Thanking and apologizing: Talk that isn't
cheap
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"Our framework helps to make sense of diverse
body of research documenting the importance of
these forms of communications," said co-author
George Loewenstein, the Herbert A. Simon
University Professor of Economics and Psychology
at CMU's Dietrich College of Humanities and Social
Sciences. "Research has shown that these
communications—and their absence—can make or
break relationships and affect material outcomes
ranging from restaurant tips to medical malpractice
settlements."
The researchers proposed that, for the
communicator, all four types of communications
involve a trade-off between projecting competence
and projecting warmth. Thanking and apologizing
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make the speaker appear caring or generous, but
usually at the cost of seeming incompetent or
weak. The opposite is true of bragging and
blaming, which can bolster the speaker's perceived
We place a high value on teaching children to say competence and status, but at the cost of seeming
"thank you" and "I'm sorry." As adults, these simple selfish or inconsiderate. The recipient of the
words are central to many social interactions.
communication experiences a different impact on
Uttering the words is easy, so why do people often their image: Thanking and apologizing elevate both
hold back? And why does the failure to confer
perceived competence and warmth for the
thanks or to apologize so often lead to bad feelings recipient, while bragging and blaming decrease
or even conflict?
both.
A new paper from Carnegie Mellon University
researchers introduces a framework,
"Responsibility Exchange Theory," for
understanding why thanking and apologizing, as
well as bragging and blaming, matter so much, and
presents novel experimental studies that reveal the
psychology underlying these communications.

"These dynamics capture why thanking and
apologizing are touchstones of 'polite' speech in our
culture, while blaming and bragging are often
considered taboo," Chaudhry said.

The researchers' framework makes predictions
about whether, when and how people will engage
in these critical forms of communication. One key
"All four of these communications are tools used to prediction is that regardless of whether a person is
transfer responsibility from one person to another," the favor-doer (transgressor) or favor-recipient
said Shereen J. Chaudhry, who conducted the
(victim), the person will prefer thanking
research while a Ph.D. student in CMU's
(apologizing) to occur rather than bragging
Department of Social and Decision Sciences.
(blaming). As a result, most conversations over
"They relay information about credit or blame, and credit and blame should result in thanking and
they involve image-based trade-offs between
apologizing, while bragging and blaming should be
appearing competent and appearing warm."
relatively rare.
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Another prediction focuses on conversational
winners steered the conversation in a way to elicit a
patterns. To facilitate their desired conversational "thank you."
outcomes, people are predicted to engage in
techniques that lead the conversation toward
Chaudhry explains prompting in the context of
thanking and apologizing and away from the other taking time to provide a colleague with feedback on
two.
their report: "If you are a person who wants to be
acknowledged for your effort, and if you haven't
To test these predictions, the researchers
heard back from that colleague, you might ask, 'Did
conducted a live chat study involving 207 pairs of you find my feedback useful?'"
experimental subjects. The goal was to examine
what happens in a conversation between two
The chats also had downstream consequences.
people where one person receives a favor from the After chatting, participants were confronted with a
other person. Participants in the study were paired, similar second task that they could decide to work
and partners were informed that they would each
on with the same or a different partner. There was
work on a task for five minutes. Whoever earned
a second set of pairs doing the experiment that did
the higher score on the task would determine
not get to chat. When compared to those who did
earnings for both participants, which would be
not chat, those given an opportunity to chat were
equal.
much more likely to choose to work together again.
This positive effect of chatting is likely related to
Unbeknownst to the subjects, one subject was
what happened during the chats: almost all of the
randomly assigned a much easier task and, in most chats involved instances of thanking and very few
cases, ended up achieving a higher score that
involved bragging. Although it was a competenceraised payoffs for both players. After completing the based task, a low-scoring partner was more likely
tasks and revealing the winner, partners had a live to be chosen for the team again if they projected a
chat for two minutes. The researchers coded these warmer image.
chats for predicted conversational patterns, looking
for instances of thanking (of the high scorer by the Responsibility Exchange Theory can help to explain
low scorer), bragging (by the high scorer to the low a wide range of commonly observed phenomena. It
scorer), and a phenomenon called "prompting,"
helps to explain why some communications that
which is when the high scorer attempts to elicit
might appear to be apologies, but which don't
thanks from the low scorer.
accept responsibility—"I'm sorry you feel that I hurt
you"—are not accepted as authentic. In addition, it
The key prediction was confirmed: The majority of explains why thanking and apologizing are much
chats involved thanking (68 percent) whereas
less likely to occur after the other side has bragged
bragging appeared in only a minority (14 percent). or blamed.
While the researchers predict that this will almost
always be the conversational result, they also
"Our theory also can shed light on why, as previous
predict that thankers will do so more begrudgingly research has found, women tend to apologize more
in some cases compared to others. In a separate
than men. Society often imposes a 'warmth
scenario-based study, participants reported being premium' on women, making it more important for
more reluctant to thank and apologize when they
them to be perceived of as warm as opposed to
were in an environment in which it was more
competent," Chaudhry said.
important to appear competent. In these cases,
participants preferred neither person say anything "Thanking, Apologizing, Bragging and Blaming:
about the credit or blame at stake.
Responsibility Exchange Theory and the Currency
of Communication" has been published in the
The researchers also found support for subtle
journal Psychological Review. Funding for this
conversational phenomena such as prompting.
research was provided by Carnegie Mellon
When losers in the chat study weren't forthcoming University.
with gratitude for the winners, 59 percent of those
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