The Blame Game: It Is Not Just About Reciprocity

The role of beliefs about relative blame in reconciliation
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Reconciling conflicts through apologizing is important for
relationships to continue, yet, in pilot studies, we find that
starting conversations by blaming is common. In an
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Setting & DV: Similar to Study 2

IV: Responders are either INFORMED or UNINFORMED that the
Opener shares their beliefs about relative blame, prior to
communication.

deserves. When one (Opener) initiates a conversation by 50 0 50 100
blaming, it suggests to the counterpart (Responder) that the
Opener sees themselves as blameless and the Responder as all
to blame. Return blaming can serve to correct the Opener’s
beliefs. Thus, we predict that the tendency to return blame
will be moderated by (H1) how much the Responder
disagrees that they deserve all/most of the blame, and (H2)
whether the Responder is informed (prior to communication)

What Responder thinks Opener believes — What Responder believes

Results: The more undeserved blame the Responder believes they are
receiving (red area), the more likely they are to return blame (Spearman’s
correlation: r, = 0.36, p <.001).

*Data in the graph show a similar pattern after excluding high-leverage points and when return blaming is coded by the Openers 1.00
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Finding 2: Return Blaming is More Frequent 0.75-

that the Opener shares their beliefs (despite blaming).
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DV: % who chose the blaming options from 8 pre-formed options
(participants could choose one or multiple options.)

Results: Participants are less likely to return blame when they
are “informed” that the Opener shares their beliefs,
x2(1, N=302)=7.43, p = .006, h = 0.32.

Contribution: Beyond reciprocity, we find that spirals of blaming
in conflict have an unexamined cause: The desire to correct the
record on relative blame. This work demonstrates the impact this
informational motive has on conflict behaviors and represents a
rich area for future investigation.
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