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Abstract

Social psychologists have long been interested in studying the effects of threat on
physiology, affect, cognition, and behavior. However, researchers have traditionally
examined threat at the level of individuals, relationships, or groups, rather than
studying commonalities that exist across these levels. In this chapter, we propose that
social evaluative threat — the real, imagined, or potential experience of being nega-
tively evaluated - can occur at the level of the individual self, as a relational partner, or
as a group member. Individual, relational, and collective selves are not always distinct
entities, but are flexible and can overlap with one another. Across these levels,
individuals differ in the degree to which they perceive and respond to social eva-
luative threat, depending on their psychological distance from the threat and
expectations and motivation to detect threat. When people perceive a threat to any
of these levels, they respond by engaging in behaviors reflecting approach or
avoidance motivation. Overall, our model encourages researchers to assess key
moderators of threat, examine threats at different levels of the self, and consider how
experiences of threat at one level may impact other levels. By highlighting the flex-
ibility of the self, researchers can test interventions that change threat cues in the
environment, attenuate perceptions of threat, or help people cope with threat.

Cues in the environment convey valuable information that is relevant to
survival, goal pursuit, and well-being. Cues can signal threats to one’s
health and safety (e.g., cues of illness, bodily harm), self-esteem (e.g.,
failure), sense of belonging (e.g., rejection, social exclusion), or relative
group status (e.g., prejudice, discrimination) and can spur actions to cope
with the threat. Hence, detection of cues that signal threat is likely to
be fundamental, universal, and evolutionarily adaptive. While similarities
exist between humans and other species in their responses to certain cues,
humans differ from other species — and from one another — in their per-
ceptions of threat based on their expectations and motivation to notice
threat, the perceived availability of coping resources, and the specific self-
aspects that are vulnerable to threat.

In this chapter, we present an integrative framework for understanding
how humans detect and respond to cues of social evaluative threat — the real,
imagined, or potential experience of being negatively evaluated as an
individual, relationship partner, or group member.
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We begin with the observation that perceiving threat is rooted in
evolutionary concerns and reflects a fundamental, pervasive feature of
human experience. Regardless of whether the threat damages one’s indi-
vidual, relational, or collective self, common physiological, affective, and
cognitive indicators of threat are likely to emerge. Moreover, our research
program suggests that key differences in people’s expectations and moti-
vations to detect threat, and psychological distance from the threat, may
amplify or attenuate perceptions of and responses to threat.

To this end, we first summarize background research on threat,
common indicators of threat, and how people respond to and cope with
threat by engaging in behaviors reflecting approach or avoidance motiva-
tion. Next, we discuss research — including findings from our labs —
examining the influence of key moderators that involve the self (e.g.,
self-esteem, contingencies of self~worth, attachment styles, rejection sen-
sitivity, social group membership) through the broader lens of expectations
and motivations to detect threat in the environment. By reviewing this
work, we highlight the flexibility of the self and provide an overarching
framework to account for past findings in the literature. We then compare
and contrast our model with other models of threat, discuss three types of
interventions at critical points in the model, and conclude with future
research directions.

1. Threat perception in social psychology

Although there is a long history of studying cue perception in psy-
chology, researchers have traditionally investigated this topic at specific
levels of analysis. For example, social psychologists often acquire expertize
in a subfield, such as social cognition, self and identity, close relationships,
or intergroup processes. While adding depth of knowledge to particular
areas 1is beneficial to advancing the field, it is equally advantageous to
identify commonalities across research ideas and findings at a broader,
conceptual level. Indeed, Lewin (1951, p. 169) promulgated the notion
that “there is nothing as practical as a good theory,” yet social psychologists
have historically focused on amassing a large body of empirical evidence in
support of mid-level theories, with relatively less training or emphasis on
generating broad theories of human behavior (Gray, 2017; Kruglanski,
2001; Proulx & Morey, 2021). Without overarching theoretical frame-
works, researchers run the risk of devising new names for old concepts,
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fragmenting the field, and having less visibility or influence in the general
cultural dialogue (Kruglanski, 2001). By proposing general theories, we not
only deepen understanding of human behavior, but can contribute to
public discussions of contemporary social issues, with implications for
interventions targeting individuals, dyads, and groups.

A core tenet in social psychology is that people’s subjective perceptions
shape their behavior. While the era of behaviorism promoted the notion of
stimulus-dependent, mechanistic responses to cues in the environment, the
cognitive revolution ushered in the idea that people’s construals of situations
guide behavior. Notably, Lewin’s (1930) field theory proposed that a per-
son’s life space — aspects of the person and the environment — predicts social
behavior. With the formula “B = f (P, E)” Lewin posited that a person’s
behavior (B) is a function (f) of the person (P) (i.e., their history, personality,
motivation) and the environment (E) (i.e., one’s physical and social sur-
roundings), with an emphasis on the social features of environments.

Perceptions matter for understanding social behavior and are driven by
both objective features and mental processes that shape idiosyncratic
construals of the environment. As William James (1890) noted, “...part of
what we perceive comes through our senses from the object before us, another part
(and it may be the larger part) always comes out of our mind” (p. 747). Indeed,
“New Look” researchers in the 1950s suggested that perceptions are
constructed not only by sensory, bottom-up processes, but also by top-
down processes in which mental factors shape attention and perception
(Bruner & Minturn, 1955). For example, an early study found that children
from poorer backgrounds overestimated the size of larger coins, pre-
sumably because they valued money more compared to children from
affluent backgrounds (Bruner & Goodman, 1947). These and other find-
ings suggest that perception is phenomenological and results from both
sensory inputs and activated cognitions (Balcetis & Cole, 2013).

1.1 A model of social evaluative threat

Much of human motivation and behavior can be viewed through the lens of
whether individuals perceive cues in the environment to be threatening or
not. One type of threat that is especially prevalent and salient in people’s
everyday lives is social evaluative threat, which occurs when a person’s self could
be judged negatively by others (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). We expand
upon this definition by defining social evaluative threat as the real, imagined, or
potential experience of being negatively evaluated as an individual, velationship partner,
or group member. A key component of this definition is the experience of being
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negatively evaluated, which underscores the importance of individuals’ per-
ceptions, thoughts, and feelings, rather than the objective occurrence of
negative evaluation.

We emphasize this type of threat in our review for three reasons. First,
social evaluation is a common human experience that is consequential and
pervasive. Social evaluations occur rapidly and automatically (Ambady &
Rosenthal, 1992; Winter & Uleman, 1984) and guide important outcomes,
such as receiving desired resources, or being included or excluded from rela-
tionships and groups (Schlenker, 1980). Second, as social creatures, humans are
strongly motivated to obtain favorable evaluations from others (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995; Leary & Baumeister, 2000), which increases the likelihood of
experiencing threat when faced with the real or imagined possibility of negative
social evaluation. Third, as will be evident throughout our review, many types
of threats examined in the literature can be subsumed under social evaluative
threat, permitting an integration of disparate areas of research.

People define and evaluate themselves as individuals, relationship partners,
and members of social groups (see Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Sedikides,
Gaertner, Luke, O’Mara, & Gebauer, 2013; for reviews), and a given threat
cue may be relevant to one or more of these self-definitions. As shown in
Fig. 1, cues that elicit social evaluative threat may call into question one’s
worth as an individual, a relationship partner, and/or a member of a particular
group. At times, these levels of self may overlap with other levels and/or
compensate for other levels. For example, someone who views themselves as a
“mom” may think about their individual self (e.g., being a kind, caring,
responsible person), their relational self (e.g., being a good mother to one’s
children), or collective self (e.g., identifying with a mom group).

Importantly, these views of self may be cognitively connected. For
example, clustering of self-relevant information in free recall suggests that
group memberships (e.g., belonging to the category mom) and related attri-
butes that are considered aspects of individual self-definition (e.g., kindness) are
associated in memory (Reid & Deaux, 1996). Accordingly, individuals may
experience a threat to one level of self, such as receiving feedback that they are
an unkind or irresponsible person. At times, the threat could also impact other
levels of the self, such as raising doubts about one’s perceived relational value as
a mother, or threatening one’s connection to an ingroup, such as being
shunned or excluded by other moms. Social evaluative threats can also involve
subtle cues, such as noticing disapproving looks from others while trying to
control one’s child throwing a tantrum at the store, or explicit cues conveying
threat, such as being told that one is doing a poor job disciplining their child.
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KEY MODERATORS:
EXPECTATIONS AND MOTIVATIONS
TO DETECT THREAT BASED ON:
Self-esteem
Contingencies of Self-Worth
Attachment styles
Rejection Sensitivity
Group Membership

PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTANCE
FROM THREAT
(spatial, temporal, social proximity)

Cues of Social Approach and
Evaluative Threat Perceived Threat Avoidance
in Environment Coping
Responses

Individual Relational

COMMON INDICATORS OF
PERCEIVED THREAT:
PHYSIOLOGICAL REACTIVITY
COGNITIVE APPRAISALS
AFFECTIVE REACTIONS

Collective
Self

Fig. 1 Conceptual model of how cues of social evaluative threat across individual,
relational, and collective levels of the self shape perceptions of threat, indicators of
threat, and coping responses. Expectations and motivations to detect threat and
psychological distance from threat are thought to influence perceptions of threat and
subsequent coping.

When individuals perceive cues of social evaluative threat in the
environment, they are likely to show a common set of physiological
markers, cognitive appraisals, and emotional reactions that motivate
responses or coping strategies that seek to remove the threatening stimulus
(i.e., behaviors that forestall a negative social evaluation), attenuate the
subjective importance of the threat, or undo the negative effects of threat.
Importantly, perceptions of threat may be amplified depending on situa-
tional factors (e.g., perceived proximity between oneself and the threat)
and differences in expectations and motivations to detect threats to the
individual, relational, or collective self (see Key Moderators in Fig. 1).
Furthermore, given the potential overlap between different levels of the
self, interventions that elicit psychological safety at one level might alleviate
or counteract threats at another level.

2. Cues of social evaluative threat in the environment

Humans evolved to detect cues of threat in the immediate envir-
onment (Neuberg, Kenrick, & Schaller, 2011). Responses to certain cues
are thought to be evolutionarily determined and rely on prepared learning
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in which the presence of a threatening stimulus automatically and uncon-
sciously activates fear and avoidance reactions in the brain (Ohman &
Mineka, 2001). Organisms that noticed and responded to threatening cues in
their environment were more likely to survive and reproduce than those
who did not quickly detect such threats. Along these lines, Baumeister,
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs (2001) noted that, “Survival requires urgent
attention to possible bad outcomes, but it is less urgent with regard to good ones.
Hence, it would be adaptive to be psychologically designed to respond to bad more
strongly than good.”

Although most species are able to notice cues of threat for survival and
reproduction, humans are unique in that they attend to real or imagined
social evaluative cues. That is, humans evolved to be attentive to cues that
have the potential to threaten their social safety (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Jaremka, Nadzan, & Sunami, in, press; Pickett & Gardner, 2005). For
example, to develop and maintain relationships, individuals look to cues in
their social environment to monitor others’ reactions to them and are
sensitive to indicators of interpersonal rejection and exclusion (Kirkpatrick
& Ellis, 2004; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Williams & Zadro, 2001). In fact,
both infants and adults are quicker to notice angry versus happy faces,
suggesting that humans are attentive to cues of threat in the social envir-
onment (Lundqvist & Ohman, 2005; Ohman, Lundgvist, & Esteves, 2001).

While previous research focused on social evaluative threat in general, we
distinguish between social evaluative threat at the individual, relational, and
collective levels of the self. This approach is aligned with other researchers who
have conceptualized the self in terms of these three self-representations (Brewer
& Gardner, 1996; Kashima et al., 1995; Sedikides & Brewer, 2001; Sedikides
et al., 2013). For example, Sedikides et al. (2013) tripartite model elaborates
upon these different levels of self, and Brewer and Gardner (1996, p. 83) noted
in their seminal paper on this topic that “...individuals seek to define themselves in
terms of their immersion in relationships with others and with larger collectives and derive
much of their self-evaluation from such social identities.” Building upon these ideas,
our model suggests that while people can experience threats to specific aspects
of the self, these selves can overlap at times and be activated simultaneously.

At the individual level, people can receive feedback about their personal
traits that cast doubt on their competence or abilities in the eyes of real or
imagined others. For example, research on self-esteem and contingencies of
self~-worth often examines threats to the individual self, such as receiving
negative feedback about one’s academic competence, creativity, or finan-
cial status (e.g., Brockner, Derr, & Laing, 1987; Brown & Dutton, 1995;
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Kernis, Brockner, & Frankel, 1989; Park & Crocker, 2005; Park, Crocker, &
Kieter, 2007; Park, Ward, & Naragon-Gainey, 2017; Vohs & Heatherton,
2001). At the relational level, people can experience threats to their social
relationships or perceived relational value, such as being rejected or
experiencing relationship conflict in which they feel negatively evaluated by
their romantic partner (e.g., Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, & Kashy, 2005;
Holmes & Murray, 1996; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Lemay &
Clark, 2008; Lemay, Clark, & Feeney, 2007; Lemay, Overall, & Clark,
2012; MacDonald & Leary, 2005; Overall, Girme, Lemay, & Hammond,
2014). At the collective level, people can experience social evaluative threats
that relate to group membership, such as devaluation by ingroup members —
leading individuals to experience a loss of group status (Marr & Thau, 2014)
or the possibility of being rejected from a group (Jetten, Branscombe, &
Spears, 2002). People may also experience devaluation by outgroup mem-
bers based on belonging to a social group, such as being the target of negative
stereotypes, prejudice, or discrimination (e.g., Canning, LaCosse, Kroeper, &
Murphy, 2020; Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009; Crocker, Major, &
Steele, 1998; Good, Rattan, & Dweck, 2012; Muenks et al., 2020; Murray,
Derrick, Leder, & Holmes, 2008; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999).

Although variability exists in how differing levels of self-representation
are defined, each level of self plays an important role in well-being. For
example, having a strong individual self (e.g., high self-esteem), relational
self (e.g., high relational self-esteem rooted in satistying dyadic relation-
ships), and collective self (e.g., high collective self-esteem from being part
of a valued group) are uniquely related to increased physical and psycho-
logical well-being (Chen et al., 2006; Hardie, Kashima, & Pridmore, 2005;
Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009; Taylor, Lerner, Sherman, Sage,
& McDowell, 2003). Whereas past work often focused on one level of self
and how threats to the self affected particular outcomes, we suggest that the
self is a flexible construct, such that social evaluative threat may impact
more than one level of the self, which then influences people’s responses
and ways of coping with threat.

E 3. Common indicators of perceived threat

According to our model, when individuals perceive cues in the envir-
onment as threatening, they exhibit a common set of physiological, affective,
and cognitive reactions that serve as indicators of social evaluative threat.
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3.1 Physiological indicators

Individuals are likely to exhibit distinct physiological patterns when they
perceive social evaluative threat cues in the environment. The fight-or-
flight response — also known as hyperarousal or the acute stress response —
refers to a heightened physiological state in which an organism reacts to a
perceived threat with increased activation of the sympathetic nervous
system and release of hormones (e.g., cortisol, estrogen, testosterone) and
neurotransmitters (e.g., dopamine, serotonin), which prepare the organism
to attack or flee (Cannon, 1915). Heightened vigilance for threat cues is
considered to be “a functional adaptive response” (Riccio, Cole, & Balcetis,
2013, p. 409) as this evolved perceptual strategy allowed humans to prepare
for the possibility of threat and secure safety and resources.

A large body of research has shown that social evaluative threat is
associated with heightened physiological reactivity (see Dickerson, 2008;
for a review). For example, a meta-analysis of over 200 studies found that
participants showed heightened cortisol levels when they completed tasks
involving social evaluative threat (e.g., having an audience present while
completing an evaluative task, such as giving a speech) versus when they
did not (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). Even when tasks are difficult,
stressful, and demanding, if there is no component of social evaluative
threat, people show lower cortisol production than when the task involves
the possibility of such threat (Gruenewald, Kemeny, Aziz, & Fahey, 2004).
The threat responses described above are akin to hypervigilance in which
one feels like there is much to lose or that loss is likely (Seery, Weisbuch, &
Blascovich, 2009).

According to the biopsychosocial model of challenge and threat
(Blascovich & Mendes, 2000; Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996; Seery, 2013),
individuals show distinct patterns of physiological reactivity when striving
to achieve important goals in motivated performance situations that involve
tangible or intangible rewards, such as money or pride. When people
experience a stressor, they appraise the demands of the situation and task
relative to their personal resources. When people perceive their personal
resources as being equal to or greater than the demands of the task, they
experience challenge in which they feel capable and confident to overcome
the threat or stressor.

In contrast, when individuals perceive that situational demands exceed
personal resources, they experience threat. Threat appraisals are accom-
panied by activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis,
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while challenge is reflected in activation of the sympathetic adrenal-
medullary axis (Seery, 2011, 2013). In addition to higher HPA activity, a
threat response is characterized by increased total peripheral resistance,
which restricts blood flow in the arteries leading to lower cardiac output
(Seery, 2013). Threat responses are also associated with decrements in
performance (Seery & Quinton, 2016) and poorer cardiovascular health
when experienced repeatedly (Blascovich, 2008; Major, Mendes, &
Dovidio, 2013). Overall, these findings suggest that when individuals
perceive threats in the environment, especially when they involve a social
evaluative component in which they lack sufficient personal resources to
meet the demands of a situation, they show common physiological markers
of stress reactivity.

Indicators of threat at the physiological level can be observed in dyads,
as well. For example, a study of mother-infant pairs found that mothers
who first experienced a social evaluative threat — by giving a speech to
evaluators who conveyed negative nonverbal feedback (vs. positive non-
verbal feedback or completing this task alone) — had infants who showed
greater physiological covariation with their mothers. That is, infants who
interacted with mothers who initially experienced social evaluative threat
were more likely to “catch” their mothers’ physiological stress reactivity,
even though infants were never directly exposed to the threat (Waters,
West, & Mendes, 2014). In another study, married couples who engaged in
a conflict conversation showed greater physiological linkage, which pre-
dicted lower marital satisfaction among both partners (Levenson &
Gottman, 1985).

Such findings suggest that situations of social evaluative threat — and
indicators of threat at a physiological level — can become “contagious” and
spread to other people in dyadic relationships (West, & Mendes, in press).
Other studies show that when individuals engage in a relationship conflict
discussion with their romantic partner, not only do they show physiolo-
gical, affective, and cognitive reactions at the individual level, but the
conflict can impact their partners’ reactions as well, given that actors and
partners are interdependent and mutually influence each other psycholo-
gically, behaviorally (Cook & Kenny, 2005; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), and
physiologically (Shrout, 2021; Thorson, West, & Mendes, 2018).

Furthermore, individuals may show physiological reactions in response
to perceiving social evaluative threat in intergroup interactions and settings
(Amodio, Harmon-Jones, & Devine, 2003; Shelton & Richeson, 2006;
Stephan & Stephan, 1985), which can manifest in particular patterns of
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autonomic, endocrine, and neural activity, and immune functioning
(Amodio, 2009; LeDoux, 2000). For example, Lepore et al. (2006)
examined cardiovascular responses of Black and White women while they
talked about a hypothetical threatening experience based on their race
(being accused of shoplifting), a nonracial stressor (airport delays), or a
control condition (giving a campus tour). Compared to White women,
Black women showed higher diastolic blood pressure reactivity and lower
heart rate recovery when discussing the racial stressor versus the nonracial
stressor. In another study, African Americans who reported greater per-
ceived ethnic discrimination — in which they felt treated poorly based on
their racial group membership — showed lower heart rate variability, a
marker of cardiac health (Hill et al., 2017). Overall, these and other
findings suggest that common physiological indicators can be observed in
response to social evaluative threats at multiple levels of the self.

3.2 Cognitive appraisals and emotions

In addition to physiological markers, people’s cognitive appraisals and
emotions often serve as indicators of social evaluative threat. According to
Lazarus’s (1966, 1991) cognitive-mediational theory of emotion, indivi-
duals differ in their reactions to stimuli based on appraisals of cues in the
environment. Appraisals are interpretations and evaluations of events,
which involve primary appraisals of the meaning or significance of an event
and secondary appraisals reflecting one’s ability to cope with the event. In
social evaluative threat contexts, individuals initially appraise the degree to
which cues in the environment could potentially harm or threaten their
well-being due to being negatively evaluated by others.

Basic emotions, such as fear, reflect appraisals of the environment as
threatening or harmful to one’s safety or well-being. As Ekman (1999,
p. 46) pointed out,
organism to deal quickly with important interpersonal encounters, prepared to do so

113

...the primary function of emotion is to mobilize the

by what types of activity have been adaptive in the past,” with the past referring
to humans’ ancestral past, and what has been adaptive in one’s personal
history. Other researchers suggest that emotions are adaptive to survival
because they involve appraisals relevant to one’s goals, needs, and values
(Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003) and elicit action tendencies to achieve desired
end states (Frijda, 1986). For instance, widening of the eyes — an indicator
of fear — may be adaptive by enabling the organism to better scan the visual
field and alert others to threats in the environment (Ohman & Mineka, 2001;
Sharift & Tracy, 2011).
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Because humans possess both self-awareness and self-representations, they
may also experience heightened self-conscious emotions when they perceive
that an aspect of themselves is, or has the potential to be, negatively judged by
others. Whereas basic emotions, such as fear, are presumed to facilitate basic
survival and reproductive goals, self-conscious emotions increase the like-
lihood of achieving social goals, such as protecting and enhancing status or
preventing rejection from groups (Keltner & Buswell, 1997; Tracy & Robins,
2004). For example, the body positions associated with embarrassment and
shame reflect a desire to reduce or hide the body from the possibility of attack
or threat, which is thought to signal lowered social status and increased desire
to appease (Sharift & Tracy, 2011; Tracy & Matsumoto, 2008).

When people perceive threats to the self, they often feel negative self-
conscious emotions, such as embarrassment, humiliation, guilt, and shame
(Tracy, Robins, & Tangney, 2007). They also experience lowered self-
esteem, belonging, and increased evaluative concerns when they perceive
threats to their personal attributes, perceived relational value, or group
value (Canning et al., 2020; Cheryan et al., 2009; Good et al., 2012; Leary
& Baumeister, 2000; Leary et al., 1995; Muenks et al., 2020; Murphy,
Steele, & Gross, 2007). Indeed, many indicators of social evaluative threat
can be observed in response to the same threat resulting in hurt feelings,
anxiety, or fear (MacDonald & Leary, 2005; Twenge, Baumeister, Tice, &
Stucke, 2001).

People also report feelings of anxiety, stress, discomfort, or fear when
they imagine (or actually interact with) members of social groups other than
their own (Amodio, 2009; Blascovich, Mendes, Hunter, Lickel, & Kowai-
Bell, 2001; Crocker et al., 1998; Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson,
2002; Plant, 2004; Shelton & Richeson, 2005, 2006; Stephan & Stephan,
1985; Vorauer, Hunter, Main, & Roy, 2000). For example, people feel
heightened intergroup anxiety when they appraise an outgroup as potentially
causing harm, exploiting their ingroup, or when the outgroup is perceived as
threatening the ingroup’s values (Stephan & Stephan, 1985; Stephan, Ybarra,
& Morrison, 2009). Research on group-level emotions further suggests that
perceived threats to one’s group image increases group-based shame, whereas
group-based guilt is elicited when group members feel responsible for the
wrongdoing of ingroup members and seek to make amends (Lickel, Steele,
& Schmader, 2011). As another example, individuals who anticipate social
evaluative threat in intergroup interactions not only feel more anxious
(Stephan, 2014), but are also fearful of being rejected by outgroup members
based on their racial group membership (Shelton & Richeson, 2005).
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In sum, when people perceive social evaluative threat, they are likely to
show particular patterns of physiological, cognitive, and affective indicators
of threat. These markers not only appear at the individual level, but can be
manifested at a relational level — in which both actors and partners show
common markers of threat, and at the group level — in which people show
aggregated markers of physiological reactivity, cognitive appraisals, and
emotional reactions based on collective social identities. The more levels of
self the threat permeates, the more people may be impacted by the threat and
show amplification of these reactions. Indicators of perceived threat, in turn,
are likely to shape people’s motivations and coping responses to threat.

4. Motivation and coping in response to threat

The desire to approach or avoid a stimulus is thought to reflect a fun-
damental adaptive decision that all living organisms have to face (Tooby &
Cosmides, 1990). Gray (1978, 1990) posited an appetitive motivational system
(i.e., Behavioral Activation System or BAS), which promotes actions in
response to cues of reward, and an aversive motivational system (i.e., Behavioral
Inhibition System or BIS), which inhibits actions in response to cues of pun-
ishment or novelty. Similar to the fight-or-flight response, perceiving threats in
the environment may elicit approach or avoidance motivation (Park, 2010).

Perceptions of the environment as threatening versus safe afford
opportunities to avoid potential threats or seek rewards (Allport, 1989;
Riccio et al., 2013). Indeed, studies suggest that people literally “see” the
world in ways that help them achieve their goals (Balcetis & Cole, 2013;
Cole & Balcetis, 2021). In contrast, the possibility of threat or harm often
motivates individuals to avoid or escape the harm. Along these lines,
research shows that adults — as well as infants and other species — respond to
physically threatening objects with defensive behaviors (King, Dykeman,
Redgrave, & Dean, 1992). Although social evaluative threat sometimes
elicits defensiveness, there are additional ways of coping. In particular,
people may adopt either approach or avoidance motivational orientations
and problem- or emotion-focused coping strategies to deal with social
evaluative threat.

People’s appraisals of the situation, including whether or not they think
they can effectively cope with the threat, is likely to predict which system is
activated in a particular context. If individuals think they can effectively
mitigate the threat, such as by removing the threatening stimulus or
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reappraising the threat in a way that attenuates the subjective importance of
the threat, they are likely to show approach motivation and behavior. In
cases of social evaluative threat, this approach motivation may often take
the form of approaching positive social evaluation (e.g., seeking social
inclusion or positive regard). For instance, following a social rejection
experience, individuals show heightened attention and monitoring of their
environment for social cues and opportunities for inclusion to restore
belongingness (Gardner, Pickett, & Knowles, 2005). Furthermore, when
threats to social safety are heightened, people sometimes seek to form new
interpersonal connections (Maner, DeWall, Baumeister, & Schaller, 2007),
socially compensate (Williams & Sommer, 1997), conform more (Williams,
Cheung, & Choi, 2000), and show heightened sensitivity to information
about their social identities and group memberships (Knowles & Gardner,
2008). At the relational level, these approach tendencies may manifest as
drawing closer to one’s partner and affirming the relationship following
social evaluative threat (Murray, Holmes, & Collins, 2006).

On the other hand, if individuals doubt their ability to deflect the threat
or to minimize its impact, they may become motivated to avoid further
social devaluation and show avoidance behavior. Fear of rejection predicts
a variety of avoidance social goals, such as trying to avoid conflict, dis-
agreements, and harm to relationships (Elliot et al., 2006). In the relational
domain, those who doubt their perceived relational value and regard from
others respond to social evaluative threats in romantic relationships by
turning away from their partner and distancing themselves from the rela-
tionship (Murray, Holmes, MacDonald, & Ellsworth, 1998).

Adoption of approach versus avoidance goals may also depend on social
group membership. Humans categorize the social world in terms of
ingroups and outgroups, presumably because doing so maximizes coop-
eration within one’s own group, which is adaptive for survival and well-
being, compared to providing aid to outgroup members who may not
necessarily reciprocate (Brewer, 1997, 1999). Consistent with this idea,
studies find that individuals show more approach-like motor tendencies
(i.e., arm movements) toward ingroup members and avoidance-like motor
tendencies toward outgroup members (Paladino & Castelli, 2008). Inter-
racial anxiety among both Black and White individuals, which may be
prompted by threat cues, also predicts greater desire to avoid interacting
with outgroup members (Plant, 2004).

In addition to approach and avoidance responses to threat, coping can
be classified in terms of emotion-focused coping or problem-solving
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coping strategies (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; Folkman &
Lazarus, 1988). This framework can be applied to understanding how
people respond to social evaluative threat. When people perceive a threat
to their individual, relational, or collective self, they may attempt to reduce
or manage the emotional distress caused by the threat, or they may try to
directly address or alter the source of stress. For example, people con-
tending with the stigma of obesity may attribute negative social evaluative
events, such as failing to obtain a promotion at work, to others’ prejudice
against people living with obesity. This emotion-focused coping strategy
may protect their self-perceived competence by providing an external
attribution for the setback (Crocker & Major, 1989; Puhl & Brownell,
2003). Alternatively, a person may cope with the stigma of obesity with
problem-focused strategies, such as attempting to compensate for the
stigma by behaving in more likable or helpful ways, confronting prejudiced
individuals, or engaging in social activism to change the stigmatized status
of obesity (Puhl & Brownell, 2003).

In sum, when people perceive social evaluative threat they may respond
with either approach or avoidance motivation and with emotion or pro-
blem-focused coping strategies. How individuals respond to threat, how-
ever, is likely to depend on how close versus distant the threat is perceived
to be and people’s underlying expectations and motivation to detect threat.

5. Moderators of social evaluative threat

When people notice ambient cues, they are likely to process sensory
input through existing mental schemas to make sense of information in an
efficient way (Bargh, 1999). Specifically, perceptions of threat may be
heightened based on situational features and differences in expectations and
motivations to detect threat in the environment. Individuals then determine
which coping strategy is most eftective in dealing with the threat, which may
vary depending on situational factors that magnify perceptions of threat and
constrain potential responses to threat, as well as individual differences in
expectations and motivations to respond to threat based on perceived per-
sonal, relational, or group-based resources and prior experiences.

5.1 Situational moderators of threat

Situational factors may impact the perceived likelihood or harmfulness of
negative social evaluation. In particular, situational factors may influence
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the psychological distance of the threat cue, which can include spatial,
temporal, or social proximity. According to construal level theory, humans
form mental construals of objects and events that vary in their psychological
distance (e.g., time, space, social distance, probability, hypotheticality)
(Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, & Liberman, 2006; Trope & Liberman,
2003; Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007). When people construe objects
and events as psychologically near, they view them in terms of concrete,
specific features; when people construe objects and events as psychologi-
cally distant, they view them in terms of higher-level, schematic features.

People generally react more strongly to events that are spatially and
temporally closer (Trope & Liberman, 2010). For example, a stranger in a
dark alleyway may cue immediate danger and be a more salient cue when
evaluating an environment, whereas the poor air quality of a classroom may
be perceived as less of an immediate threat because danger might go
unnoticed until a long period of repeated exposure. Research supports this
idea. For instance, Latané, Liu, Nowak, Bonevento, and Zheng (1995)
found that social influence — operationalized as frequency of memorable
social interactions with others — was stronger as physical distance decreased,
and diminished in influence as physical distance increased, supporting the
idea that cues in the environment are more psychologically impactful when
they are near versus far. Thus, subjective perceptions of social evaluative
threat are likely to be magnified when the threat cue is spatially near
(vs. far), real (vs. hypothetical), probable (vs. improbable), and in the here-
and-now (vs. distant future).

Consistent with this prediction, research on the self-evaluation main-
tenance model suggests that individuals feel more threatened when they are
outperformed by someone who is psychologically near versus distant, and
that psychological distance of the threat cue may moderate people’s coping
strategies (Campbell & Tesser, 1985; Tesser, 1988). For example, Tesser
and Smith (1980) conducted a study in which participants worked on a task
that was framed as either self-relevant or not with a friend or stranger.
When the task was framed as highly relevant to one’s self-definition,
participants gave harder clues on the task to friends than to strangers,
suggesting that they felt more threatened when there was a possibility that a
close other (i.e., a friend) might outperform them relative to a stranger, and
therefore engaged in problem-focused coping to reduce the potential for
experiencing threat. Along similar lines, a series of experiments from our
lab found that when men were outperformed by a woman on a math test in
a psychologically near context (e.g., a spatially near, real-life, face-to-face
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interaction), men showed greater indication of threat, as reflected by lower
self~appraisals of masculinity. Men, in turn, responded to the perceived
threat by distancing themselves more from the woman — by showing less
attraction toward her — compared to when they were psychologically
distant from the woman in a hypothetical scenario, or in a spatially distant
interaction (Park, Young, & Eastwick, 2015).

Such findings suggest that cues of social evaluative threat that are
construed as proximal — in space, time, probability, or social distance —
should have a greater impact on perception, motivation, and coping
responses to threat than cues that are construed as distant. It is also note-
worthy that the relationship between experienced threat and proximity
may be bi-directional, with threat impacting perceptions of proximity. For
instance, objects that are perceived as threatening also appear more salient
in the environment and are misperceived as being visually closer than
objects that are affectively neutral or negative (Cole, Balcetis, & Dunning,
2013). Thus, while our model suggests that psychological distance should
amplify perceptions of social evaluative threat cues, especially if the cue
threatens multiple levels of the self, it could also be the case that the real or
anticipated presence of a threatening cue in the environment could bias
judgments of the perceived proximity of the cue, as well.

5.2 Moderators of threats to individual, relational, and
collective selves

In addition to psychological distance, perceptions and responses to threat
cues are likely to be shaped by people’s goals, expectancies, and preferences
(Balcetis & Cole, 2013; Broadbent, 1977; Dunning & Balcetis, 2013;
Riccio et al., 2013). Sociocultural learning and life experiences contribute
to people’s expectations and schemas about the self, other people, and the
world (Riccio et al., 2013), and to individual differences in expectations
and motivation to detect threats in the environment. Indeed, a large body
of research shows that aspects of the self — at the individual, relational, and
collective level — heighten people’s vulnerability to expecting and per-
ceiving social evaluative threats.

As shown in Fig. 1, key moderators can either amplify or attenuate
the link between exposure to threatening cues in the environment and
perceptions of threat, as well as the link between perceived threat and
coping responses. When people encounter threats to the individual
or relational self, such as receiving negative feedback about their
competence or interpersonal qualities, differences in self-esteem,
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contingencies of self~-worth, attachment styles, and rejection sensitivity
may exacerbate the tendency to notice and respond to cues of social
evaluative threat.

5.2.1 Self-esteem

Individuals who have a bias toward processing negative information per-
ceive the world in ways that reinforce negative beliefs about themselves and
others (Balcetis & Cole, 2013). Notably, people with low self-esteem feel
uncertain of who they are, doubt their abilities and inclusion with others,
and are acutely aware of signs of potential rejection from others, a form of
social evaluative threat (see Baumeister, 1993; for a review; Baumgardner,
1990; Blaine & Crocker, 1993; Campbell & Lavallee, 1993; Leary &
Baumeister, 2000). Indeed, people with low self-esteem possess if-then
contingencies of interpersonal acceptance (i.e., beliefs that interpersonal
acceptance is contingent on meeting particular standards) and automatically
associate failure with rejection (Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996). They show
emotional instability and malleability in their self-concept in response to
daily events (Campbell, Chew, & Scratchley, 1991), accept negative
feedback as an accurate reflection of their abilities (Kernis et al., 1989), feel
ashamed and humiliated following failure, and overgeneralize the impli-
cations of negative feedback by feeling bad about themselves on a global
level (Brown & Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997).

Given that people with low self-esteem are highly attuned to the
possibility of social rejection, which would further diminish their sense of
worth and value, they tend to override their goals for connection to pursue
self-protection goals instead (Murray et al., 2006). In contrast, people with
high self-esteem have positive social expectations and thus override their
self-protection goals to pursue connection goals with their partner when
they experience threat. Along these lines, a study found that high self-
esteem participants’ willingness to join a novel social group did not differ
based on certainty of acceptance from the group, suggesting that they were
less concerned about social risk. However, low self-esteem participants
were willing to join a group only when acceptance from the group was
certain, suggesting they have a lower threshold for interpersonal risk and
are motivated to detect and avoid the possibility of further painful rejection
experiences (Anthony, Wood, & Holmes, 2007).

Other studies examining perceptions of acceptance from a new,
opposite-sex interaction partner found that people with low self-esteem
demonstrated a motivated perceptual bias, such that they under-detected
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acceptance cues from their interaction partner (Cameron, Stinson, Gaetz, &
Balchen, 2010). Specifically, when interacting with an attractive potential
partner in which rejection was possible, low self-esteem participants self-
protected and overlooked signs of acceptance (e.g., smiling, agreement,
verbal interest, eye contact) from their partner, whereas high self-esteem
individuals overestimated acceptance cues from their partner. Low self-
esteem individuals even underestimate positive regard from their romantic
partners, whereas people with high self-esteem accurately understand how
much their partners appreciate and admire them (Murray, Holmes, &
Grithin, 2000).

The consequences of self-esteem may reflect the effects of egocentrism;
people have difficulty taking others’ perspectives and instead, believe that
others see them in a manner that is similar to how they see themselves
(Sedikides, Alicke, & Skowronski, 2021). As a result, low self-esteem
individuals believe they are evaluated more negatively compared to high
self-esteem individuals (Murray et al., 2000). Thus, relative to people with
high self-esteem, those with low self-esteem may more readily notice social
evaluative threats in the environment. Once threat is detected, the differing
motivations held by those with low and high self-esteem individuals may
result in divergent responses. For example, when people with low self-
esteem experience social evaluative threat, they withdraw from others to
avoid the possibility of further threat and pursue indirect ways of restoring
their self-esteem to cope with the threat (Brown, Collins, & Schmidt,
1988; Park, 2010). For example, in a series of studies by Park and Maner
(2009), people with low self-esteem who highly based their self-worth on
their physical appearance showed greater desire to avoid social contact with
others following an appearance-based threat, and preferred a less socially
risky way of responding to threat, by wanting to boost their physical
attractiveness to others. In contrast, high self-esteem people reported
greater desire to restore their social connections directly following a threat
to their contingency of self-worth, suggesting that they adopt more
approach-oriented strategies following threat.

In sum, converging evidence demonstrates that individuals perceive and
respond to cues in the environment based on how they feel about them-
selves on a global level. Specifically, people with high versus low self-
esteem differ in their expectations and motivation to detect social
evaluative threat cues, which affect the extent to which they perceive
threat in a given environment. Furthermore, differences in people’s
underlying concerns about further loss of self~esteem may shape how
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people cope with the threat. Whereas people with high self-esteem already
feel positively regarded and included by others — and are therefore less
affected by social evaluative threat — people with low self-esteem feel
socially devalued and seek to avoid further threat by becoming more
cautious and withdrawing from potentially threatening situations.

5.2.2 Contingencies of self-worth

In addition to self-esteem, contingencies of self~-worth (CSWs) may bias
perceptions of social evaluative threat cues in the environment. CSWs
reflect the degree to which individuals base their self-worth in domains that
they believe they must succeed in to feel like a person of worth and value
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Individuals differ in their CSWs, from wanting
others’” approval, to being academically competent, financially successtul, or
following one’s moral and ethical standards (Crocker & Park, 2012;
Crocker, Luhtanen, & Sommers, 2004; Knee, Canevello, Bush, & Cook,
2008; Park et al., 2007; Park, Sanchez, & Brynildsen, 2011, 2017). CSWs
are thought to develop in childhood through events that signal safety or
threat. Acute or repeated experiences — of being rewarded or punished for
enacting behaviors or achieving desired outcomes — reinforce the idea that
one must act in certain ways to feel safe and secure (Crocker & Park, 2004).
In adulthood, individuals with CSWs are motivated to prove that they
possess desired qualities in domains of contingency, which is associated
with negative outcomes for themselves and their relationships (Park,
Crocker, & Vohs, 2006; Ward, Park, Naragon-Gainey, Whillans, & Jung,
2020; Ward et al., 2021).

When individuals have contingent self~worth, they are attentive to cues
in the environment that are relevant to their CSWs and strive to maintain
and enhance their feelings of self~worth. Consistent with this idea, studies
from our lab show that people who base their self~worth on financial
success are more vigilant to their financial standing; they make more
financially-based social comparisons with others, experience more financial
hassles, and use more negative emotion-laden words when describing
current financial stressors than those with lower financially contingent self-
worth (Park et al., 2017). These individuals also report experiencing more
work-family conflict, which is related to greater job and parental disen-
gagement and burnout (Park, Lin, Chang, O’Brien, & Ward, 2022; Park,
Ward, Naragon-Gainey, Fujita, & Koefler, 2022). People with financially
contingent self~worth are also more likely to experience motivational
conflict between the desire to spend versus not spend their money, which



Social evaluative threat across individual, relational, and collective selves 21

predicts greater compulsive buying and emotional distress and impairment
from engaging in this maladaptive behavior (Park, Lin, et al., 2022; Park,
Ward, et al.,, 2022). Further, when people receive negative evaluative
feedback indicating that their discretionary income is lower (vs. higher)
than others, they feel worse off, which is related to stronger belief in the
expected benefits of financial success, which predicts basing one’s self-
worth more in this domain and experiencing less happiness and satisfaction
with life (Park et al., 2020).

A key feature of CSW theory is that people with contingent self-worth
react more strongly to cues of social evaluative threat compared to those
who do not highly base their self~worth in a domain of contingency. For
example, those who strongly base their self-worth on others’ approval and
receive negative feedback about their likeability show lower state self-
esteem and more negative affect than those who do not base their self-
esteem 1in this domain or do not receive negative interpersonal feedback
(Park & Crocker, 2007). In another study, college seniors who highly based
their self-worth on academic competence showed greater fluctuations in
their state self-esteem and mood upon receiving news of rejection versus
acceptance from graduate schools (Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen, 2002).
Similarly, college students who based their self~worth on academics
showed larger drops in their state self-esteem and mood in response to
receiving bad grades; greater instability in self-esteem, in turn, predicted
more depressive symptoms among those who were initially depressed
(Crocker, Karpinski, Quinn, & Chase, 2003).

When individuals experience threats to domains of contingency, they
are likely to become self-absorbed and focus more on themselves than on
others. Along these lines, individuals with high self-esteem who highly
based their self-worth on academics became more preoccupied with
themselves and were rated as less empathic and caring toward another
person’s personal problem after receiving negative feedback about their
intellectual abilities (Park & Crocker, 2005). As another example, among
individuals who experienced a threat to the relational self (i.e., a romantic
breakup), those who highly based their self~worth on being in a rela-
tionship reported greater emotional distress and obsessive pursuit of their
ex-partner than those with lower relationship CSW (Park et al., 2011).

The heightened detection of social evaluative threat associated with
contingent self~worth may also impact communication patterns with
relationship partners as a form of coping. For example, Lemay and Clark
(2008) found that people with self-worth that was contingent on their
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intelligence or appearance tended to express a high degree of insecurity
regarding their standing in the domain of contingency. For instance, they
engaged in excessive reassurance seeking and exhibited strong emotional
reactions to criticism from their partners. As a result, their partners detected
these selt~worth contingencies and responded by delivering inauthentic
feedback in the domain of contingency, such as being reluctant to provide
negative feedback in an effort to avoid upsetting the contingent person.
These efforts appeared to be a source of anxiety and dissatisfaction for
partners of individuals with contingent self-worth, and those with con-
tingent self~worth were aware that their partners were not completely
honest with them. Thus, individuals with contingent self~-worth may
respond to social evaluative threats in ways that eventually alter the func-
tioning of relationships, by inhibiting open communication and fostering in
partners an anxiety about doing or saying the “wrong” thing.

Overall, people with CSWs are highly vigilant to cues in their envir-
onment that signal whether they are succeeding or failing in valued
domains. People with CSWs are likely to detect and be strongly affected by
cues of social evaluative threat in the environment that pertain to their
domains of contingency. In turn, they may intensify their psychological
reactions to threat that lead to maladaptive coping responses, compared to
those with less contingent self~worth.

5.2.3 Attachment styles

Attachment styles are another key moderator that may influence the degree
to which people perceive and respond to social evaluative threat cues in the
environment. According to attachment theory, individuals develop beliefs
about themselves — as worthy or unworthy of love and support — and
beliefs about others — as responsive or unresponsive — based on early
interactions with caregivers (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978;
Bowlby, 1973; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). These beliefs are thought
to be relatively stable over time and guide cognition, emotion, and
behavior in close relationships and contexts in which people experience
interpersonal threats (Bowlby, 1973; Hazan & Shaver, 1987).

Early work distinguished three attachment styles including secure
attachment, avoidant attachment, and anxious-ambivalent attachment
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Secure attachment is
characterized by comfort with intimacy and lack of excessive concern
about abandonment. Avoidant attachment is characterized by discomfort
with intimacy and dependence on others and difficulty trusting others.
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Anxious/ambivalent attachment is characterized by concerns about rejec-
tion and abandonment and strong desires for closeness. Most recent
research on adult attachment takes a dimensional approach, which recog-
nizes two continuous dimensions of attachment insecurity — i.e., avoidance
and anxiety (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998). Attachment security is
suggested by low scores on both dimensions. Attachment insecurity is
likely to guide and either amplify or attenuate detection and responses to
social evaluative threat. For example, individuals with an avoidant
attachment style are likely to perceive threats in their environment.
Avoidant adults make more negative and distressing interpretations of their
partner’s inconsiderate behaviors, viewing them as signs of their partner’s
rejection (Collins, Ford, Guichard, & Allard, 2006; Collins, 1996), and
report less trust in their romantic partners (Mikulincer, 1998; Simpson,
1990). Outside of established relationships, they show a negative appraisal
bias, rating neutral faces as less friendly and more rejecting (Mevyer,
Pilkonis, & Beevers, 2004).

Given their discomfort with intimacy, avoidant individuals also tend to
show deactivation of their attachment system — such as being less likely to
turn to significant others — when confronted with threats, and instead cope
with threats by distancing themselves cognitively and behaviorally from
sources of distress (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). For instance, avoidant
adults are likely to suppress attachment-related words, suggesting that they
are sensitive to cues that could bring about eventual harm or threat as a
result of growing closer to another person. Avoidant adults are also less
likely to derive their self-esteem from interpersonal sources; they base their
self-esteem less on having others” approval, family support, or God’s love
(Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004). This may be one reason why they are
less motivated to maintain high quality close relationships in response to
social evaluative threat; as described earlier, people may strive to perform
well in domains of contingent self~worth.

Given their chronic concerns with rejection and abandonment, people
with high levels of attachment anxiety are also likely to perceive their
environments as threatening. Like avoidant adults, anxiously attached
adults report less trust in their romantic partners (Simpson, 1990) and view
their partners as less supportive, even when accounting for the partner’s
behavior (Collins & Feeney, 2004). Anxiously attached individuals have
difficulty believing they are loved, so they excessively seek reassurance of
their romantic partner’s love (Shaver, Schachner, & Mikulincer, 2005).
When distressed, they show hyperactivation of the attachment system,
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which involves focusing and ruminating on their distress and adopting
emotion-focused coping strategies that exacerbate rather than diminish
distress (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).

Attachment anxiety often increases the experience of stress when
encountering threats and even alters physiological stress responses
(Maunder & Hunter, 2001; Mikulincer, Shaver, & Pereg, 2003). For
example, attachment anxiety is related to overproduction of cortisol, which
is linked to cellular immune dysregulation (Jaremka et al., 2013). Such
findings dovetail with the idea that adverse childhood experiences can alter
the HPA axis and physiological systems in ways that affect how these
systems operate later in adulthood (Repetti, Taylor, & Seeman, 2002).
Thus, past negative experiences might lead some individuals to possess
attachment styles that make them more vulnerable than others to detecting
and reacting to social evaluative threats later in life.

5.2.4 Rejection sensitivity
Another key moderator that may amplify perceptions of and responses to
social evaluative threat is rejection sensitivity (RS), which refers to the
tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and overreact to real or
potential rejection from others (Downey & Feldman, 1996). Negative
social experiences, such as peer rejection, abandonment, neglect, abuse,
and exposure to family violence are thought to contribute to anxious
expectations of rejection from others (Downey, Khouri, & Feldman, 1997,
Feldman & Downey, 1994; London, Downey, Bonica, & Paltin, 2007).
Similar to those with low self-esteem and insecure attachment styles,
people with high RS possess a defensive motivational system that is
hypersensitive to cues of real, potential, or imagined rejection. For
example, when people viewed paintings representing themes of rejection
(vs. acceptance vs. neutral themes), those with higher RS showed greater
potentiation of the eyeblink startle response, suggesting that rejection cues
automatically activated a defensive response reflecting a desire to protect
the self from further threat (Downey, Mougios, Ayduk, London, & Shoda,
2004). In terms of coping responses, when people with high RS perceive
rejection, they may display hostility directly, such as expressing negative
thoughts and feelings toward others, or passively, by withdrawing love and
support from their partners (Ayduk, Downey, Testa, Yen, & Shoda, 1999;
Downey & Feldman, 1996).

In addition to general RS, individuals differ in how much they expect
rejection from others based on specific qualities, such as their physical
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attractiveness. For example, people with Appearance-based Rejection
Sensitivity (Appearance-RS) anxiously expect to be rejected based on their
looks and feel more alone, isolated, and rejected when thinking about
aspects of their appearance they are dissatisfied with (Park, 2007). Studies
from our lab also found that people with high Appearance-RS felt more
negative affect and interpreted ambiguous appearance commentary more
negatively after learning that their partner did not want to