet. ** 

 Die andere Person hat versucht, mich in meiner Autonomie einzuschränken. 

** 

Knowledge Die andere Person hat ihren Anteil für eine hochwertige 

Auseinandersetzung beigetragen. ** 

 Die andere Person hat zu einer Auseinandersetzung auf hohem Niveau 

beigetragen.** 

 Das Verhalten der anderen Person war für eine gute Auseinandersetzung 

nicht gerade förderlich. 

 Das Verhalten der anderen Person hat sich verschlechternd auf den Ausgang 

unserer Auseinandersetzung ausgewirkt. 

 Die andere Person hat ihren Anteil dazu beigetragen, mit dem Thema weiter 

zu kommen.** 

Hedonic 

Motivation 

Die andere Person hat dazu beigetragen, dass ich mich in der 

Auseinandersetzung wohl gefühlt habe. 

 Die andere Person hat dazu beigetragen, dass ich Freude an der 

Auseinandersetzung hatte.** 

 Die andere Person hat ihren Beitrag geleistet, die Situation nicht 

unangenehmer als nötig zu gestalten. 

 Ich ärgere mich über die andere Person, weil sie mir so ein unangenehmes 

Erlebnis beschert hat.** 

 Ich habe mich aufgrund des Verhaltens der anderen Person unwohl 

gefühlt.** 

Felt Respect Die andere Person hat mich respektiert 

 Ich habe das Verhalten der anderen Person als respektvoll empfunden 

 Die andere Person hat Respekt für mich empfunden. 
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 Ich habe mich von der anderen Person nicht respektiert gefühlt. 

 Die andere Person hat mich respektlos behandelt. 

 Ich glaube nicht, dass die andere Person mich mit Respekt gesehen hat. 

Closeness Wie gut kannten Sie die andere Person? 

 Wie vertraut waren Sie mit der anderen Person? 

Magnitude of 

Dissent 

Wie weit lagen Ihre Position und die Ihres Gegenübers auseinander? 

Normativity 

own position 

Bitte schätzen Sie ein: In der gesamten Gesellschaft, wie viel Prozent der 

Bevölkerung halten Ihre Position für richtig? 

Normativity 

partner 

Bitte schätzen Sie ein: In der gesamten Gesellschaft, wie viel Prozent der 

Bevölkerung halten die Position Ihres Gegenübers für richtig? 

Restrictive 

Communication 

Norms 

Manche sagen, dass es in unserer Gesellschaft ungeschriebene Gesetze gibt, 

die bestimmen, was man sagen darf und was nicht. Haben solche 

Überlegungen - ob man etwas sagen "darf" oder nicht - in der von Ihnen 

beschriebenen Auseinandersetzung eine Rolle gespielt? (Für Sie? Für Ihr 

Gegenüber?) 

Importance Wie wichtig war Ihnen das Thema, das Sie diskutiert haben? 

Motivated to 

Convice 

Wie wichtig war es Ihnen, die andere Person von Ihrem Standpunkt zu 

überzeugen? 

Note. * Motive tem used in multiverse analysis. **Motive item used in multiverse analysis 

and for edge weight stability and networktree analyses. For felt respect, all items were used. 
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What Makes People Feel Respected? Towards an Integrative Psychology of Social 

Worth 

Adrian Rothers and J. Christopher Cohrs 

Abstract 

People care greatly about their social worth in other people’s eyes, and social worth is 

implicated as an important factor in a host of social scientific theories. Yet, social worth-

related research and theorizing is zoned into separate literatures pertaining to different 

constructs such as status, respect, or recognition, with little interaction or correspondence 

between them. We propose an integrative, interdependence-based account of the mechanism 

that produces different social worth experiences: Interaction goals represent what a person 

desires in an interaction, and they are activated in response to the interdependence structure 

underlying an interaction. To evaluate social worth from a partner, a person compares the 

role they are accorded by the partner with their own interaction goals. This comparison can 

yield an affirmation, a disconfirmation, or a violation of the person’s social worth 

expectations. Reactions to these social worth experiences may be fruitfully understood as 

contingent regulations of the interdependence structure following the partner’s feedback. We 

review a diverse range of literatures that touches more or less explicitly upon social worth to 

show the versatility of the proposed theoretical framework. 

Keywords: social worth, respect, status, recognition, belonging, interdependence 
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Introduction 

Humans‘ concern with their social worth pervades research and theories in psychology 

and the social sciences more broadly. Social worth research is organized around constructs 

such as status (e.g., Cheng et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 2015), respect (e.g., Huo & Binning, 

2008; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017), acceptance and belonging (e.g., Hirsch & Clark, 2019; 

Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Smart Richman & Leary, 2009), or social recognition (e.g., 

Simon & Grabow, 2014), to name a few – some of which are further differentiated into 

subfacets or have rivaling definitions. Social worth is thought to underlie people’s concern 

with fair treatment (Tyler, 1989; Tyler & Blader, 2003). Furthermore, the extent to which 

people feel socially valued (or not) is used to explain a wide range of important outcomes, 

including subjective well-being (Anderson et al., 2012), academic achievement (Murphy et 

al., 2020; Brady et al., 2020), acculturation (Berry et al., 2006), group engagement (Willer, 

2009; Blader & Tyler, 2009), or reconciliation between individuals and groups (Shnabel & 

Nadler, 2008; Shnabel et al., 2009). 

The subject area, so defined, may strike the reader as unusually broad and heterogeneous. 

In fact, it is easy to spot differences between the constructs listed above. Surely, there is a 

difference between feeling accepted and feeling respected! However, we contend that the 

definitional differentiations and different theoretical origins conceal a fundamental 

commonality: All of these constructs describe some way in which people feel valued by 

others. How, then, can we conceptualize social worth in a way that accounts for the 

commonalities and the differences of people’s social worth experiences?  

Social Worth Constructs 

Efforts to organize the subject area often aim to represent the universe of social worth 

experiences by a small number of well-defined constructs. This aim is reflected in attempts 

at “conceptual purification” (Simon, 2007; p. 317) and the weaving of nomological nets that 

describe the relations of a construct with other constructs (e.g., Anderson et al., 2015; Rogers 

& Ashforth, 2017; Bai et al., 2020; Leary et al., 2013). Multiple taxonomies have been 

proposed to systematically organize social worth constructs in a coherent and comprehensive 

framework. One group of such taxonomies (e.g., Grover, 2014; Rogers & Ashforth, 2017) 

distinguishes between respect that is accorded conditionally (i.e., contingent on behaviors or 

characteristics of the recipient of respect) or unconditionally (i.e., disregarding individuating 

information about the respect recipient, cf. Darwall, 1977). Another taxonomy (e.g., Simon, 

2007; Simon & Grabow, 2014) distinguishes three forms of social recognition: need-based 

care, achievement-based esteem, and equality-based respect. The origins of these forms of 

recognition are traced to the historical emergence of three social spheres in which people 

entertain different types of relationships: intimate relationships, economy and markets, and 

legal and political relations. A third taxonomy differentiates two forms of social worth based 

on the interpersonal motive they satisfy, namely the motive for status and the motive to 

belong or be included (e.g., Huo & Binning, 2008; Huo et al., 2010; Rogers & Ashforth, 

2017; Anderson et al., 2015; Clark & Hirsch, 2019).5 Each of these three taxonomies focuses 

                                                 
5 These two social worth forms are not always discussed jointly. We nevertheless list them as a taxonomy 

here because they are theorized in analogous ways. 
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on a different aspect of social worth, and each makes interesting and plausible observations. 

First, people care about why others treat them respectfully; Second, different meanings of 

social worth may originate in different social spheres and different epochs; And, third, people 

feel valued by others when these others behave in ways that satisfy the needs and motives 

that they have toward them. However, none of the taxonomies makes a compelling logical 

or empirical case for why their respective focus would be more important than others and 

why their taxonomy would therefore be a comprehensive representation of the universe of 

psychological social worth experiences. In addition, despite some family resemblance 

between the taxonomies, the different criteria that distinguish forms of social worth are not 

commensurable. Thus, a simple, additive integration seems not appropriate.  

Juxtaposing some definitions for status, respect, and belonging shows that precise 

definitions can only get us so far in solving the conceptual problem of similar-but-different 

forms of social worth. Social status is defined as “the relative degree to which an individual 

is respected and admired by others” (Cheng et al., 2013, p. 106) and “individuals afforded 

high status are held in high regard and esteem by others” (Anderson et al., 2015, p. 2). 

Definitions of respect, in turn, posit that “there are two related but distinct dimensions of 

respect (status and inclusion)” (Huo et al., 2010, p. 208) which are “organized around two 

basic social motives – the need for status and the need to belong” (Huo & Binning, 2008, p. 

1570). Respect-as-status and status itself thus seem to be defined in a circular manner: To 

feel respected in the status-way means to be accorded high status, which means that one is 

respected (in the status-way) and so forth. When we probe definitions of respect’s second 

subfacet – respect-as-inclusion, stemming from the need to belong – we learn that “a sense 

of belonging involves feeling that one is accepted and valued by other people” (Clark & 

Hirsch, 2019, p. 240), but also that “status and social inclusion represent belonging” (p. 251), 

leaving us with yet another circularity.  

The literatures that pertain to different social worth constructs, however, do not reflect 

this conceptual overlap. Instead, they are relatively detached from each other. To illustrate 

this detachment, we created graphs of connected papers (https://connectedpapers.com) for 

three papers that deal with social worth constructs. We assessed whether conceptual 

similarity between the respective constructs would be reflected in the way that the papers are 

embedded in the literature. For each target article, https://connectedpapers.com produces a 

graph that comprises 40 articles that are most similar to the target article in terms of what 

they cite and by whom they are cited. Graphs of two articles that treat a similar topic should 

thus have more nodes in common than graphs of two articles that treat less similar topics.6 

We compared how many nodes are shared between the similarity graph of the dual-

pathway model of respect by Huo et al. (published in 2010 in Personality and Social 

Psychology Bulletin, henceforth HBM) and that of two other articles on social worth 

experiences. Under the overarching label of respect, HBM identify two evaluative 

dimensions, namely status and liking. They argue that the relevance of these dimensions 

stems from two fundamental motives for status and belonging. The first comparison is with 

                                                 
6 To learn more about the methodology behind the networks, visit https://www.connectedpapers.com/about. 

The similarity graphs were retrieved on August 27, 2021. A list of the nodes for each target article is available 

at https://bit.ly/3nONF49  

https://connectedpapers.com/
https://connectedpapers.com/
https://www.connectedpapers.com/about
https://bit.ly/3nONF49
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Anderson et al.’s article on the fundamental status motive and how it increases in strength 

when it is satisfied (published in 2020 in Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 

henceforth AHS). Although they use different overarching labels (in HBM, status is 

considered a subfacet of respect, whereas status is AHS’s central focus), both articles agree 

that people care about status because they possess a universal status motive. Despite this 

conceptual similarity, their respective similarity graphs have only one node in common, an 

integrative review on status and respect by Blader and Yu (2017). That is, only 2.5% of each 

article’s most similar “relatives” are also among the other article’s most similar relatives.  

The second comparison is between HBM and an article by Simon and Grabow (published 

in 2014 in the British Journal of Social Psychology, henceforth SG). SG identify equality as 

the prime criterion for perceptions of respect. They trace its importance to the legal sphere 

that emerged with our modern capitalist-bourgeois society. The two articles’ similarity 

graphs have 14 nodes in common. That is, despite quite different conceptual orientations 

(regarding what respect means, and where this meaning stems from), 35% of each article’s 

most similar relatives are also among the other article’s most similar relatives.7 

We take from this illustration that the demarcation lines between social worth literatures 

(i.e., on respect and status) seem to track the (somewhat arbitrary) choice of conceptual 

labels, rather than actual conceptual overlap. This compartmentalization of social worth 

literatures may reflect the assumption that social worth experiences are structured in the same 

way that natural language about social worth experiences is structured (i.e., the lexical 

fallacy; Fiske, 2020; for similar arguments, see Brick et al., 2021; Barret, 2006). We deem it 

more practical to think of the labels of different social worth construct as denoting areas in 

the semantic space of social worth. Construct labels denote different areas, but these areas 

have fuzzy boundaries and substantial overlap. We now present our alternative strategy that 

focuses less on distinct social worth constructs and more on the mechanisms that produce 

social worth experiences. 

An Alternative: Social Worth in Interdependent Interactions 

We propose the following definition of social worth: Social worth is the value that a person 

sees in the social role that they are accorded in an interaction by an interaction partner. This 

value is not a direct function of the attribution of a fixed set of characteristics or qualities (as 

implied by the taxonomies reviewed above). Instead, the person judges their social worth by 

comparing the interaction role accorded by the partner with what they themself wish for in 

the interaction. The semantic space of social worth – on which existing social worth 

constructs could in principle be mapped – is therefore spanned by all interaction roles and 

associated qualities in which people see value. 

Accordingly, social worth is something that is continuously monitored as people navigate 

social interactions. However, we do not contend that people think about social worth all the 

                                                 
7 We repeated this comparison with additional articles from the respective theoretical traditions. This time 

we examined the overlap between the pooled relatives of 1) Huo et al. (2010) and Huo and Binning (2008); 2) 

Anderson et al. (2021), Anderson et al. (2015), Bai (2017), and Cheng et al. (2013); and 3) Simon & Grabow 

(2014), Renger & Simon (2011), and Renger et al. (2017). Article groups 1) and 2) still had only one node in 

common, whereas groups 1) and 3) now had 27 nodes in common, showing the robustness of our observation.  
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time. Rather, social worth concerns should become more pressing under certain 

circumstances. For instance, a greater level of interdependence with an interaction partner 

should entail greater social worth concerns (see, e.g., Murray et al., 2006). Likewise, we 

expect social worth to be more salient when people encounter a “social worth surprise”: a 

discrepancy between what they desire from an interaction and the role that their partner seems 

to accord them.  

Given our expansive definition, we should locate our definition of social worth in the 

context of other relational constructs, such as trust (e.g., Weiss et al., 2020), responsiveness 

(e.g., Reis et al., 2004), justice (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2013), or ostracism (e.g., Williams, 2007). 

Our definition of social worth is not identical with these constructs. However, under the 

“right” circumstances, feeling trusted by others, feeling that others behave in responsive or 

fair ways, or feeling socially excluded can become relevant for judging one’s social worth. 

For instance, trust is defined as the willingness to “accept risk and vulnerability based upon 

positive expectations of the intentions or behaviors of another” (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 

395). Implicit in this definition is that being trusted should be most relevant for a person’s 

social worth judgment when their partner actually depends on them. In such situations, people 

should base their social worth judgments more strongly on judgments of whether the partner 

trusts them, than in situations with a less dependent partner.  

Social worth is also not identical with self-worth. Self-worth is a person’s own judgment 

about their worth, whereas social worth is a “meta-judgment”, that is, something that we 

perceive others to attribute to us. Social worth can thus be a source of self-worth (Crocker & 

Wolfe, 2001), and self-worth may be projected onto judgments of social worth from others 

(Talaifar & Swann, 2017). They are, however, not identical. 

Using one Mechanism to Understand Many Social Worth Experiences  

Our definition entails a focus on a key mechanism that underlies social worth judgments:8 

the comparison between a person’s goals in an interaction and the role that they perceive to 

be accorded by the partner. Because the interaction context of these judgments is an integral 

component of the mechanism, we can examine the meaning of social worth in a situation-

specific way. By virtue of this context-sensitivity, the mechanism can generate different 

social worth experiences (some of which have been captured by the constructs reviewed 

above).  

In contrast, existing perspectives typically do not explicitly address whether, from person 

to person or from interaction to interaction, different things make people feel valued. The 

status and belonging literatures, operating on the notion of fundamental and ubiquitous 

motives (Anderson et al., 2015; Baumeister & Leary, 1995), leave only a side role to intra- 

and interpersonal variability of the status motive.9 Hirsch and Clark (2019, p. 239) give a 

                                                 
8 On the virtues of mechanistic explanation in psychology, and the disadvantages of the law-oriented 

deductive-nomological approach, see, e.g., Cummins, 2000; Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 2005; van Rooij & 

Baggio, 2021. 
9 Anderson et al. (2015, p. 579) acknowledge that, despite the status motive’s universality, individuals may 

differ in their status motive. They also show that having higher status reinforces the status motive (Anderson et 

al., 2020). However, the motivational dynamics considered by Anderson and colleagues are more coarse-

grained than our more granular conceptualization of what people desire in interactions.  



46 

 

 

somewhat tautological qualification by suggesting that humans strive to belong when their 

need for belonging is missing or threatened. Huo and Binning (2008) suggested that people 

seek to be accorded status in interactions with authority figures, and inclusion in interactions 

with peers, but this hypothesis was not corroborated in later empirical investigations (Huo et 

al., 2010). Work in the social recognition framework by Simon and colleagues has mostly 

focused on demonstrating a supreme role of equality in intergroup respect experiences (e.g., 

Simon, Grabow, et al., 2015; Reininger et al., 2020), tending to overlook variations in the 

extent to which other forms of recognition result in feelings of respect (e.g., Simon, Grabow, 

et al., 2015; Simon et al., 2016). 

The neglect of the interaction context in conceptualizations of social worth has, as Billig 

pointedly remarked (2013, p. 185-6; see also Billig, 2011), created “a world of variables, not 

a world of people”, where we try to find out “what happens when one variable meets another 

variable”. Seeing social worth experiences as inseparably intertwined with the interactions 

in which they occur helps us to understand systematic variability in respect experiences. 

Moreover, it provides us with a new understanding of the effects of feeling valued as attempts 

to regulate an interaction following feedback from the partner. The findings implied by our 

framework may often resemble the findings of existing construct-oriented social worth 

research. However, by focusing on the underlying mechanism, we can systematically 

integrate the universe of social worth experiences, while steering clear of the conceptual 

puzzle of similar-but-different constructs (Brick et al., 2021). We draw on interdependence 

theory to systematically describe how social worth experiences are embedded in the 

interactions in which they occur. 

Interdependence Theory: Types of Control and Interdependence Structure 

Interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Kelley et al., 2003; Rusbult & Van 

Lange, 2003; Van Lange & Balliet, 2015) offers a systematic description of social situations 

in terms of the interdependence between two persons.10 We deliberately choose the broad 

theoretical framework offered by interdependence theory as a scaffolding for social worth 

experiences (Muthukrishna & Henrich, 2019; Buyalskaya et al., 2021). It is conducive to a 

general conceptualization that can accommodate the experiences captured by different social 

worth types. Thereby, it also allows for the identification of potentially interesting parallels 

between the dynamics of social worth in different contexts (e.g., in intergroup conflicts, 

organizational leadership, in particular relationships or professional domains). Lastly, 

interdependence-based theorizing has already proved its integrative potential in other 

research areas, including human cooperation and conflict (De Dreu & Gross, 2019), or 

personality and pro-sociality (Thielmann et al., 2020). 

Interdependence theory traces psychological experience in interactions to the respective 

outcome preferences of interaction partners and the types of control that they have over these 

outcomes: actor control (i.e., control over one’s own outcomes), partner control (control 

over the partner’s outcomes), and joint control (one’s outcomes are determined by the 

                                                 
10 While we focus on interactions between two individuals, interdependence can also be analyzed for 

interactions involving other actors, such as groups or institutions. We therefore see our framework as applicable 

to other interactions besides those between two persons. 
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combination of actor and partner behaviors). Based on the different types of control, 

interdependence theory specifies four core dimensions on which the interdependence 

structure of a situation can be characterized. The four dimensions are the overall level of 

interdependence (ranging from the partners being completely independent from each other 

to completely interdependent), the basis of interdependence (that is, whether interdependence 

is due to partner control or joint control), mutuality of interdependence (whether 

interdependence is symmetric, with both partners having equal power to determine outcomes, 

or asymmetric, with one partner having greater power than the other), and covariation of 

interests (whether the interests of both partners correspond or conflict). Important additional 

properties that shape interpersonal dynamics are the temporal structure of a situation (i.e., 

whether an interaction is one-shot or temporally extended, involving sequences of actions) 

and information certainty (partners’ knowledge about each other’s preferred outcomes, and 

how each partner’s actions influence each other’s outcomes).  

Subjective Situation Construal: What is at Stake? 

Importantly, the subjective interdependence structure of a situation is not a natural given. 

An “objective situation” may exist – defined by the immediate effects of different behaviors 

on the partners’ outcomes. However, the objective situation is rarely the one that individuals 

act upon and that shapes interpersonal dynamics (Funder, 2016). Rather, individuals extend 

the range of outcomes that they consider in their outcome representation in order to answer 

the question, “what is at stake in this situation?” (see Figure 3.1). For instance, a person may 

be concerned with how their choice would affect secondary or symbolic costs and benefits, 

such as the affection of an interaction partner or reputational gains and damages. They may 

consider long-term costs and benefits of their choice, such as whether there will be a chance 

that a favor done now will be reciprocated in the future. By extending the range of relevant 

outcomes, people construe their “effective situation”. The effective situation is the 

crystallization point where both immediate, direct outcomes and symbolic, indirect, long-

term concerns meet (Holmes, 2004).  

Which types of outcomes matter in a situation, and which do not, depends not only on the 

basic configuration of the objective situation (e.g., whether one’s behavior is observed by 

others; Soetevent, 2005) and on how it is presented (i.e., framed; Columbus et al., 2020; 

Wagenaar et al., 1988). Three more distal classes of factors have been theorized to shape the 

construal of interdependence in a situation (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003): individual 

differences in interpersonal traits (see, e.g., Sherman et al., 2012; Rauthmann et al., 2015; 

Halevy et al., 2006), relationship-specific motives (e.g., Kawamura & Kusumi, 2018) and 

social norms (e.g., Chun et al., 2021). 

How the interdependence structure of situations is mentally represented is a field of active 

research (see Molho & Balliet, 2020), with different approaches arguing for a representation 

in terms of multiple dimensions (Balliet et al., 2017; Gerpott et al., 2018) or similarity to 

mental templates of situations (Halevy et al., 2006; 2012; Kelley et al., 2003). For clarity of 

exposition, we will focus on the consequences of variation on one structural dimension at a 

time. We acknowledge, however, that dimensions often need to be considered in conjunction 

to properly understand what a situation “is about” (Thielmann et al., 2020; 2021).  
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Interaction Goals: What to do? 

People react to a situation – as they subjectively construe it – with different goals. We 

may distinguish goals in terms of how the individual relates to the perceived structure. Some 

goals involve making something of an effective situation. For instance, in a situation of 

asymmetric partner control, the power holder may be comfortable with their position, seek 

to exert influence, and, thus, take responsibility (Tost, 2015; Smith & Hofmann, 2016). In 

response to mutual joint control, a person may seek an assertive or a passive role (see Figure 

1 in Rusbult & Van Lange, 2008). Other goals, in contrast, involve changing the 

interdependence structure of the situation. For example, in the asymmetric partner control 

situation, the power holder may as well be uncomfortable with the asymmetry, aim to reduce 

it, and create a more balanced distribution of power.11  

As you can see in Figure 3.1, interpersonal traits, relationship-specific motives, and social 

norms not only shape the subjective construal of a situation but also people’s interaction 

goals (such a dual role is also suggested by Weber et al., 2004). To stick with the example of 

asymmetric power: Intergroup power asymmetries may be placidly accepted, even 

welcomed, or they may be judged as illegitimate and fiercely contested. Individual 

ideological dispositions, relationship-specific motives (i.e., motives for the relationship with 

one outgroup, but not for that with another outgroup), or the presence of social norms can 

turn the scales on whether a power asymmetry is accepted or challenged (Rusbult & Van 

Lange, 2003; an example of an individual difference variable that affects responses to power 

hierarchies is social dominance orientation, see Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). 

Interaction goals are central to our framework, because they directly imply the social 

worth qualities people care about in a situation. However, because they are sensitive to a 

wide range of influence factors, it is difficult to identify general rules as to which goals are 

elicited in response to a situation. To pinpoint interaction goals in interactions requires not 

only an understanding of the partners’ interdependence perceptions, but also knowledge of 

the particular research context in which social worth experiences are examined (i.e., of the 

actors’ motivational inclinations, their relationship, and relevant social norms). 

Interaction Goals Imply Concerns With Specific Social Worth Qualities 

We propose that interaction goals – what a person wants to do with a situation – imply a 

desire to be credited with corresponding social worth qualities. Consider an interaction where 

one partner is the sender of social worth, and the other the recipient. The recipient will attend 

to signals in the sender’s behavior that bespeak the attribution of certain social worth 

qualities. The qualities the sender attends to are those that predispose them for the realization 

of their goal in the interaction. We now present some examples of how interaction goals, 

activated in response to a situation’s interdependence structure, shape the meaning of social 

worth.  

                                                 
11 There are different lists or taxonomies of goals or motives in response to interdependent situations. One 

is described, inter alia, in Rusbult & Van Lange (2008, Figure 1). Another is the social value orientation 

approach that derives from how people balance personal and partner outcomes (see, e.g., Murphy et al., 2011; 

Murphy & Ackermann, 2014; Messick & McClintock, 1968). We draw on them eclectically for the purpose of 

the present article. 
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Assume, for example, a situation that involves sequential interaction with mutual partner 

control. That is, both partners have something that is of interest to the partner, and, thus, they 

can benefit each other (panel A1 in Table 1).12 To reap the promises that the situation holds 

for both, it may be required for one of the two to take a leap of faith and effect the partner’s 

preferred outcome (cf. entry #2 in Kelley et al., 2003). Partner A, motivated to engage in the 

exchange, decides to offer the benefit to partner B, and expects them to reciprocate when it 

is their turn. To judge whether B values them appropriately, A will attend to whether B 

returns the favor – maybe even exceeds it – and thus completes the interaction in a way that 

is in accordance with A’s understanding of it. For A, being valued in this interaction means 

                                                 
12 The situation is thus located on the “partner control” end on the dimension basis of interdependence and 

on the “corresponding interests” end on the dimension covariation of interests. 

Figure 3.1  

Interaction Goals and the Social Worth Interaction. 

 

Note. Interaction goals are what a person wishes to do about a  situation’s 

interdependence structure, and they imply how the person wants to be seen by the partner. 

Based on the partner’s behavior, the person infers how the partner sees them, and which role 

they are accorded in the partner’s understanding of the situation. Comparing their own and 

their partner’s understanding of the situation yields different social worth experiences, and 

produces downstream attempts to regulate the interaction. 
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to be seen as a worthy exchange partner (i.e., to be in possession of material or immaterial 

goods with high exchange value).  

As a more tangible example of such a dynamic, consider two PhD students, Kyoko and 

Eamon, who have different areas of expertise, and need different forms of help to make 

progress in their work. Eamon needs help with a statistical analysis, which Kyoko is familiar 

with. Kyoko needs help with proof-reading a manuscript, which Eamon can provide. Eamon 

may decide to offer help with the proof-reading, expecting that Kyoko will reciprocate the 

favor when he needs help with his analysis. Thus, for him, the situation affords a concern for 

social worth qualities that revolve around his worthiness as an exchange partner for Kyoko 

(such as the relative exchange value of proof-reading, or his competence as a proof-reader). 

Table 3.1 

Examples of Situationally Afforded Social Worth Expressions and Social Worth Qualities  

Interdependence property  

 interaction goal 

Partner behaviors that 

convey social worth 

Implied meaning of 

social worth  

A1 Mutual Partner Control 

→ Exchange 

Reciprocate benefit  Exchange value  

A2 Mutual Joint Control  

→ Leadership 

Accept and follow 

initiative  

Assertiveness, 

competence 

B1 Conflicting Interests 

→ Altruism 

Acknowledge sacrifice; 

Express gratefulness 

Generosity 

B2 Conflicting Interests  

→ Self-interest 

Adapt to self-interest, 

forego own interest 

Dominance, Capability 

C1 Power holder in asymmetric 

situation  

→ Power / responsibility  

Accept or invite control  Authority, wisdom 

C2 Dependent in asymmetric 

situation  

→ Achieve equality  

Help to level out power 

asymmetry 

Worthiness, equality 

Note. Panels A1 and A2 represent cases that differ with regard to the basis of 

interdependence (i.e., partner vs. joint control). B1 and B2 describe cases of different motives 

in response to conflicting interests (one end of the dimension covariation of interests), and 

C1 and C2 differ as to the position in an asymmetric control situation (one end of mutuality 

of interdependence). These are examples of how social worth dynamics may play out given 

one structural characteristic, keeping others constant. For more precise predictions, 

characteristics need to be considered in conjunction.  

Other properties of the interdependence structure afford attention to other social worth 

qualities. In a situation characterized by mutual joint control, rather than partner control, two 

partners need to coordinate their actions in order to achieve their outcomes (see panel A2 of 

Table 1). In such situations, complementary patterns of initiative and followership often 
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emerge (see also entry #3 in Kelley et al., 2003). Often, it may be unclear who should be 

leading, and who should be following, or partners may contest an existing role arrangement. 

If partner A decides to take initiative in tackling a joint problem, they invite (and force) B to 

orient their behavior accordingly in order to reap the benefits of cooperation. Our framework 

suggests that, under such circumstances, A will attend to whether B accepts and follows A’s 

initiative or rejects it. For A, salient social worth qualities in this interaction are those that 

reflect and predispose for leadership and initiative, such as competence or assertiveness. 

Consequently, A will feel valued when they perceive B to attribute these qualities to them. 

Imagine that our two PhD students collaborate on a novel research project. Kyoko takes the 

initiative, lays out a project plan, and assigns tasks for both of them to take on. Wanting to 

lead the project makes her attend to whether Eamon accepts her leadership, and, thus, whether 

he credits her with the corresponding qualities of competence and assertiveness.  

Social worth experiences in interactions can also be afforded by the structural dimension 

of covariation of interests, which is defined by fully corresponding interests on the one end, 

and fully conflicting (zero-sum) interests on the other. When interests are perceived to 

conflict, that is, when the attainment of A’s desired outcomes and that of partner B are 

mutually exclusive, A’s goals may be self-interested or altruistic, or a combination of both. 

Imagine that the two PhD students have been asked by their supervisor to do the grading for 

an exam. To ensure consistent grades, it is not possible to split the task in two; one of them 

has to grade all exams. Because both would rather do other things, grading represents a 

negative outcome for both. Their interests conflict. An altruistic Eamon (see panel B1), who 

takes on the marking job to spare Kyoko from it, will closely attend to whether she 

acknowledges his generosity. For instance, he may look out for displays of gratitude or public 

praise. On the other hand, Eamon could also pursue selfish goals in the interaction, and refuse 

to do the grading despite the concomitant costs for Kyoko. In that case, social worth qualities 

such as dominance or might are afforded by the competitive interaction (panel B2). 

Consequently, Eamon would attend to cues that bespeak Kyoko’s attribution of these 

qualities, such as whether she gives in to Eamon’s decision. 

Again other social worth qualities The interdependence characteristic of whether control 

is mutual, with both partners being able to influence each other’s outcomes, or non-mutual, 

and therefore asymmetric. Depending on a person’s position in an asymmetric dyad, they 

may pursue different goals with regard to the asymmetry: A power holder may seek to fulfill 

their powerful role, taking responsibility for the dependent. This would afford a desire to be 

attributed with qualities that justify the responsibility, such as wisdom, or (benign) authority. 

A powerless and dependent person may, on the other hand, be uncomfortable with their 

dependency, and seek to reduce it. To judge their social worth in the eyes of the partner, the 

dependent may attend to cues that reveal whether the partner sees them on equal footing. 

The scenarios described here only represent a small window into the variety of possible 

interdependence structures, situation-specific goals, and social worth qualities. We do not 

attempt to give an exhaustive treatment of what makes people feel valued in every possible 

interaction, but rather to demonstrate the logic of our framework.  

Moreover, in our examples, we have focused on one interdependence dimension at a time 

and on how it gives rise to specific goals and social worth experiences. For more reliable 
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predictions, interdependence dimensions should be considered in conjunction. For instance, 

in our example of mutual joint control, we have tacitly assumed corresponding interests. We 

described how, given the goal to lead coordination efforts, perceptions of social worth would 

be contingent on the partner’s acceptance of one’s leadership role, in turn rendering social 

worth qualities such as assertiveness and competence salient. In contrast, if mutual joint 

control was coupled with conflicting instead of corresponding interests, we would have quite 

a different situation, with implications for the meaning of social worth. In such a situation, 

partners’ outcome attainments still depend on the combination of their actions. But, in 

addition, any combination of actions that yields the desired outcomes for one partner will 

simultaneously preclude them for the other. As an example of mutual joint control with 

conflicting interests, Kelley and colleagues (2003; entry #4) describe an interaction between 

an older brother who wants to spend time alone, and a younger one who wants to play 

together. The younger brother’s goal for the interaction is to change the older brother’s mind 

about playing together, wishing for the conflict of interest to disappear. This implies signals 

of approach vs. withdrawal by the older brother as indicators of social worth. That is, 

although both situations are characterized by mutual joint control, they afford very different 

interaction dynamics because partners’ interests covary differently. Accordingly, both 

situations afford very different manifestations of social worth.  

Complex Interactions and Relationships Afford Multiple Ways to Feel Valued 

While we can precisely specify the interdependence structure of artificial situations, such 

as economic games, psychologists are often interested in interactions and relationships that 

are far more complex and defy exact definition. Situations studied by psychologists usually 

feature people who share a history and a future of different interactions, and their 

relationships include interdependencies in multiple domains. Our framework seems naturally 

suited for understanding social worth when interdependence is precisely defined. However, 

we believe it can also be fruitfully employed to study social worth in more complex and 

naturalistic interactions and relationships. We suggest two ways to think about the 

complexity of interactions and relationships. We illustrate how they afford multiple 

manifestations of social worth by way of two example studies.  

Prototypical Interactions. A first way to think about complex interactions is that 

different types of relationships, while each consisting of countless and varied interactions, 

can be defined in terms of certain prototypical interactions. Parents and their children, 

teachers and students, governments and citizens, romantic partners, friends, or colleagues: 

Their relationships are characterized by recurring problems of interdependence, and certain 

goals and behaviors evolve as adaptive solutions to these problems (Holmes, 1981; Van 

Lange et al., 1997; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). The nature of a relationship, thus 

understood, should inform general mental models of what social worth means in the 

relationship.  

Tentative support for this idea comes from a study by Frei and Shaver (2002). Using a 

prototype method, the authors documented mental representations of respect of 181 US-

American college students vis-à-vis partners in two different relationships: romantic partners 

and parents. From the perspective of interdependence theory, both types of relationships have 

a lot in common, but there are also differences. In both, partners are highly interdependent, 
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and share strong, long term- oriented interests. Satisfaction with the relationship typically 

depends on the partner’s satisfaction, and (dis)satisfaction with the relationship is likely to 

be mutual (Macher, 2013). The means to achieve outcomes may often require coordination 

(e.g., engaging in joint activities) or exchange at other times (e.g., of compassion or 

compliments). The high level of interdependence and the need for coordination and trust is 

reflected in the categories that were mentioned often and with similar frequencies for both 

relationship types: loving (30.7% for parent-child respect and 34.4% for romantic partners), 

trustworthy and reliable (26.5% and 31.3%), understanding and empathetic (18.5% and 

20.6%), or helpful (17% and 17.4%).  

Let us now turn to how the prototypical understanding of respect differs, to see if these 

differences map onto differences in prototypical interdependence. The three categories that 

were especially central for respect in parent-child relationships can be mapped on the power 

asymmetry dimension: Many participants reported that parents deserve one’s respect simply 

by virtue of being one’s parent (47.1%), whereas such deference was drastically less 

important in romantic relationships (7.4%). In second place, participants listed the other 

person’s admirable moral qualities, such as self-discipline, honor, patience, wisdom, and self-

knowledge (40.8% in parent-child vs. 17.5% in romantic relationships). The third feature that 

was especially central in parent-child interactions was the possession of admirable talents 

and skills (14.3% for parent-child vs. 4.7% for romantic partners). Moreover, “mutuality” 

was frequently referenced for respect between romantic partners (23.8%), but much less 

between parent and child (10.6%). Given parents’ nurturing and providing role for their 

children and children’s dependence on their parents, interdependence is less mutual in parent-

child than in romantic relationships. The position of power holder in asymmetric dependence 

situations entails responsibility for the power holder (Smith & Hofmann, 2016). In such a 

situation, the social worth of the powerful partner may manifest in affirmations of the power 

differential by the dependent partner. The categories reported above can plausibly be 

interpreted as such affirmations.  

The distinctive features of respect in romantic relationships can be traced to their 

prototypical interdependence, too. A prominent meaning of respect seems to stem from the 

vulnerability that romantic partners deliberately and mutually expose themselves to (Smith 

& Hofmann, 2016): Several categories alluded to the non-exploitative treatment of the 

partner. Examples include faithfulness (26.5% for romantic partners vs. 4.8% for parent-

child), sensitivity to feelings (15.3% vs. 3.2%), accepting other (33.4% vs. 21.7%), or not 

abusive (15.9% vs. 5.3%). Romantic relationships possess high potential for the mutual 

infliction of negative outcomes, that is, high mutual partner control. Correspondingly, 

refraining from inflicting harm seems to be a central meaning of social worth in romantic 

relationships.  

Multiple Interaction Strands. A second way to think about the complexity of a 

naturalistic interaction or relationship is that they contain multiple interaction strands, with 

different sets of outcomes to each strand, and different interpersonal motivations in response 

to these outcomes. Mixed-motives research typically investigates situations in which people 

experience multiple competing motives (e.g., to pursue short-term vs long-term, individual 

vs collective interests, to compete vs cooperate; Komorita & Parks, 1995). The multiple 
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motives implied here, however, not necessarily require a trade-off. Instead, they may as well 

correspond to each other or be independent. 

In a recent study (Rothers & Cohrs, 2021), we explored what makes people feel respected 

in political discussions with a contrary-minded partner. We measured the extent to which the 

conversation partner had satisfied a range of interpersonal motives and examined 

associations between these motive satisfactions and felt (dis)respect. Our results showed that 

the satisfaction of multiple motives was associated with felt (dis)respect, including, among 

others, the desire to be held in high esteem, to be granted autonomy, and to feel related despite 

disagreement. Exploratory analyses revealed preliminary evidence for situational variation 

in these associations For instance, displays of relatedness by the partner were associated more 

strongly with felt respect among participants who had reported on a discussion with someone 

they knew well and felt close to. Among participants who reported on a discussion with a 

stranger, felt respect was less strongly associated with displays of relatedness.  

The idea that political discussions with contrary-minded others contain multiple 

interaction strands, with different outcome sets to each of them, and that people have different 

goals with regard to these strands can account for these findings. Two interaction strands that 

can plausibly be identified in such a discussion are Debate and Friendship. Debate revolves 

around crafting and exchanging arguments to persuade the partner and make them adopt 

one’s own viewpoint. Both partners can either stick with their viewpoint or adopt the 

partner’s viewpoint. A person can gain the greatest benefit when they maintain their own 

viewpoint and persuade the partner. In Friendship, both partners can either display affection 

for the other or decide not to. The greatest benefits for both partners are gained when both 

decide to display affection (i.e., when they reassure each other of their friendship). Thus, 

Friendship represents a communal situation, characterized by high interdependence and 

corresponding interests. Debate, on the other hand, involves a competitive element, as one 

partner’s opinion change is the other’s persuasion success. Both strands exist within the same 

interaction and so do the possible manifestations of social worth that are afforded by each 

strand. For example, Friendship affords the expression of social worth in terms of relatedness 

and affection. Debate, on the other hand, affords social worth in terms of tolerance of 

alternative viewpoints or openness to persuasion (e.g., exploring the partner’s perspective 

and acknowledging good arguments), instead of escalating the competitive dynamic afforded 

by the conflicting interests.  

Thus, an increasing complexity of interaction strands – some stemming from the general 

relationship of interaction partners, others from concerns tied to outcomes of the immediate 

situation – affords an increasing variety of social worth qualities to be attributed, expressed, 

and perceived. Hence, in political discussions, both signals of relatedness and signals of 

opinion autonomy make people feel respected. 

Literature Review: Different Interaction Goals Imply Different Meanings of Social 

Worth 

Research in different domains testifies to our ideas about how the meaning of social worth 

variably shifts with the situation and people’s goals for a situation. For instance, research on 

intergroup interaction goals has documented position-specific interaction goals in many 
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intergroup contexts in which groups are divided by a an illegitimate status gap (Bergsieker 

et al., 2010; Aydin et al., 2019a; Aydin et al., 2019b). In interactions with the respective 

outgroup, members of disadvantaged groups seek to be seen as assertive and confident, while 

members of higher-status groups seek to be accorded moral integrity. The illegitimacy of 

status differences induces complementary interaction goals to reduce the status difference 

and establish legitimate intergroup relations (see Siem et al., 2013). Perceptions of agency 

and moral integrity, respectively, correspond to the realization of the respective goals. 

Another pertinent line of research has examined people’s (dis-)approval of being 

stereotyped in particular ways. Benevolent sexism describes a superficially benevolent view 

of women as warm, precious, or fragile, but also as dependent and in need of male protection 

(Glick & Fiske, 1996; Glick et al., 2000). Becker and Wagner (2008; see also Becker, 2010) 

showed that the women who subscribe to traditional gender norms also tend to endorse 

benevolent sexism. Endorsing traditional gender roles implies to seek interactions of 

asymmetric dependence (i.e., where women depend more strongly on men than vice versa). 

Accordingly, for women, traditional gender roles imply meanings of social worth such as 

cuteness and lovableness, but not responsibility or authority. For men, they imply a desire to 

be seen as responsible and authoritative, but not as cute or lovable. 

Benevolent sexism research also illustrates well that interaction goals not only prescribe 

how people want to be seen, but also the qualities they value in their interaction partners. For 

instance, women who endorse benevolent sexism (i.e., who envision an ideal heterosexual 

relationship as one of asymmetric dependence on a male partner) were found to be more 

attracted to men who had high status and a lot of resources (Travaglia et al., 2009; see also 

Gul & Kupfer, 2019). Research on follower preferences (i.e., whom followers prefer as a 

leader) has documented an analogous pattern in a different field: In conflict situations, 

followers prefer dominant leaders (Laustsen & Petersen, 2017; Petersen & Laustsen, 2020).  

Interim Summary: Social Worth in Interdependent Interactions 

We proposed that people have certain interaction goals with regard to an interaction’s 

interdependence structure, and that these goals define what it means to be valued by a partner. 

To accommodate more complex, naturalistic settings that are often of greater interest to social 

scientists, we extended our reasoning to interactions and relationships characterized by more 

complex interdependence structures.  

The resulting framework bears some interesting similarities and differences to existing 

social worth constructs and taxonomies: First and foremost, we agree that there are different 

ways in which people accord social worth to each other, and there are different ways in which 

people feel valued. Rather than carving out a small number of social worth types, however, 

we focus on how interaction goals that are activated in response to the situation’s underlying 

interdependence structure make people care about specific manifestations of social worth. 

This pushes the door wide open for a nuanced and detailed examination of social worth’s 

meanings.  

Second, the idea that certain manifestations of social worth are especially prevalent in 

certain types of relationships (e.g., sensitivity to each other’s feelings in romantic 

relationships), and that this can be traced back to the relationship’s recurrent interaction 
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patterns, is reminiscent of the tripartite social recognition approach (Simon & Grabow, 2014; 

Honneth, 1995). It traces the roots of three types of recognition to three spheres of social life. 

In these spheres, people engage in different types of relationships. Need-based care pertains 

to the sphere of intimate relationships, achievement-based esteem to the economic market 

sphere, and equality-based respect to the sphere of legal relations. Our framework refines this 

idea by employing a more fine-grained perspective on relationships, which may be closer to 

the epistemic interests of psychologists.  

A third observation relates to our suggestion to disentangle the multiplicity of interaction 

strands in complex, naturalistic interactions. Researchers have drawn on the example of the 

“friendly buffoon” vs. the “accomplished rival” to illustrate the importance of distinguishing 

status and inclusion (e.g., Mahadevan et al., 2019, p. 445). However, from the perspective of 

our framework, there are more interesting questions than whether these are different 

constructs. Instead, we might wonder under which conditions does a person feel valued for 

being seen as warm but not competent (i.e., as a friendly buffoon). And under which 

conditions do people seek to be seen as competent but cold (i.e., as an accomplished rival)? 

So far, we have discussed how people want to be seen by an interaction partner. Now, we 

turn to how people judge whether and how a partner actually values them. 

The Social Worth Interaction 

Evaluating the Role Accorded by the Partner Against one’s own Interaction Goals 

Comparing the role one seems to be accorded by a partner with one’s own interaction 

goals can yield three types of outcomes (see Figure 3.1): In one type (affirmation), the 

sender's understanding of the situation matches the recipient’s own goals. In a second type 

(disconfirmation), they differ, but the role “offered” by the sender is acceptable for the 

recipient, or even welcome. In the third type (violation), the role accorded by the sender is 

incongruent with the recipient’s interaction goals in a way that is unacceptable for the 

recipient. Moreover, on the level of the social worth qualities that are implied by a particular 

situation understanding, the latter two outcomes – disconfirmation and violation – can be a 

consequence of either a qualitative or a quantitative mismatch: A person can perceive a 

mismatch because their partner credits them with a different quality (i.e., a desire to be seen 

as competent is met with signals for the attribution of warmth), or because the partner 

attributes more or less of the desired quality (i.e., a desire to be seen as highly competent is 

met with signals for the attribution of moderate competence).  

To illustrate these cases, let us examine an example that maps onto the accomplished 

rival/friendly buffoon-distinction. Think of an old boxer who wants to show a younger 

competitor that he can still give a good fight. In their “interaction”, he seeks to outperform 

the opponent, pocket the prize money, and achieve unilateral domination. Accordingly, he 

would like the younger to see him as an “accomplished rival”. If the younger takes him 

seriously, and thoroughly prepares for the fight, the older might feel appropriately valued. 

However, the younger’s perspective on their upcoming fight may as well not match the 

older’s social worth expectations. The younger may express that the older’s athletic abilities 

have worn down and not really consider him as a serious opponent. Maybe he does not 

prepare much at all for their fight, which the old interprets as reflecting a disregard for his 
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fighting abilities. The younger’s refusal to see him as a serious opponent constitutes a 

violation of his social worth expectations. This scenario represents a mismatch of the 

quantitative type, because he attributes him with too little of the quality that is relevant to his 

ambition (i.e., dominance, physical strength). If, on the other hand, the younger froze in awe 

before the upcoming fight, social worth expectation and reality would also stand in a 

quantitative mismatch because the younger is unexpectedly intimidated by the older’s 

strength. The latter mismatch seems more benign for the older boxer and would probably fall 

under the disconfirmation category of our model.  

The young boxer’s view of the old one and their interaction may, however, include more 

than an assessment of his waning fighting power. He may also feel sympathy for him and 

like him. This would constitute a qualitative mismatch, likely one of the benign 

disconfirmation type, too. It does not match the social worth expectations associated with the 

competition as which the older boxer has construed the situation thus far. Instead, it pertains 

to a different, potentially pleasant interaction strand beyond the boxing ring.  

Reactions to Social Worth 

The social worth that a person feels is being accorded to them by a partner serves as 

feedback on whether or not the partner is in agreement with their envisioned interaction. We 

suggest viewing a person’s reaction to social worth a) in terms of the impact on the interaction 

goals that afforded the respective manifestation of social worth; and b) as a subsequent 

attempt to regulate the interaction accordingly (see the bottom right part of Figure 3.1).  

When the younger boxer sees the older as an accomplished rival, the older boxer’s social 

worth expectations are affirmed. Normally, we would expect the older boxer’s goals for the 

bout to be maintained. In a scenario where his competitive goal would already be saturated 

by the symbolic recognition of the younger as someone who is still to be taken seriously, the 

older boxer might instead lose interest in the fight and transition to a different situation. 

When the older boxer feels that he is not taken seriously by the younger, his social worth 

expectations are violated. In case he maintains his competitive interaction goal, he may try 

and enforce his understanding of the situation on the younger (e.g., by demanding more 

respect from the younger boxer, or by trying even harder to win the fight). If, however, the 

social worth violation discourages him from seeking recognition as a fighter, he may as well 

let go of this ambition and retire.  

We suggested two disconfirmation scenarios. In the first, the older boxer is surprised 

because the younger boxer seems more intimidated than expected (quantitative mismatch). 

In the second, he is surprised because the younger boxer credits him with qualities that pertain 

to a different interaction strand (qualitative mismatch). In both scenarios, the older boxer’s 

behavioral reaction will depend on whether he maintains his initial interaction goals, or 

whether he adjusts to the situation understanding of his opponent.  

Literature Review: Reactions to Social Worth 

Across social worth-related literatures, there is evidence that people often react positively 

(i.e. increase interdependence and commitment) when they feel valued, and negatively (i.e., 

decrease interdependence and commitment) when they feel undervalued and disrespected. 
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However, there is also evidence that a simple model of reactive regulations would not do 

justice to the complexity of reactions to social worth. We first review evidence for the more 

straightforward up- and downregulations of an existing interdependence structure. We then 

turn to a research example that demonstrates that these up- and downregulations are specific 

to the interaction’s interdependence structure. Next, we discuss research in which reactions 

are contingent on the conferral of specific social worth qualities. And finally, we touch upon 

research where reactions to social worth are moderated by the motivational reaction to a 

social worth experience. 

Up- and Downregulations of the Relationship After Being Accorded Social Worth. 

One prominent idea in social worth research is that the attribution of respect and status by 

other group members binds people to groups and induces them to unselfishly contribute to 

the group’s welfare. Empirical support comes from research on both status (Willer, 2009; 

Study 4) and respect (Simon & Stürmer, 2003). Willer (2009) let participants play a public-

goods-game. After the first rounds they received bogus feedback that other players saw them 

as highly vs. moderately prestigious, honorable, and respected. Those who were valued 

highly contributed more to the public good in subsequent rounds than those who were only 

valued moderately. Similarly, Simon and Stürmer (2003) let groups of student participants 

work on a group task. Next, they were given bogus feedback by the other group members. 

The feedback expressed either interest in the participant’s results, and promised to consider 

them in detail, or disinterest and unwillingness to pay attention to them. Those who received 

respectful feedback identified more strongly with their group, and were willing to take on 

additional tasks for the group.13 Simon et al. (2015) showed that this pattern also obtains in 

reaction to social worth from outgroup members. Using a similar respect manipulation as in 

Simon and Stürmer (2003), the authors showed that participants who were treated 

respectfully by students of another department would identify more strongly in terms of a 

common, overarching ingroup than those who had been treated disrespectfully. From our 

theoretical perspective, the manipulations in these studies signaled participants that the group 

was happy to have them as members. Participants reactions to these signals – contributing 

more to the group, and identifying more strongly with it – can be understood as upregulations 

of the relationship following other group members’ feedback.  

Such relationship upregulations after positive feedback and complementary 

downregulations after negative feedback are also the focus of work on the regulation of 

dependence in romantic couples (Murray et al., 2006). People react to perceived negative 

regard from a partner by distancing themselves from the relationship in order to try and 

protect themselves from rejection. In contrast, when regarded positively, people risk greater 

dependence and respond by promoting and deepening the relationship (cf. also the 

“reciprocity of liking”-principle, Berscheid & Walster, 1969). 

In the academic domain, randomized belongingness interventions can increase retention 

for students from groups that are historically disadvantaged in higher education (Murphy et 

al., 2020). Retention rates after two years were higher among students who read messages 

                                                 
13 Although both articles describe almost identical phenomena, their similarity graphs show virtually no 

overlap, corroborating our earlier point about the detachment of the literatures on status and respect (0/40 

overlap via www.connectedpapers.com; retrieved on August 27, 2021) 
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from upper-year students about potential challenges to institutional belonging, learned that 

these challenges were normal and temporary, and thus, had their belonging affirmed. Their 

interaction goal, activated in response to being unsure about their inclusion in the institution, 

was satisfied by the intervention. Their prolonged retention can be understood as a 

reinforcement of the desired interdependence structure in response to the belongingness 

feedback. Similarly, organizational support theory has accumulated a lot of evidence that 

employees regulate their commitment and contributions to the organization in response to 

the support they receive (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002; Kurtessis et al., 2017).  

Up- and Downregulations are Specific to the Interaction’s Interdependence 

Structure. The organizational support literature also testifies to our argument that, to 

understand the effects of social worth, it is important to consider the interaction in which it 

is awarded: A positive social worth experience should elicit reactions that pertain to those 

aspects of the interaction that gave rise to the social worth experience. The authors of a cross-

cultural meta-analysis (Rockstuhl et al., 2020) argued that membership in the organization 

should play a greater role for the self-definition of employees in countries with more vertical-

collectivistic values (Lam et al., 2016). In countries with more horizontal-individualistic 

values, in contrast, employees should see their relationship with the organization more as one 

of social exchange with the organization (Van Knippenberg et al., 2015). Indeed, the meta-

analysis by Rockstuhl et al. (2020) showed that perceived organizational support tended to 

trigger stronger social exchange-related reactions in more individualistic cultures (i.e., 

greater obligation to reciprocate, greater trust in the organization). In contrast, perceived 

organizational support tended to trigger stronger identification with the organization in more 

collectivistic cultures. In reaction to social worth from the organization (i.e., organizational 

support), employees reinforced their relationship with the organization in a way that reflects 

the specific cultural understanding of the employee-organization relationship.  

Comparing Reactions to Different Forms of Social Worth. There are several lines of 

research that can be used to compare regulation attempts in response to different forms of 

social worth. For instance, Blader and Chen (2011, Study 1; see also Blader et al., 2016) 

manipulated whether the role of the allocator in a dictator game was framed in terms of 

respect and admiration or in terms of resource control (i.e., power). Emphasizing their power 

led participants to share less and instead exploit the potential power asymmetry of the 

situation. In contrast, when the respect and esteem of the other players for the allocator were 

emphasized, participants shared more. That is, social worth in terms of respect and esteem 

made participants forego self-interest to benefit others, and thus regulate the interaction in a 

way that is congruent with the role suggested by the manipulation (i.e., of a responsible 

leader). Social worth in terms of power and influence seemed to permit participants to exploit 

the situation in the way “suggested” by others. 

Research on need satisfaction in intergroup contexts that are characterized by asymmetries 

of status and power has compared the reactions of members of both groups to receiving one 

of two kinds of social worth (Hässler et al., 2021; see also Hässler 2020; Shnabel et al., 2009). 

Contact with members of an advantaged group increased disadvantaged group members’ 

support for social change towards equality. This effect was enhanced when they felt that the 

interaction partner had credited them with competence and intellect and had listened to what 
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they said. In contrast, feeling accepted and seen as moral by the advantaged group member 

had no such effect. From our perspective, being met on eye level (i.e., with no asymmetry of 

power) by a member of the advantaged group encouraged them to regulate their interaction 

goals correspondingly, and demand equality for their group in the political arena, too.  

Different Regulations Depending on the Motivational Response to Social Worth. In 

our framework, the way that people regulate their interaction after social worth feedback 

depends on how the social worth feedback affects their interaction goals. Such a pattern can 

also be observed in responses to ostracism, where people typically respond to being socially 

excluded in three ways (Williams, 2009; Ren et al., 2018): approach the ostracizer to restore 

the relationship, avoid the ostracizer to avoid more rejection, or retaliate against the ostracizer 

to punish them. Several boundary conditions shape the selection among these responses, and 

they do so by affecting the motivational response of the rejected person (Smart Richman & 

Leary, 2009; Ren et al., 2018). For instance, the importance of the relationship should 

increase the likelihood of an approach response. The availability of alternative relationships, 

should, in contrast, increase the likelihood of withdrawal. Pessimism that the relationship can 

be repaired should increase the likelihood of an aggressive response. Although we have not 

explicitly theorized such moderating influences thus far, the ideas from ostracism research 

seem consistent with our model. The boundary conditions of the rejection – importance of 

the relationship, the availability of alternatives and prospects of repair – affect the 

motivational response to the rejection, and, in turn, the subsequent regulation of the 

relationship. 

Discussion and Future Directions 

At the outset of this article, we posited that social worth is a pervasive phenomenon in 

psychological research and theory, but that a comprehensive theoretical framework was 

lacking. In this article, we have proposed such a framework. Its main explananda are a) the 

meaning(s) of social worth in an interaction, b) how people judge the social worth they are 

accorded by their interaction partners, and c) how people react to being accorded different 

forms of social worth.  

We have replaced the focus on different social worth constructs with a focus on the 

mechanisms that produce the experiences that social worth constructs are designed to capture. 

By focusing on mechanisms, we avoided to become trapped in the divisions along the lines 

of overlapping or mutually subsuming definitions that we observe in research on social 

worth. Instead, it allowed us to integrate a wide range of phenomena, many of which have 

figured under different labels, such as recognition, regard, or rejection (Gigerenzer, 2017). 

The integrative lens has allowed us to identify systematic patterns that serve as points of 

departure for exciting new questions. We now present select examples of new research 

questions, including some suggestions for how they could be tested.  

When Are People More and Less Concerned About the Social Worth They are 

Accorded From Others?  

We have suggested two circumstances that should increase people’s concern about and 

attention to cues of social worth. One is strong interdependence, where a person’s outcomes 

vary strongly as a function of the behavior of others. Under strong interdependence, it is 
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especially important to “know where you stand”, and thus engage in close monitoring of the 

match between one’s own interaction goals and the partner’s understanding of the situation. 

Experience sampling methods might be useful to examine the associations of social worth 

related cognition and levels of interdependence. Second, we have suggested that people 

should be more attentive to social worth cues following “social worth surprises”, that is, when 

their social worth expectations have been disconfirmed or violated. Because these surprises 

indicate that a partner has a different understanding of the interaction, they should engender 

continued attention until the discrepancy between the perspectives is settled. This research 

question and our hypotheses are new. In other existing accounts, social worth experiences 

are traced to relatively immutable properties, such as fundamental motives, or the expression 

of specific qualities (Huo & Binning, 2008; Simon & Grabow, 2014). They therefore do not 

suggest circumstances under which people are more or less concerned about social worth. 

How to Study the Situation-Specificity of Social Worth Experiences?  

Research that has examined what exactly makes people feel valued and respected has 

typically relied on a narrow set of social worth qualities, such as competence and liking 

(Spears et al., 2005), or recognition of equality, achievements, and needs (Simon & Grabow, 

2014). To obtain nuanced insights into the meaning of social worth, it is important to broadly 

sample behaviors or qualities that would make people feel valued (see, e.g., Lange et al., 

2018, for such a broad sampling approach to envy). Study participants could be asked to rate 

the extent to which they felt valued, and the extent to which they felt their interaction partner 

credited them with a wide range of social worth qualities. Depending on people’s goals for 

their interaction, different association patterns between felt social worth and attributed 

qualities should obtain. Alternatively, researchers could experimentally induce different 

interaction goals for one relationship or interaction via different framings, and see if people 

feel valued more when they are attributed corresponding qualities.  

(How) do People Integrate the Attribution of Different, Perhaps Conflicting Forms of 

Social Worth?  

We have described how complex interactions afford manifold social worth manifestations. 

A natural follow-up question is whether, and if, how, people integrate multiple simultaneous 

social worth manifestations. Do they integrate different forms of social worth, or do they 

keep them in separate accounts? A particularly interesting case in question concerns the 

impacts of material and immaterial recognition, for example, of money and respect (see, e.g., 

Fraser & Honneth, 2003). Previous research suggests that immaterial respect can sometimes 

compensate a deprivation of more tangible resources, and secure group identification and 

group-serving behavior (Simon et al., 2006). However, by broadening the scope of things 

that may make people feel respected, our framework allows to examine the social worth 

implications of different kinds of material and immaterial recognition more directly. 

Disrespect Rooted in Disagreements vs. Misunderstandings  

According to our framework, people feel disrespected when their interaction partner 

accords them a role that fall short of their own interaction goals. Different causes may be 

responsible when a partner fails to match another’s social worth expectations. The partner 

may make diverging assessments of the person’s social worth qualities, and be unwilling to 
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accord the type of social worth that the person seeks. However, the partner may as well be 

unaware of the person’s social worth expectations, or misunderstand them. For instance, an 

apprentice carpenter may feel disrespected because their supervisor gives them not enough 

or not very challenging tasks. The apprentice wants to be a valuable employee to the company 

and they interpret the supervisor’s behavior as an indication of low regard for his competence. 

If this is indeed the supervisor’s reason for keeping them out of the more challenging parts 

of work, the apprentice’s feeling of disrespect is a result of a disagreement. If, in contrast, 

the supervisor would actually like to task the apprentice with more complicated jobs, but 

goes easy on them because they deem it important not to exploit an apprentice’s cheap labor, 

the apprentice’s feeling of disrespect is a misunderstanding. When such a misunderstanding 

is not resolved, it can contribute to negative interaction dynamics just like a social worth 

disagreement. An interesting finding in this context is that romantic couples largely agreed 

in their perception of interdependent situations (Columbus et al., 2021). Perhaps their greater 

agreement about the perception of the situation allows them to better match social worth 

expectations compared to partners in more distant relationships and, thus, avoid social worth 

misunderstandings. 

Concluding Remarks 

People respect and disrespect each other in nuanced and, at times, creative ways. We have 

presented an integrative framework of social worth that accommodates and helps to 

understand many of these ways. It explains how people want to be seen by others, how they 

evaluate the social worth that they are offered by others, and how they react to being credited 

with different forms of social worth. Going forward, we hope our framework will help to 

organize and generate new insights into the psychological and social dynamics of social 

worth.   
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The Positionality of Social Worth: Respect in Conversations About Workplace 

Discrimination Against Women 

Adrian Rothers and J. Christopher Cohrs 

Psychological accounts have theorized respect and other social worth constructs in a 

relatively static way: In these accounts, people feel valued by others when they are accorded 

with one of a few types of worth. Little attention, however, has been paid to whether the 

meaning of social worth may be contingent on the specific interaction in which people find 

themselves. In this preregistered online experiment, we tested a hypothesis about the 

systematic variability of social worth experiences. Namely, we tested the assumption that, in 

cross-gender conversations about workplace discrimination against women, women and men 

seek to be credited with different qualities, and feel valued accordingly. Female and male 

participants were asked to read an online news article that described discrimination that 

women face in salary, hiring decisions, and leadership prospects. Next, female (male) 

participants were asked to imagine a conversation with a male (female) colleague, in which 

the colleague credited the participant’s gender with either agentic or communal qualities. As 

predicted, female and male participants felt valued differently for the attribution of agentic 

and communal qualities. We discuss how the study can be extended to enrich our 

understanding of the systematic variability in what makes people feel valued. 

Keywords: social worth, respect, power asymmetry, gender, agency, communion 
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Introduction 

Constructive exchanges between different stakeholder groups are democracy’s 

fundamental pathway to fair and legitimate political decisions (Habermas, 1984; Parkinson 

& Mansbridge, 2012). An important aspect of such exchanges is that people feel respected 

and valued in their views and as members of their group (Eschert & Simon, 2019; Kalla & 

Broockman, 2020; Kubin et al., 2021; Hässler et al., 2020). But what does it mean for people 

to feel respected and valued in those sensitive situations? In this study, we examine the 

meaning of social worth for men and women in conversations about gender inequalities in 

the professional domain. To do so, we link our own interdependence-based theorizing about 

social worth (see Chapter 3 of this dissertation) with research in the tradition of the needs-

based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; Shnabel et al., 2009, Shnabel & 

Nadler, 2015; Hässler et al., 2020).  

Existing Theories of Respect and Social Worth 

Most theoretical accounts of respect and social worth converge on the existence and 

importance of at least two different forms of social worth. Although they differ in nuances, 

the types of social worth identified by different authors bear strong resemblance.14 Examples 

of social worth taxonomies comprise distinctions between basic motives for status and 

belonging (Anderson et al., 2015; Hirsch & Clarke, 2019), between status and liking as facets 

of respect (Huo & Binning, 2008; Huo et al., 2010), or between appraisal and recognition 

respect (Grover, 2014).  

While these articles posit a plurality of social worth experiences, they typically say little 

about the conditions under which people will feel valued in one way or another. Some cues 

that social worth experiences might vary systematically in different relationships are laid out 

in Huo and Binning (2008). They suggest that “warmth or liking should be most salient in 

communal relationships such as that among peers (…) In contrast, authorities, because of 

their special position and influence within a group, should be a particularly diagnostic source 

of information about the individual’s standing within the group”. However, Huo et al.’s 

(2010) own study of high school students provided little evidence for this idea, showing 

similar associations of similar magnitude between ratings of peer treatment quality and 

perceived status, authority treatment and perceived status, and peer treatment and perceived 

liking.  

Situations Afford Interaction Goals, Which Shape Social Worth’s Specific Meaning 

We have recently integrated research on diverse social worth experiences in a theoretical 

framework based on interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Kelley et al., 2003; 

see Chapter 3 of this dissertation). This framework aims to systematically flesh out how the 

meaning of social worth is shaped by the situation between interaction partners, and the goals 

that interaction partners have with regard to the situation.  

Interdependence theory describes the interdependence structure of a situation in terms of 

four basic dimensions (Kelley et al., 2003; Molho & Balliet, 2020). These are the overall 

                                                 
14 They are also similar to other bi-dimensional models of social perception and evaluation (e.g., Wiggins, 

1979; Fiske et al., 2002; Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008; Abele & Wojciszke, 2014) 
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degree of interdependence (from complete independence to complete interdependence), the 

basis of interdependence (whether interdependence is based on partner control or joint 

control, and hence, whether the situation requires exchange or coordination), covariation of 

interests (whether the parties’ interests correspond or conflict), and power (a)symmetry 

(whether one party has greater control over their own and the other party’s outcomes, or 

whether power is equally distributed).  

These structural properties of an interaction afford the activation of specific interaction 

goals. Interaction goals, in turn, define what it means to be valued in an interaction. Because 

interaction goals play such a pivotal role in our model, they need a bit of explanation.  

We conceptualize interaction goals as the kind of interaction that people envision with a 

partner. Two classes of interaction goals may be distinguished based on how the individual’s 

goal relates to the status quo of the interdependent interaction. First, a goal may involve to 

make something of a given interaction. For instance, in many interactions (e.g., between 

parent and child, teacher and student, elected officials and their electorate, etc.), a certain 

degree of power asymmetry is considered acceptable and desirable. In an interaction between 

a parent and their child about how long the child is allowed to stay up at night, a parent’s 

interaction goal may be to assume responsibility for the child and set an earlier bedtime for 

the child (i.e., to exert partner control over the child’s outcome). In this case, the parent’s 

goal is to make something of the asymmetric dependence that characterizes their relationship 

with their child. Second, a goal may also involve a wish to change the situation with an 

interaction partners. For instance, the child may reject the parent’s control attempt, and 

instead want to set their bedtime autonomously. In this case, the child wants to challenge the 

status quo, increase their own outcome control, and change the situation towards a more 

balanced distribution of power.  

Importantly, people may respond to an interdependent situation with different goals. The 

interdependence structure does not directly determine the interaction goals that are activated. 

Rather, it “sets the stage”, on which goals are activated by virtue of additional factors. Three 

classes of factors are thought to influence which goals are activated for an interaction 

(Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003): interpersonal traits, relationship-specific motives, and social 

norms. For instance, relations between social groups are often characterized by asymmetries 

in status and power. Such asymmetries are sometimes rejected and condemned as injust, but 

at other times, they are accepted, perhaps even welcomed. This variation in responses to 

power asymmetries is explained by virtue of different factors, including individual difference 

variables (e.g., social dominance orientation; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), legitimizing 

ideologies (e.g., meritocratic beliefs; Jost, 2019), or cultural values (e.g., power distance; 

Hofstede, 2011).  

We contend that people feel valued and respected by an interaction partner when the 

partner behaves in a way that is in accord with their own interaction goals. Moreover, we can 

also think about social worth on the level of “worthy” characteristics and qualities, rather 

than interaction behaviors: As certain qualities and traits predispose for the successful 

realization of certain interaction goals, people feel valued when they feel that the partner 

credits them with those qualities that are conducive to their goals. It is our main goal in this 

article to test these ideas about the situation-specificity of social worth experiences. 
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Converging Evidence: The Needs-Based Model of Reconciliation 

Research in the area of reconciliation supports our idea about how the meaning of social 

worth is contingent on the goals that people have with regard to their interdependent 

interactions. The needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008, Shnabel et 

al., 2009) posits that in interactions between a victim and a perpetrator, the victim will be 

more willing to reconcile when the perpetrator empowers them and emphasizes their agency. 

In contrast, the perpetrator will be more willing to reconcile following signals that the victim 

recognizes their integrity and accepts them. These ideas have since been extended to 

sociopolitical contexts characterized by illegitimate structural inequality (Shnabel et al., 

2013; Siem et al., 2013; Kende et al., 2020; Aydin et al., 2019a; Aydin et al., 2019b). Here, 

again, those who are advantaged and those who are disadvantaged respond to their situation 

with complementary motivations: Seeking restoration of their threatened moral reputation, 

members of the advantaged group want to be seen as warm and sociable. Members of the 

disadvantaged group, in contrast, seek to be empowered, and hence want to be seen as agentic 

and competent. The purpose of this model is to provide psychological knowledge to help 

groups reconcile and promote intergroup equality. This focus on specific intergroup problems 

is perhaps the reason why researchers have not yet considered its implications for theorizing 

about social worth more broadly. Yet, in a way, the needs-based model of reconciliation 

could be viewed as a specific case of our model, tailored to post-transgression contexts and 

contexts characterized by illegitimate inequality. To clarify this parallel, consider how we 

would describe the situation of workplace gender inequality from our theoretical 

perspective:15 

An Interdependence Perspective on Workplace Gender Disparities 

Overall, men’s and women’s professional situations are marked by persistent disparities. 

Although the share of female public and corporate leaders has increased substantially, women 

remain vastly underrepresented compared to men (for Germany, see Bundesministerium für 

Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend, 2021; for the U.S., see Deloitte, 2020). The salaries 

of female employees in Germany are, on average, 6% below those of their male counterparts 

in similar jobs, with similar qualifications, as indicated by the corrected gender pay gap 

(destatis, 2020). There is evidence that female applicants are discriminated against in the 

evaluation process, in particular in male-dominated professions (e.g., Kübler et al., 2018). 

Although different explanations for some of these discrepancies exist (and hence, different 

evaluations), it seems the issue figures in public discourse mostly as one of discrimination.  

We assume that these social facts, and the social representation thereof, are also reflected 

in men’s and women’s perceptions of their interdependence in the working world. For the 

interdependence description of these relations, the dimensions of power (a)symmetry and 

covariation of interests seem particularly relevant. With regard to the covariation of interests, 

it is noteworthy that men would not necessarily lose out in a shift to greater gender equality 

– in fact, it is often argued that men would equally benefit. However, people tend to perceive 

distribution issues as zero-sum games with conflicting interests, where one party’s gains are 

                                                 
15 For another discussion of the relation between the social roles typically examined by research in the 

tradition of the needs-based model of reconciliation (advantaged and disadvantaged groups) and social roles 

examined by interdependence and game theory (attackers and defenders), see Shnabel & Becker (2019).  
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the other party’s losses (Boyer & Petersen, 2018). With regard to the distribution of power, 

men should be seen as having greater power to influence their own outcomes than women, 

given the absence of structural discrimination of the kind reported above against them. 

Moreover, given the greater share of leadership positions held by men, men should be 

perceived to possess greater power to influence women’s outcomes than vice versa.  

Interaction Goals and Desired Social Worth Qualities: The Present Study  

Men and women should construe their workplace interdependence in similar ways, with 

men being in a position of relative advantage and power, and women in a position of relative 

disadvantage and disempowerment. Therefore, we expect that the situation in the workplace 

reflects these positions and activates complementary goals with regard to this 

interdependence in men and women. To the extent that they see the above-mentioned 

privileges as illegitimate, men should be motivated to give them up. That is, they should seek 

to reduce their relative advantage and deal with conflicting interests in a fair (i.e. equitable) 

way. Women, in turn, should be motivated to close the gap and reduce the disadvantage as 

well. These complementary goals should come with a desire to be seen accordingly by people 

of the other gender: for men, to be seen as communion-oriented and warm; for women, to be 

seen as agentic and assertive. That is, in a conversation about workplace gender inequality, 

men should feel respected more strongly when they are seen as communal, and less respected 

when they are seen as agentic. Women, in contrast, should feel more respected when they are 

seen as agentic, and less so when they are seen as communal. The present study tested these 

hypotheses in a preregistered online experiment. All materials, measures and data are 

available at https://bit.ly/2VU7pIa. The preregistration for the main study is available at 

https://osf.io/38zpg and at https://osf.io/hk6u7 for the pilot study. 

Methods 

Design and Procedure 

We recruited self-identifying male and female participants via Prolific Academic to 

participate in an online study that ostensibly examined “social dynamics in the processing of 

media reports”.  

We first asked participants to read an online news article. The article described how 

women are illegitimately disadvantaged in the workplace, based on evidence of the gender 

pay gap (destatis, 2021) and hiring discrimination (Kübler et al., 2018) in Germany. It then 

discussed causes for these disadvantages, such as negative stereotypes held by human 

resource officers, lower self-interest in negotiations (e.g., Mazei et al., 2015), and less 

effective career networking of women compared to men. After reading the article, 

participants were asked to imagine that they talked to a colleague the next day at lunch time. 

The colleague had the opposite gender to the participant (i.e., male participants were asked 

to imagine a conversation with a female colleague and female participants were asked to 

imagine a conversation with a male colleague). This colleague was described to make a 

statement during the conversation, in which they ascribed either agentic or communal 

characteristics to the participant’s gender. In the agentic condition, the colleague told the 

story of a former colleague who had a very successful career although they had struggled 

initially and explicitly ascribed agentic qualities to the participant’s gender in general. In the 

https://bit.ly/2VU7pIa
https://osf.io/38zpg
https://osf.io/hk6u7
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communal condition, the colleague told the story of a former colleague who was very 

welcoming and sociable when the colleague joined the organization and explicitly ascribed 

warm and communal qualities to the participant’s gender in general. We then measured our 

dependent variable by asking participants to rate the extent to which they felt that the 

colleague valued and respected them as men or women, respectively. Lastly, participants 

were asked to provide information about their age, highest educational degree, and gender 

identification.  

The design is thus a 2 (participant gender: male/female) x 2 (attribution of: 

warmth/communion) between-participants design, with participant gender as a quasi-

experimental factor, attribution of warmth/communion to participants’ gender as an 

experimental factor, and perceived social worth as the dependent variable.  

Data Analysis and Participants 

To test our hypothesis that male and female participants feel valued and respected 

differently for the attribution of agentic and communal qualities, we conducted a 2 x 2 

between-participants analysis of variances (ANOVA). Using the R package Superpower 

(Lakens & Caldwell, 2021) we determined the necessary sample size to detect the 

gender*message content interaction effect with 95% power (a power analysis script is 

included in the preregistration at https://osf.io/38zpg). Because previous research provided 

no precise estimates for potential effects in our design, we conducted three power analyses 

based on different result estimates. These yielded necessary sample sizes between 36 and 56 

participants per cell (i.e., an overall N = 144–224). We recruited 225 participants for our main 

study. Female participants (M = 23.12, SD = 7.02) were younger than male participants (M 

= 28.38, SD = 9.74), t(201) = 4.64, p < .001. In terms of educational attainment, the modal 

highest educational degree was a high school degree / university entrance qualification for 

both groups, although more women (n = 75) had a high school degree than men (n = 46). 

More men, in contrast, had a university degree or higher (n = 37) than women (n = 26), which 

may be due to their higher age. The two groups did not differ significantly in how strongly 

they identified with their gender (for men: M = 4.90, SD = .44; for women: M = 4.78, SD = 

.58), t(208) = 1.81, p = .07. 

Pilot Study 

We conducted a pilot study to examine whether our study materials and manipulations 

indeed brought about the intended perceptions and psychological effects and to avoid 

eliciting strong demand effects that may distort the results of our analysis. The pilot study 

followed the same procedure as the main study, but employed different measures. 

Participants were asked a first set of questions upon reading the article and a second set after 

reading the colleague’s conversation statement. Based on a power analysis 

(https://osf.io/hk6u7), we collected pilot study data from 100 participants.  

Measures 

Pilot: Subjective Interdependence  

To measure participants’ perceptions of a power asymmetry between men and women in 

the workplace, we adapted the short version of the power subscale of Gerpott et al.’s (2018) 

https://osf.io/38zpg
https://osf.io/hk6u7
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Subjective Interdependence Scale to the present context (r = .72). On two items, participants 

rated whether men or women have more power over their own and the other gender’s 

outcomes from 1 = definitely [other gender] to 5 = definitely [own gender]. We measured 

whether they perceived men’s and women’s professional interests as in conflict with each 

other via the Conflict subscale from the same inventory (r = .53). On two items, participants 

indicated their agreement with a description of the situation as one of conflicting interests 

from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = completely agree.  

Pilot: Agentic and Communal Interaction Goals  

To measure participants’ goals in relation to the workplace situation of men and women, 

we used the German version of the Circumplex Scale of Intergroup Goals (CSIG; see Locke, 

2014, and Aydin et al., 2019a, for the translation). The CSIG measures participants’ goals in 

the eight octants of the two-dimensional space spanned by agency and communion. For each 

of the eight circumplex octants, participants rate the importance of the respective goal from 

1 = not important to 5 = very important. Participants’ agentic and communal goals are 

computed as a weighted sum of participants’ scores on the respective octants. The agentic 

dimension’s reliability was .84, and the communal dimension’s .86. Further tests of the 

CSIG’s circular structure showed that, for the present study, a circular structure of the 

circumplex measure’s eight octants could not be assumed.16  

Pilot: Attribution of Agency and Communion  

Participants’ understanding of the colleague’s message as attributing agentic or communal 

qualities was assessed with three items per dimension. For the agentic dimension, we asked 

participants to which extent they perceived that persons of their own gender were seen as 

competent, assertive, and vigorous by the colleague. For the communal dimension, we asked 

participants to which extent they perceived that persons of their own gender were seen as 

warm, sociable, and understanding. We evaluated their psychometric appropriateness by 

means of exploratory factor analysis. The analysis yielded the expected two factor structure 

with strong target loadings for all six items (all standardized λ ≥ .653) and weak non-target 

loadings (all standardized λ ≤ .245). Confirmatory factor analysis indicated excellent model 

fit for the two factor solution (χ²(4) = 4.67, p = .32; CFI = .998; TLI = .994; RMSEA = .041, 

SRMR = .012).  

Main Study: Perceived Social Worth.  

Perceived social worth was assessed using four self-constructed items. In order not to bias 

our measurement of social worth towards the attribution of particular social worth qualities, 

we chose items that measured social worth in a “content-free” way, without reference to 

specific qualities such as dominance, kindness, or equality (see, e.g., Simon & Grabow, 2014, 

for a similar approach). Participants used a slider to rate the colleague’s statement with regard 

                                                 
16 Following Aydin et al. (2019a), we used two approaches to test the circumplex structure: The 

correspondence of the data to a circumplex structure (Tracey, 1997) was not better than random (CI = -.02). We 

also tested the circulant correlation model (Guttman, 1954). Both the RMSEA (.168, 90% CI: .128 - .21) and 

the AGFI (.776) indicated worse fit compared to the recommendations by Gurtman and Pincus (2003). The 

reliability of the agentic and communal vector was calculated using Nunnally and Bernstein’s (1994) formulas 

(Equations 7-17) for reliabilities of weighted sums. For our purposes, the poor fit to a circumplex structure is 

not problematic. 
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to four aspects (that the colleague valued their gender; that the colleague felt respect for their 

gender; that the colleague approved of their gender; and whether the colleague was 

disrespectful towards their gender (reverse-scored), from 1 = fully disagree to 100 = fully 

agree). Exploratory factor analyses showed that the data were best represented by a one-

dimensional structure. Subsequent measurement invariance testing, however, revealed that 

the four item measure showed neither metric nor scalar measurement invariance. In line with 

our preregistration, we explored whether any of the four possible three-item-sets would show 

scalar measurement invariance. None did, but one item triplet showed metric measurement 

invariance. Moreover, the test for scalar invariance yielded a relatively large p-value (p = 

.01). Confirmatory factor analyses showed acceptable fit of the data for this item triplet to a 

one-dimensional model (χ²(2) = 8.34, p = .02; CFI = .989; TLI = .968; RMSEA = .119, 

SRMR = .025). We averaged across this item triplet to compute perceived social worth for 

further analyses.  

Results 

Subjective Interdependence  

After reading the article, participants saw men and women’s professional interdependence 

to be characterized by an asymmetric distribution of power in favor of men, as evidenced by 

a one-sample t-test against the scale midpoint of three (M = 4.05, SD = .67), t(99) = 15.71, p 

< .001. Female participants (M = 4.37, SD = .47) perceived this power asymmetry 

significantly more strongly than male participants (M = 3.73, SD = 4.69), t(86) = -5.432, p < 

.001.  

Participants indicated that they perceived men’s and women’s professional interests to be 

moderately conflicting, as indicated by the sample mean of 2.44 on the five-point scale (SD 

= .98).17 Again, women perceived relatively more conflict of interests (M = 2.73, SD = .98) 

than men did (M = 2.15, SD = .91), t(97) = -3.07, p = .003. Figure 4.1 shows men’s and 

women’s ratings of both dimensions of interdependence. 

Agentic and Communal Intergroup Goals 

As expected, male and female participants responded to the situation with different 

intergroup goals. A two-way mixed ANOVA of participant gender (male/female) and goal 

dimension (agentic/communal) on goal strength yielded the expected gender*goal dimension 

interaction effect, F(1,98) = 106.50, p < .001, η2
G = .07. An analysis of simple main effects 

revealed that men had significantly greater communal (M = 5.64, SD = 2.13) compared to 

agentic goals (M = 0.01, SD = 1.58), F(1,98) = 14199.60, p < .001). Women’s agentic (M = 

3.70; SD = 1.33) and communal goals (M = 3.52; SD = 2.00), did not differ significantly, 

F(1,98) = -.02, p = .64.  

Assessing the Link Between Subjective Interdependence and Interaction Goals 

We assume that agentic and communal interaction goals are activated in response to 

perceptions of power asymmetry and conflicting interests between men and women in the 

                                                 
17 We preregistered a one-sample t-test against the scale midpoint of 3 (as for the power dimension). 

However, in contrast to the latter one, the conflict subscale does not have a neutral, or otherwise meaningful 

midpoint, so we dropped this analysis. 
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professional domain. However, we do not directly manipulate the interdependence structure 

of the situation. Hence, the design does not exclude the possibility that other gender-specific 

factors, which are unrelated to the situation structure, are responsible for the reported gender 

differences in agentic and communal interaction goals. To assess the association between 

perceptions of interdependence and agentic and communal interaction goals independent of 

gender, we ran a series of four moderated regression analyses. In each model, an interaction 

goal was regressed on one of the two interdependence perceptions, gender, and their 

interaction term. We recoded the power asymmetry measure so that high values would 

indicate the perception of a power advantage for one’s own gender, and low values a 

perceived power disadvantage. Regression tables and a plot of the variable associations are 

in Appendix A and B. 

The regression models explained a greater amount of the variance in agentic than in 

communal intergroup goals (R²agentic = .64 and .64 and R²communal = .29 and .24). We found 

that perceived power advantage was also associated with greater communal interaction goals, 

b = 1.25, p = .003. Perceived power advantage was also associated with weaker agentic 

Figure 4.1  

Men’s and Women’s Perceptions of Their Interdependence in the Professional Domain 

  

Note. The x-axis shows the perceived power asymmetry between men and women in the 

professional domain. The y-axis shows perceived conflict between men’s and women’s 

professional interests. Ratings of male participants are represented in the left panel, those of 

female participants in the right. To avoid overplotting, points jitter around their actual value.  
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intergroup goals, although the association was not significant, b = -.51, p = .09. That is, the 

more participants felt that their gender is advantaged (vs. disadvantaged) in the professional 

domain, the more they sought to behave in communal ways, and the less they sought to 

behave in agentic ways.  

Perceptions of greater conflicting interests were associated with less agentic interaction 

goals, b = -.47, p = .04, and with more communal interaction goals, although the latter effect 

was not significant, b = .57, p = .08. That is, the more participants perceived a conflict 

between women’s and men’s professional interests, the less they sought to behave in agentic, 

and the more they sought to behave in communal ways. 

Table 4.1 

Interaction Goals of Male and Female Participants and Their Social Worth Judgments 

Across Statement Conditions 

 Interaction Goals 

Participant Gender Agentic Goals Communal Goals 

Male .01 (1.58) 

n = 30 

5.64 (2.13) 

n = 20 

Female 3.7 (1.33) 

n = 19 

3.52 (2.00) 

n = 31 

 Social Worth Judgments 

 Attribution of Agency Attribution of Communion 

Male 68.86 (19.26) 

n = 55 

75.61 (20.96) 

n = 58 

Female 64.71 (25.86) 

n = 55 

47.16 (24.04) 

n = 57 

Note. Indicates means and standard deviations (in parentheses), and number of 

participants per cell. Total N = 100 in the pilot study (interaction goals), and N = 225 in the 

main study (social worth judgments). 
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Manipulation Check: Message Content Manipulation 

Male and female participants correctly understood the attribution of agentic and 

communal qualities to their own gender. A three-way mixed ANOVA of message content 

(agentic/communal), dimension of perceived attribution (i.e., the extent to which the 

colleague seems to attribute agency or communion to one’s gender), and participant gender 

(male/female) on perceived attribution yielded the expected two-way interaction effect 

between statement content and dimension of attribution, F(1,96) = 300.59, p < .001, η2
G = 

.59. Analysis of simple main effects showed that, in the agentic statement condition, the 

colleague was indeed perceived to credit the participant’s gender with more agency than 

communion, F(1,96) = 134.31, p < .001. In the communal statement condition, the colleague 

Figure 4.2  

Male and Female Participants’ Perceptions of Social Worth When Credited With Agentic 

vs. Communal Qualities

 

 Note. The boxplot shows the means, first and third quartiles (lower and upper hinges), 

and whiskers extending to the last value no further than 1.5 interquartile distance from the 

respective hinge. Points represent individual participants’ scores of perceived social worth. 
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was perceived to credit the participant’s gender with more communion than agency, F(1,96) 

= 167.64, p < .001.  

Interestingly, this interaction was itself qualified by a three-way interaction with gender, 

F(1,96) = 9.64, p = .003, η2
G = .04. Inspection of pairwise comparisons showed that the 

communal message was understood somewhat differently by male and female participants. 

Men inferred greater attribution of agentic qualities from the communal statement than 

women did. Women, in turn, inferred greater attribution of communal qualities from the 

agentic statement than men did. 

Perceived Social Worth 

As expected, male and female participants felt respected and valued differently for being 

credited with agency and communion (see Figure 4.2). A two-way between-participants 

ANOVA yielded a significant interaction effect between participant gender and statement 

content, F(1,221) = 16.14, p < .001, η2
G = .07.18 Tukey’s HSD tests19 showed that women 

felt much less respected for the attribution of communion (M = 47.2, SD = 24.0) than agency 

(M = 64.7, SD = 25.9), t(221) = 4.10, p < .001. In contrast, men did not feel respected to a 

different extent by the two messages (Mcommunion = 75.6, SDcommunion = 21.0, Magency = 68.9, 

SDagency = 19.3), t(221) = -6.75, p = .39. 

Discussion 

Position-Specific Meanings of Social Worth  

What makes men and women feel respected in a conversation about gender inequality is 

shaped by their respective social position. Combining our own interdependence-based 

framework (Rothers & Cohrs, 2021; see chapter 3) and the needs-based model of 

reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; Shnabel et al., 2009), our preregistered study 

showed that women feel less respected when they are credited with communal qualities, such 

as warmth and sociability, and more respected when credited with agentic qualities, such as 

assertiveness and competence. Men, in contrast, felt equally respected when credited with 

agentic vs. communal qualities. Understanding such position-specific social worth meanings 

is important for people who try to handle delicate interactions about divisive topics with 

members of other groups. Ultimately, understanding social worth is important in order to 

make use of democracy’s deliberative pathway to fair and legitimized political decisions 

(Kalla & Broockman, 2020).  

Only women, but not men, showed a difference in perceived social worth when credited 

with agentic vs. communal qualities. This finding is in line with recent research from the 

literature on need-satisfaction in intergroup contact between members of advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups (Hässler et al., 2021). This research has shown a similar asymmetry, 

whereby for members of advantaged groups, both accepting and empowering contact led to 

greater support for social change, whereas only empowering contact had this effect for 

                                                 
18 The assumption of homogeneous variances across experimental groups was violated, as indicated by a 

significant Levene’s test, p = .039. We therefore conducted a robust two-way ANOVA on trimmed means (Mair 

& Wilcox, 2020). The results of the robust test were equivalent to the results of the standard test. 
19 Other than for the previous analyses, and due to our preregistration, we used Tukey’s HSD tests to follow 

up the interaction effect. 
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members of disadvantaged groups. In our study, the (female) colleague’s praise of men as 

agentic may have served as a justification of the status quo for men, taking away the sting of 

illegitimacy and making male participants feel respected (Siem et al., 2013).  

In the pilot study, we also tested our assumptions about how men and women’s 

interdependence perceptions and the interaction goals activated in response give rise to 

different social worth experiences. Men were generally seen to have greater power to 

determine their professional outcomes than women, and participants saw the situation as 

containing moderately conflicting interests (although the judgments of female participants 

were somewhat more extreme on both dimensions – see Figure 4.1). Moreover, men had 

much stronger communal than agentic interaction goals, whereas women’s communal and 

agentic interaction goals were not significantly different from each other. Exploratory 

analyses – controlling for gender differences in interaction goals – also revealed consistent 

patterns of associations between perceptions of interdependence and interaction goals. For 

both power asymmetry and conflict of interests, compensatory pattern was found: 

Participants who felt that their gender had a power advantage tended to report greater 

communal and weaker agentic interaction goals. Likewise, participants who saw men and 

women’s interests as more conflicting tended to report greater communal and weaker agentic 

interaction goals. This is in line with our assumption that male and female participants would 

be uncomfortable situation and have a desire for more harmonious and just gender relations 

in the workplace. 

No Homology Between Patterns of Interaction Goals and Social Worth Perceptions 

Based on our theoretical analysis, we were surprised that the pattern of intergroup 

interaction goals did not mirror the pattern of social worth perceptions in the main study more 

closely (cf. Table 1). Given that female participants felt significantly more respected for the 

attribution of agentic than communal qualities, why did we not find an analogous significant 

difference between their agentic and communal interaction goals? If we assume that 

interaction goals directly imply how people want to be seen by their interaction partners, the 

results on these variables should be more uniform.  

The finding may, however, also be an artefact of our design, with participant gender as a 

quasi-experimental variable. Other chronic gender-specific concerns – such as strong norms 

for men not to behave violently towards women – may have affected responses on the CSIG 

(e.g., via the item “we are aggressive if necessary”) without actually implying a greater desire 

not to be seen as agentic. A more stringent test of the association between interaction goals 

and corresponding social worth qualities would have required a more sophisticated design. 

Future studies could include an additional control group in which no article is shown, or try 

to induce different goals in a purely male or female sample (e.g., by framing workplace 

gender inequalities in illegitimate and legitimate ways, Shnabel et al., 2016; Bos et al., 2016).  

It is also notable that the measurement of interaction goals in our study did not refer to the 

conversation with the colleague (in which the social worth experience occurred) as closely 

as possible. Instead, participants rated the CSIG items with reference to mixed-gender 

professional encounters in general. Given the poor fit of our data to a circumplex structure, 
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a more parsimonious alternative to measure interaction goals may be used in future studies 

(see, e.g., Siem et al., 2013). 

Possible Extensions of the Present Study 

The present study extends existing research in the tradition of the needs-based model by 

showing that, in the context of illegitimate group inequalities, feelings of respect and social 

worth are shaped by similar dynamics as willingness to reconcile (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; 

Shnabel et al., 2009) or commitment to social change and greater equality (Shnabel et al., 

2013; Hässler et al., 2020). It also represents a first empirical test of the assertion of our 

interdependence-based social worth framework that the meaning of social worth is 

contingent on the social positions of interaction partners (see Chapter 3 of this dissertation). 

The latter framework can be thought of as a generalization of the former: By treating 

interaction goals (which run analogously to the identity needs in the needs-based model) as 

an affordance of the interdependence structure underlying a situation, it allows to hypothesize 

goals in many different constellations beyond those of intergroup transgressions and 

disadvantage.  

Future studies could employ this theorizing in several ways to extend the present study. 

For instance, other framings beyond those of advantage and disadvantage could be used to 

induce different interdependence perceptions, interaction goals, and hence, social worth 

experiences for men and women. For instance, women’s underrepresentation in STEM 

professions has been explained via the problematic impact of stereotypes (Breda et al., 2020) 

but also via women’s preferences for non-STEM professions (Stoet & Geary, 2018). 

Regardless of its factual (in-)accuracy, the latter account suggests an intergroup dynamic that 

is different from the more frequently examined contexts of advantage and disadvantage. 

Based on this account, female participants could be presented a news article or an opinion 

piece that describes the situation of female representation in STEM as one of overregulation 

against women’s actual preferences (cf. “Google’s Ideological Echo Chamber,” 2021). In 

interdependence terms, this could be described as an excessive use of partner control. Against 

this backdrop, social worth may be expressed by granting autonomy and self-determination. 

Additional framings (that may elicit additional social worth expectations) could also shed 

light on the usefulness of distinguishing social worth experiences beyond the two cardinal 

domains of agency/competence and communion/warmth (see also Abele et al., 2021). 

Another avenue for future research concerns the role of moderating factors. We have 

argued that interaction goals are afforded by the interdependence structure of a situation, but 

which goal exactly will be activated depends on person-, relationship-, and social factors. 

Variables such as social dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), system 

justification (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, 2019), or benevolent sexism (Glick et al., 2000) 

should affect both advantaged and disadvantaged members’ goal response to social 

inequality. More specifically, women with greater system justification (Jost & Banaji, 1994; 

Jost, 2019) should feel less discomfort about gender inequalities and, therefore, less disdain 

for being credited with communal qualities (the same suggestions is made by Hässler et al., 

2020).  
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Concluding Remarks 

Effective communication about divisive issues is more likely when interaction partners 

feel valued by each other. Knowing what it takes to make people feel valued and respected 

is therefore a key concern for people who seek to successfully handle these important 

conversations. Our study represents a step towards a more systematic understanding the 

situational specificity of social worth experiences.  
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Appendix 

Appendix A  

Regression Tables: Testing the Associations Between Interdependence Perceptions and 

Interaction Goals 

Effect Estimate SE p 

 Criterion: Agentic Goals       

Fixed effects       

  Intercept 1.013 .531 .06 

     Gender a 2.282 .808 .006 

     Perceived Conflict of Interests −.466 .228 .04 

     Interaction Term 

R² = .637 

.616 .310 .05 

Effect Estimate SE p 

  Criterion: Communal Goals       

Fixed effects       

  Intercept 4.406 .754 <.001 

     Gender a −.577 1.148 .61 

     Perceived Conflict of Interests .574 .324 .08 

     Interaction Term 

R² = .239 

−.687 .440 .12 

Effect Estimate SE P 

  Criterion: Agentic Goals       

Fixed effects       

  Intercept 1.927 1.141 .09 

     Gender a 2.604 1.361 .06 

     Perceived Power Advantage −.513 .301 .09 

     Interaction Term 

R² = .635 

.007 .531 .99 

Effect Estimate SE p 

  Criterion: Communal Goals       

Fixed effects       

  Intercept .964 1.565 .54 

     Gender a 1.705 1,867 .36 

     Perceived Power Advantage 1.254 .413 .003 

     Interaction Term 

R² = .287 

−.732 .729 .32 

Note. N = 100. a 0 = male, 1 = female.  
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Appendix B 

Plots of Interdependence Perceptions and Interaction Goals for Male and Female 

Participants 
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Conclusion 

Contributions to the Study of Social Worth 

What makes people feel valued and respected? In this dissertation, we have given 

specific answers to this question for two specific interactions. We have also tried to give a 

general answer by formulating a theoretical framework that can be used to explain social 

worth in different interactions. 

Manuscript 1 demonstrated that extant models of respect are not suitable for 

explaining participants’ experiences of respect and disrespect in political discussions with a 

contraryminded partner. Multiple motives were involved in respect judgments that point 

squarely to the importance of considering what the interaction is about. For instance, people 

felt respected when the quality of what they had to say was recognized, when their arguments 

were given fair consideration, when the partner respected their viewpoint autonomy, or when 

they felt connected despite the dissent. Such a “grounded” conceptualization provides a much 

clearer understanding of what exactly made people feel respected than the application of an 

extant respect taxonomy could provide. 

To balance the precision of grounded conceptualizations with demands for generality 

and wide applicability, we developed an integrative theoretical framework in Manuscript 2. 

In doing so, we abandoned the conventional terminology of respect, status, acceptance, or 

recognition, for the more inclusive term social worth, to reflect the variability of ways in 

which people feel valued. The usage of unfamiliar concept labels that have fewer, if any, 

connotations is a strategy adopted from emotion research. It is intended to prevent the illusion 

of a precisely defined psychological entity with an immutable essence (cf. the Kama Muta 

emotion described by Fiske et al., 2019; Fiske, 2020; Scheel et al., 2021). 

At the core of the framework is a comparison mechanism by which people judge the 

social worth they are accorded by an interaction partner. In this mechanism, the person 

compares the role they are accorded by the partner against their own interaction goals. Note 

that we explicitly theorize how these interaction goals are activated: The interdependence 
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structure affords a set of goals, of which one is activated by virtue of more distal factors of 

the person, the relationship, and the social context. In this way, the interaction context serves 

as input to the operation of the mechanism. Because there is variation in interdependent 

situations and because people’s goals in interdependent situations vary, the proposed 

mechanism can explain variability in what makes people feel valued. Moreover, by explicitly 

theorizing how interaction goals are activated, we hope to avoid the pitfall of replacing 

proliferation on the level of social worth constructs with proliferation on the level of 

interaction goals.  

We tested a specific hypothesis about the situation-specificity of what makes people 

feel valued in the third manuscript. Our hypothesis that men’s and women’s social worth 

experiences are contingent on the attribution of specific qualities was generally confirmed. 

However, the design was not suited to explicitly test the hypothesized direct relation between 

interaction goals (i.e., agentic vs. communal interaction goals) and desired social worth 

qualities (i.e., to be seen as assertive and competent vs. warm and sociable). Moreover, 

women’s and men’s social worth perceptions when attributed with agentic and competent 

qualities did not match the pattern of women’s and men’s interaction goals. As for their goals, 

men sought to act in communal rather than agentic ways, whereas no significant difference 

was found for women. The pattern of social worth perceptions, however, did not mirror these 

goals: Women felt more valued when credited with agentic than with communal qualities 

and no such difference was found among men. In future studies, experimentally manipulating 

interaction goals would be a better strategy to test this hypothesis more directly.  

Limitations, Open Questions, Further Directions 

We focus the following discussion of limitations, open questions, and further 

directions on the proposed theoretical framework. 

Measuring Interdependence 

We have argued that interaction goals for interdependent interactions can be described for 

both naturalistic settings and tightly controlled game scenarios and that our framework was 

therefore helpful for both types of research setting. However, capturing the interdependence 

structure of a situation is far from trivial. For one, the most elaborate measurement of 

subjective interdependence to date is Gerpott et al.’s (2018) Subjective Interdependence 

Scale. The scale’s reliance on the term outcomes (Ergebnisse in the German form) may seem 

odd to participants when applied to contexts in which the relevant outcomes are decidedly 

non-economic (e.g., situations between romantic partners). Moreover, in Gerpott et al.’s scale 

validation process, no factor was obtained that represented the basis of interdependence – 

that is, items differentiating between interdependence based on partner control and 

interdependence based on joint control). Hence, the scale includes no items that describe 

whether an interaction is one of exchange or coordination. However, the theoretical analysis 

of interdependence (e.g., Kelley et al., 2003; Balliet et al., 2017) clearly suggests that these 

are consequential properties of an interaction. Possibly, alternative measures that do not 

require these two properties to be represented on a common dimension may allow to capture 

this aspect of interdependence, too. 
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Interdependence in Complex Interactions 

Another practical complication in describing complex interdependence arises when 

interactions involve more than two actors, that is, when they are not dyadic. Interdependence 

theory, and most of game theory, has been developed to explain interaction behavior in 

dyadic interactions. Yet, much of social psychology aims to describe more complex social 

interactions, for instance those within and between groups (e.g., Social Identity Theory; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). We do not consider this a knockout argument against the utility 

of the proposed framework. For one, researchers have developed many economic games that 

involve more than two players, such as the public goods game, the greater good game, or the 

intergroup prisoner’s dilemma (Kollock, 1998; Klein et al., 2017; Bornstein, 1992; see also 

Thielmann et al., 2021), demonstrating that many complex interactions can be modeled 

precisely, too. Second, it is plausible that people construe important aspects of complex 

interactions in essentially dyadic terms. The Theory of Dyadic Morality, for instance, 

suggests that moral acts are represented as acts of an intentional agent against a vulnerable 

patient (Schein & Gray, 2018; Gray et al., 2011). Importantly, the agent or patient need not 

represent an individual, but may represent a group, an institution, or any other relevant social 

entity. 

Existing Taxonomies vs. Social Worth Experiences Produced by the Proposed 

Mechanism 

In our theoretical framework, we have discussed how social worth expectations may be 

shaped by the four primary dimensions of interdependence (i.e., level and basis of 

interdependence, covariation of interests, and power asymmetry). We have not discussed 

how information certainty and temporal structure – two additional properties suggested by 

interdependence theory (see Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003) – may shape people’s meaning of 

social worth. For instance, it is quite plausible that low information certainty affords social 

worth manifestations around transparency and honesty (especially if one partner’s desired 

outcomes are well-known and those of the other partner are concealed). Likewise, the 

prospect of stable future interdependence may afford social worth manifestations around 

issues of loyalty and reliability (Rusbult & Buunk, 1993). 

Ultimately, which interdependence dimensions are most relevant to social worth may be 

an empirical question. As a first hint, one may reversely infer relevant dimensions from 

existing conceptualizations of social worth types. Several existing constructs such as status 

(Anderson et al., 2015), vertical respect (Decker & Van Quaquebeke, 2015), or equality-

based respect (Simon, 2007) reflect hierarchical differentiation or the rejection thereof (see 

also Manuscript 3). This may be interpreted to suggest that the dimension of power 

asymmetry is especially important in shaping social worth. Similarly, competence and 

similar qualities figure prominently in respect concepts (e.g., Leary et al., 2014; Spears et al., 

2005). In our own analysis, we have linked these qualities to coordination situations – that 

is, situations in which interdependence is based on joint control – because they predispose 

for successful leadership. Constructs such as acceptance and belonging (Hirsch & Clark, 

2019) seem afforded in situations where people depend on the approval of their partner(s) – 

that is, in situations of asymmetric partner control. However, when discussing extant social 

worth taxonomies, it is noteworthy to mention that, although some of them (e.g., Huo & 



100 

 

 

Binning, 2008) point to data-based dimensions from other research areas (e.g., the Stereotype  

Content Model; Fiske et al., 2007), none of them has attempted to comprehensively validate 

their proposed factor structure. Therefore, it will be interesting to observe whether analyses 

of social worth that are based on the proposed mechanism yield descriptions of social worth 

experiences that are reducible to the dimensions suggested by popular Big Two models of 

social cognition (e.g., agency and communion or warmth and competence; Abele et al., 

2021). Or will, as our framework would suggest, a more fine-grained consideration of 

qualities than the Big Two yield a significant improvement in describing social worth 

experiences? 

Epistemological Afterthoughts:  

Mechanistic vs. Nomological Explanation 

Our theoretical framework shifts the focus of inquiry from the proper demarcation of 

social worth constructs and examining their antecedent conditions and effects, to describing 

a mechanism that produces different social worth experiences. It is worth to briefly elaborate 

on the epistemological underpinnings of this shift. Mechanistic explanation has been 

discussed as an alternative to the deductive-nomological approach to explanation that is 

dominant in social psychology (see, e.g., Bechtel & Abrahams, 2005; Wright & Bechtel, 

2007; van Rooij & Baggio, 2021). As Cummins (2000) puts it, mechanistic explanations 

supplant the nomological question “What are the laws?” with the question “How does it 

work?”.  

In nomological explanations, phenomena are subsumed under general laws. Laws capture 

causal relationships between theoretically relevant entities. In social worth research, the 

nomological strategy by searching for properly defined social worth constructs and 

examining their causal relationships. We have discussed the difficulties associated with 

delineating and defining social worth constructs at length (see Manuscript 2). A problem that 

results from this conceptual fuzziness is that the effects of a social worth construct are equally 

fuzzy. It is hard to tell whether the effect of outgroup respect on recategorization as a common 

group (Simon et al. 2015) is specific to an understanding of respect as the recognition of 

one’s equal worth or whether we would observe the same pattern when a person is admired 

and respected for their superior abilities. Indeed, it has been argued that even if conceptual 

questions were done away with, effects would still depend on a wide, perhaps intractable, 

range of boundary conditions (Yarkoni, 2019). Accordingly, many seemingly “solid” effects 

in psychology have shown to be rather elusive in concerted replication attempts (e.g., Open 

Science Collaboration, 2015; Vohs et al 2021).  

Mechanistic explanations, as an alternative, seek to describe the component parts and 

component operations of the mechanisms that are responsible for creating phenomena. 

Philosophers of science (e.g., Cummins, 2000; Bechtel & Abrahamsen, 2005) argue that 

effects – that, when corroborated, would be granted the status of laws – are actually the 

explananda. They are not the explanans. Effects do not themselves provide explanations, they 

are to be explained. An effect of outgroup respect on recategorization as a common group 

(Simon et al., 2015), for instance, is an interesting finding. It does not, however, explain how 

such a pattern comes about. Our proposed mechanistic framework would explain such an 
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effect as an internal regulation of the interdependence structure following the respective 

feedback by the outgroup. 

The two explanatory approaches rely on two different modes of reasoning: Nomologically 

oriented scientists use deductive logic to justify the applicability of a law to a specific 

instance. Mechanistically oriented scientists simulate a mechanism’s operations, mentally or 

computationally, to see if the result corresponds to the observed phenomenon. Accordingly, 

an enhanced methodological toolkit may be useful for developing and evaluating mechanistic 

theories, including formal modelling and simulation (Smaldino, 2017). In any case, the 

fruitfulness of mechanistic explanation is documented by an emergent body of mechanistic 

theories on phenomena such as category-based perception (Freeman & Ambady, 2011; 

Freeman et al., 2020), stereotype change (Gershman & Cikara, 2021), or the diffusion of 

cultural practices (Goldberg & Stein, 2018).  

Afterthoughts on Social Worth in Difficult Conversations 

In the two empirical manuscripts of this dissertation, we have examined social worth 

experiences in potentially difficult conversations: Conversations about political 

disagreements in Manuscript 1 and conversations about workplace discrimination against 

women in Manuscript 3.  

The manuscripts of this dissertation reveal that respectful communication is not achieved 

by applying a standard recipe to all interactions and interaction partners. Instead, what makes 

people feel valued depends on the particular challenges of the interaction and the ability to 

match the partner’s expectations given these challenges. This echoes not only social 

psychological research on the benefits of perspective taking (Galinsky et al., 2011) and felt 

understanding (Livingstone et al., 2020). It also evokes communication models that 

emphasize the multiplicity of messages that a communicative act conveys (e.g., factual 

information, self-disclosure, relationship information, and appeals; Schulz von Thun, 2010).  

Is all Social Worth Good, Always? 

Our theoretical analysis implies that the consequences of social worth may not always be 

desirable.20 Indeed, the social psychological literature holds some examples of scenarios in 

which mutual respect gets in the way of emancipation from unequal power relations. For 

instance, intergroup contact researchers (Dixon et al., 2010; see also Dixon et al., 2012) 

showed that intergroup contact not only improved Black and White South Africans’ attitudes 

towards each other, but also decreased perceptions of inequality and discrimination. That is, 

while respectful contact can help to improve intergroup relations, it may under certain 

circumstances have a sedative effect on efforts to challenge an injust status quo and thereby 

perpetuate an illegitimate power asymmetry. Such “sedative harmony” dynamics can be an 

unintended byproduct of well-meaning intentions. On the other hand, they may as well be 

strategically exploited to prevent desirable social change.  

Another example of undesirable consequences are discussions with conspiracy theorists 

who have left the sphere of intersubjective verifiability. As a minority, the disciples of 

conspiracy theories desire approval from the majority. When their social worth expectations 

                                                 
20 Of course, what is considered desirable ultimately depends on the observer’s values. 



102 

 

 

include a demand for uncritical acceptance of their position – on the basis of “alternative 

facts” – these expectations  need to be disrespectfully frustrated. For acceptance would erode 

the majority’s discursive standards. This is not to say that conspiracy theorists should be 

treated badly but, rather, that some forms of respect, such as uncritical acceptance, would 

have undesirable consequences. There may, however, be alternative ways to grant social 

worth without giving up intellectual accountability. 

These examples illustrate the utility of our framework for a realistic perspective on social 

worth in the political sphere. By considering the interaction context, the potential social 

consequences of social worth can be assessed and evaluated. We therefore do not conclude 

with a naïve plea for more social worth but, instead, by expressing the hope that the 

framework may help to discern desirable from undesirable forms. 
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