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Abstract

Disclosure is a pervasive behavior critical to the human experience, and has been the

focus of both empirical research and theorizing by social and consumer psycholo-

gists. This work has typically characterized disclosure as a deliberate and strategic

act, the product of a careful weighing of costs and benefits. In this paper, we argue

that, although some disclosure can be deliberate and “rational,” much of it exhibits

drive-like qualities. We review evidence to suggest that, much like other drive states

(e.g., hunger), the desire to disclose can be visceral, driven by emotions and physical

arousal, and satiated through the act of disclosing. And just as more basic drives

evolved to motivate adaptive action but can engender maladaptive behavior

(e.g., over-eating), disclosures can likewise be impulsive and ultimately regrettable.

We propose a dual-process model that encompasses both viscerally driven and delib-

erate disclosures and that makes sense of the conflicts that often arise between

the two.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Human beings are social creatures, and sharing thoughts, feelings, and

information with others is the principal means by which we fulfill our

social needs and maintain the relationships that constitute our social

lives. What individuals communicate to others is as diverse as human

experience itself and influenced by an almost equally vast number of

environmental and contextual factors. The importance and complexity

of such exchanges have spawned research in disciplines across the

social and behavioral sciences, and this research has evolved in

response to emerging technologies that continually transform the

landscape of interpersonal communication. In particular, social psy-

chologists and consumer researchers have sought to identify the

types of information that people are likely to disclose to specific

others and the contexts and modalities (e.g., online vs. face-to-face) in

which they are prone to do so.

Because disclosure is inherently interpersonal, models of disclo-

sure have tended to focus on the characteristics of, and interplay

between, conversational partners as determinants of disclosing

behavior. And because disclosure typically involves the conscious,

intentional sharing of information with others,1 these models often

highlight the conscious motives and goals that drive the decision to

disclose. For instance, in Reis and Shaver’s (1988) model of inti-

macy, needs motivate the expression of feelings and information to

another party, and subsequent decisions to disclose are contingent

on the feedback received from the target of the disclosure. Accord-

ing to the Disclosure Decision Model (DDM; Omarzu, 2000), situa-

tional cues make certain goals salient, and disclosure takes place if

it is an effective and feasible means for achieving those goals. (See

Section 2.3 for a more detailed discussion of these and other

models.)We have neither conflicts of interest nor funding sources to disclose.
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The two models outlined above are characteristic of existing

attempts at modeling disclosure, which generally adopt a social

exchange theoretical approach (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) and interpret

self-disclosure in terms of the associated costs and benefits to those

involved in the exchange (Andrade et al., 2002). Although they offer a

reasonable representation of certain types of disclosure in certain con-

texts, we argue that neither model can provide a complete account of

disclosing behavior. Specifically, Reis and Shaver’s (1988) model can

explain the factors that mediate disclosure in an ongoing discourse

but has little to say about the initial decision to disclose—that is, why

the discloser shared information in the first place. The DDM, on the

other hand, details the initial decision to disclose but relies on the

assumption that individuals “strategically manage their disclosures to

control their social worlds and achieve social and personal goals”
(Omarzu, 2000, p. 179). In this review, we present evidence to suggest

that, while disclosure can be strategic and controlled, it can also

exhibit drive-like qualities and be unreflective and impulsive. Just as

we often find ourselves overconsuming and engaging in countless

other impulsive behaviors, we can also overshare and disclose infor-

mation despite, and often with full awareness of, the consequences.

Given this evidence, we argue that disclosure may be better explained

using a dual-process model of behavior in which disclosure can occur

for deliberate, instrumental reasons but can also be fueled by more

drive-like automatic mechanisms. Such a dual-process framework,

rather than supplanting extant perspectives, provides a complement

to existing models of disclosure, extending them to provide a more

complete account of the universe of disclosing behavior.

The types of disclosures we discuss in the present paper are

broad relative to existing research. The social psychological and pri-

vacy perspectives are typically concerned with self-disclosure, con-

strued as the revelation of private, personal information and/or self-

referential expressions of feelings, experiences, desires, and the like.

Even when the information shared is not of this type, however, it can

still communicate information about, and have implications for, one-

self (Berger & Heath, 2007; Chung & Darke, 2006; Lampel &

Bhalla, 2007).2 For example, whether one gossips, and what gossip

one shares, can be highly revealing not only of the subject of the gos-

sip but also of the person relaying the gossip (Nevo et al., 1993). We

develop these points more explicitly in a subsequent section of the

paper (see Section 5).

In what follows, we present an overview of theoretical perspec-

tives proposed to date in the disclosure literature and document that

existing models have largely construed disclosure as deliberate and

strategic (Section 2). We then draw on both qualitative (i.e., observed

language use) and quantitative research to illustrate the drive-like fea-

tures of disclosing behavior (Section 3), after which we discuss how a

dual-process model might apply to the study of disclosure (Section 4).

We conclude with a discussion of implications for consumer psychol-

ogy (Section 5) and future research directions (Section 6).

2 | EXISTING PERSPECTIVES ON DISCLOSURE

As discussed above, theoretical models have mainly conceived of dis-

closure as a conscious, goal-oriented process in which individuals

willfully share information based on an initial (and, in more dynamic

models, ongoing) cost–benefit analysis.

2.1 | Costs

The costs in the disclosure calculus can be psychosocial as well as mate-

rial. Exemplifying the former type, the revelation of insecurity or weak-

ness can open one up to criticism and social rejection (Matsushima &

Shiomi, 2001; Sermat & Smyth, 1973), potentially exacerbating the very

vulnerability disclosed. In addition to possible rejection, revealing sensi-

tive or emotional information can disrupt the relationship between con-

versational partners through several channels—e.g., causing emotional

distress for, and eliciting unhelpful or harmful responses from, the

listener—which can in turn have deleterious effects on the discloser,

leading to isolation, feelings of low self-worth, anxiety, and depression

(Kelly & McKillop, 1996). Even positive self-disclosures can be fraught

with possible repercussions: For instance, sharing positive information

about oneself can have negative social consequences when it is per-

ceived as bragging (Scopelliti et al., 2015), and personal information of

any valence can, instead of drawing the recipient of the information

closer, be viewed as inappropriately intimate if misaligned with the

norms of a social situation (Chaikin & Derlega, 1974). Even relaying

impersonal information (e.g., sharing one’s knowledge of events or the

behavior and experiences of others) reflects on the discloser, at times

unfavorably. For example, in revealing private (particularly negative)

information about others, one risks earning the reputation of a “gossip,”
which is accompanied by decreased social power and likability

(Farley, 2011), and invites retaliation from those whose confidence was

betrayed. Disclosure can additionally lead to a reduction of one’s auton-

omy and sense of self-efficacy (Baxter & Montgomery, 1996).

Turning to the latter (i.e., material) type of costs, disclosures made

online, particularly on social network sites, are easily accessible by

unintended audiences and can make the discloser vulnerable to repu-

tational damage and consequences such as the loss of a job or

employment opportunity (Mantouvalou, 2019), and even burglary or

identity theft (Al-Daraiseh et al., 2014). Sharing neutral, descriptive

information about oneself, particularly in the Internet age, can likewise

entail material consequences when the information is used in an

unauthorized way (Joinson & Paine, 2007), and when personally iden-

tifiable data are collected and stored in perpetuity and used in ways

unintended or unanticipated by the discloser (Smith et al., 1996).

Among the diverse possible material costs of such improper access

and use are discriminatory practices in product pricing, hiring deci-

sions, and the determination of benefits program eligibility (Pinchot

et al., 2018). A vibrant privacy literature has emerged to investigate

why people appear to be naïve to, or unconcerned about, such risks.

2.2 | Benefits

The benefits (or, somewhat synonymously, goals) of disclosure have

inarguably received more attention in the literature, driven by

18 CARBONE AND LOEWENSTEIN
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extensive empirical work in social and clinical psychology. An early

attempt at enumerating the possible motivations for disclosing was a

paper by Derlega and Grzelak (1979), which identified five basic

functions that disclosure can serve: self-expression, self-clarification,

social validation, relationship development, and social control. These

categories have been adapted for subsequent models of disclosure,

including the DDM (Omarzu, 2000), which attributes the decision to

disclose to the activation of one or more of five possible goals: relief

of distress, identity clarification, social approval, intimacy, and social

control. Berger (2014) provides a list of, again, five overarching

motives—somewhat overlapping with those enumerated by

Omarzu—for sharing information: emotion regulation, impression-

management, social bonding, persuasion, and information acquisi-

tion. Berger additionally includes a nearly exhaustive list of specific

components (14 total) that comprise each higher-level function; for

instance, impression management encompasses information shared

in pursuit of self-enhancement, identity-signaling, and filling conver-

sational space, while information seeking can entail seeking advice

and resolving problems.

In addition to identifying explicit goals and motives that pre-

cede the decision to disclose, extensive empirical and clinical

research has documented the positive health and psychological

outcomes resulting from disclosure, particularly of troubling

thoughts and experiences. This literature is discussed at length in a

later section of the present paper (see Section 3.5). To the extent

that people are aware of these outcomes, they can be understood

as additional benefits considered when making the decision to

disclose.

2.3 | Models

As noted, the typical model of disclosure casts the decision to dis-

close as the product of a rational weighing of costs and benefits of

sharing information with others. Specific models vary in the extent

to which each type of consideration (i.e., costs vs. benefits) factor

into the decision-making process. For instance, in the risk revelation

model (RRM; Afifi & Steuber, 2009), one’s likelihood of revealing a

secret is a function of an initial assessment of risk—to the self,

others, and the relevant relationship(s)—as well as factors related to

the discloser (i.e., need for catharsis and perceived ability to talk

effectively about the information), the target of the disclosure

(e.g., the target’s need to know), and the relationship (i.e., closeness)

between the two parties.

Not surprisingly, models in privacy research similarly focus on the

cost side of what has been termed the privacy calculus, according to

which rational actors weigh the expected costs and vulnerability asso-

ciated with a loss of privacy against the benefits of releasing personal

information (Acquisti et al., 2015; Dinev & Hart, 2006; Laufer &

Wolfe, 1977; Smith et al., 2011).3 The same is true of certain domain-

specific models, such as the decision to disclose a concealable, stigma-

tized identity (e.g., disclosure processes model, DPM; Chaudoir &

Fisher, 2010) or private, sensitive health information (e.g., disclosure

decision-making model, DD-MM; Greene, 2009). In the former, disclo-

sure is preceded by a careful assessment of both the information and

the potential receiver, as well as one’s perceived “disclosure efficacy,”
to evaluate the likely result of the disclosure and determine whether

the risks outweigh the benefits. In the latter model, disclosure can be

preceded by an appraisal of both avoidance goals (i.e., to prevent neg-

ative outcomes, such as rejection or conflict) and approach goals

(i.e., to pursue positive outcomes, such as educating or bonding with

others), the combination of which determines whether or not a disclo-

sure is optimal.

More commonly in the social and consumer psychology space,

models focus on the benefits of disclosure. Here, the decision to

disclose—and the type of information disclosed—is assumed to follow

from the specific goals or motives activated in a particular situation

and, in ongoing interactions, the extent to which those goals are met.

In one of the first such models by Reis and Shaver (1988), a discloser

is driven by her motives, needs, goals, and fears to express self-

relevant feelings and information to another person, who in turn

exhibits an emotional and behavioral response that is influenced by

his own motives, needs, goals, and fears. The discloser’s reaction to

this feedback, and the extent to which she feels understood, vali-

dated, and cared for, then determine her future disclosing behavior

with this conversational partner.

The DDM (Omarzu, 2000) fills a notable gap in the Reis and

Shaver account by explicating what underlies the initial decision to

disclose. This three-stage model begins with situational cues that

make salient certain goals, such as social approval or intimacy (Stage

1). If disclosure is an appropriate strategy for achieving these goals

and an appropriate target is readily available, a disclosure takes place

(Stage 2). The amount (i.e., breadth and duration) and the depth of dis-

closure are then determined by an ongoing assessment of benefits

(utility) and costs (risks), respectively. Interestingly, in the DDM, a con-

sideration of costs occurs only after the initial decision to disclose has

been made (Omarzu, 2000).4

In an update to these earlier models, Greene et al. (2006) present

an account in which an individual initially weighs the reasons for and

against self-disclosure, then assesses features of the current situation

(e.g., the availability of, relationship to, and anticipated response by

the target of disclosure). The immediate reactions by both the dis-

closer and the target then influence subsequent disclosure decisions,

as well as, ultimately, the consequences of disclosures for both parties

to the conversation and the relationship between them.

Other models focus on disclosures that are related to consumer

marketing and Word of Mouth (WOM), that is, “informal communica-

tions directed at other consumers about the ownership, usage, or

characteristics of particular goods and services or their sellers”
(Westbrook, 1987, p. 261). Alexandrov et al. (2013) model WOM as

motivated, first, by personal benefits, or what the authors call self-

needs (i.e., self-enhancement and self-affirmation), which then

encourages a social interaction that activates the motive to fulfill

social needs (i.e., social comparison and social bonding) and social

intentions (i.e., helping others and providing social information).

Which motives are dominant at the time of disclosure can determine

CARBONE AND LOEWENSTEIN 19
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WOM valence, with self-enhancement motives encouraging positive

WOM and self-affirmation driving negative WOM. Applying

Berger’s (2014; see Section 2.2 above) framework to the consumer

landscape, WOM valence (and other content features) are similarly

predicted by prevailing motives; for example, using disclosure in the

service of impression management would likely result in positive, use-

ful, or entertaining disclosures, whereas disclosing as a means of emo-

tion regulation would likely trigger more negative and emotional or

arousing disclosures (Berger, 2014).

Although the specifics vary, each of these models explicitly or

implicitly characterizes disclosure decision making as a deliberate

action taken in pursuit of specific goals and/or in consideration of pos-

sible risks. Decision makers are assumed to consider contextual factors,

such as the sensitivity of the content and, relatedly, how disclosed

information will be received, as well as the extent to which disclosing is

likely to achieve the desired goals. Furthermore, disclosure is under-

stood to be inherently interpersonal, and many have stressed the

importance of interpreting and modeling it as a “situated interactional

practice” (e.g., Antaki et al., 2005) “within the context of an ongoing

interaction andwider environment” (Joinson & Paine, 2007, p. 242).

Taken together, we argue, these perspectives fail to capture a

non-trivial subset of disclosure in which information is revealed with-

out careful consideration of the costs or context and the act is itself

driven more by intrapersonal than interpersonal forces. In the next

section, we review evidence that disclosure is not always calculated

and deliberate, as existing models suggest, but rather can take on an

impulsive character. The existence of impulsive disclosures, combined

with other empirical findings discussed below, are indicative of an

underlying drive state and suggest that disclosure may be more funda-

mental and primal than is generally appreciated in the extant

literature.

3 | THE DRIVE TO DISCLOSE

Disclosure as conceptualized in the above described models—that is,

as a strategic decision-making process—is logically compatible with

the assumption that instrumental goals drive the disclosure of favor-

able information. Indeed, many motives precipitating disclosure are

self-oriented. Berger (2014), for example, notes that most information

sharing is “either explicitly motivated by the self, or make the self bet-

ter off as a by-product of interpersonal communication” (p. 597). Yet

examples abound of instances in which disclosing information seems

to be misguided, that is, at odds with the discloser’s self-interest. Such

disclosures confound economic and decision-theoretic accounts of

information sharing, which assume that disclosure is strategic and that

people disclose because, and only under the expectation that, disclos-

ing will improve their outcomes and resultant well-being.

The quintessential, and arguably most revealing, examples of pat-

ently nonstrategic disclosures are confessions, succinctly defined as

“speaking truthfully that which one most fears to speak”
(Papanikolaou, 2006, p. 115). This can involve the admission of unde-

sirable behaviors, actions, and somewhat transient thoughts and

feelings, or the special case of confession involving the revelation of a

socially undesirable and relatively stable feature of one’s identity—

that is, “coming out of the closet” (broadly speaking) and choosing “to
no longer hide one’s discreditable stigmatized condition” (Corrigan

et al., 2009, p. 366). The sharing of such information often risks dam-

aging the very social connections that are commonly assumed to

motivate the disclosure in the first place. And, to the extent that a

confession implicates the discloser in an ethical or legal wrongdoing,

the ramifications can be even more severe than the costs enumerated

in the previous section (Section 2.1).

The prevailing explanation for confessions is that decision makers

rationally weigh these costs against the benefits of disclosing.

Although benefits can take the material form of experiential

information—for instance, practical information about strategies,

resources, and general “know-how” from those with similar lived

experiences (Borkman, 1999)—confessions often occur with little or

no expectation of a useful, supportive response from the recipient of

the information, or indeed any response at all: Our own work on con-

fessions reveals that the vast majority (87%) of survey participants

who made anonymous online confessions (N = 195) did so at least in

part to “vent” or achieve emotional release, and participants’ self-

reported improvement in emotional and psychological state after con-

fessing was virtually unaffected by whether or not they received feed-

back from others on the platform (Carbone et al., 2022). True, just as

breaking a diet does bring pleasure from indulging or practicing unin-

tended unsafe sex can be momentarily gratifying, confessing may

result in psychological benefits, such as an “unburdening” of the pres-

sure of concealment. Yet, in order to explain confession as a deliber-

ate weighing of costs and benefits, the expected psychological

benefits would need to outweigh the often sizeable risk of reputa-

tional or material cost. Instances of ultimately damaging and/or

regretted disclosures would then need to be explained as a miscalcula-

tion at the outset by an otherwise rational decision maker.

An alternative—and we believe more plausible—account is that

disclosure is, at times, influenced by visceral factors such as drive

states or intense emotions that crowd out rational considerations

(Loewenstein, 1996). In other words, at least some instances of dis-

closing behavior involve little or no calculation of the possible costs

and benefits, and are instead automatic, unreflective responses to

internal states. As a backdrop for the evidence presented in later sub-

sections, we begin with a brief discussion of the defining characteris-

tics of drive states.

3.1 | Drive states

A drive state is the experience of psychological tension or physical

arousal that motivates the fulfillment of a psychological or physiological

need (Hull, 1952), typically triggered by a combination of internal states

(i.e., deprivation and goal of restoring homeostasis) and external stimuli

(i.e., environmental cues; Loewenstein, 1994). Drives differ from other

affective states in that they serve a biological function: Hunger moti-

vates one to eat, thirst to drink, pain to eliminate a potentially harmful

20 CARBONE AND LOEWENSTEIN
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factor in one’s immediate environment (Bhatia & Loewenstein, 2022).

They can exert a visceral, aversive motivational force with direct

hedonic consequences on the individual and, at extreme levels, focus

attention on behaviors associated with mitigating the activated need to

the exclusion of all other goals, sometimes resulting in impulsive behav-

ior and failures of self-control (Loewenstein, 1996).

Disclosure often fits the description of a behavior catalyzed by

such an underlying drive. In what follows, we present evidence that

individuals can experience a visceral, even overpowering desire to

share information with others (Section 3.2), which, crucially, can be

catalyzed by an affective state and accompanying (incidental) physical

arousal (Section 3.3). Importantly, we demonstrate that disclosing

behavior has an evolutionary basis (Section 3.4), plays a role in healthy

functioning (Section 3.5), and has inherent hedonic value

(Section 3.6). Finally, we discuss evidence that, as a result of the

above factors, some disclosures can be characterized as impulsive

rather than deliberate (Section 3.7). Table 1 presents a high-level

overview of these features and some of the supporting evidence that

is detailed in the remaining six subsections.

3.2 | Visceral desire to disclose

The overwhelming majority of empirical investigations on disclosure

have explored individuals’ willingness and propensity to disclose

specific information with specific others. For instance, some of the

earliest literature on the topic in social psychology explored the

degree to which, and accuracy with which, individuals communicated

about various informational domains (e.g., attitudes and opinions,

well-being) with different targets (e.g., spouse, friend, or parent;

Jourard & Lasakow, 1958). In the intervening decades, research has

produced important findings regarding the personality correlates of

disclosure (e.g., McCarthy et al., 2017), and the informational

(e.g., Berger & Schwartz, 2011; Cooney et al., 2017; Heath

et al., 2001) and contextual features (e.g., Butler et al., 2003; James &

Drakich, 1993) that influence whether or not a disclosure is likely to

take place.

But the empirical focus on evaluating, for example, the frequency

and quality (e.g., depth, breadth, authenticity, and intimacy) of disclo-

sures themselves has come at the expense of investigations into the

psychological experience preceding the act of disclosing. Exceptions

include empirical work consistently demonstrating that around 80% of

those who have experienced a traumatic event (e.g., life-threatening

diagnoses, loss of loved one, disasters) or simply a commonplace mis-

fortune exhibit a sometimes urgent “need” to share it with others. For

example, Ersland et al. (1989) surveyed personnel from a rescue mis-

sion involving a capsized oil rig in which 123 people were killed. Sur-

vey responses indicated that 88% of the rescuers felt “a need to work

through the emotional disaster experiences by sharing their feelings

with others” (p. 44). (For a review, see Rimé, 2009.)

T AB L E 1 Overview of evidence for the drive-like features of disclosure

Drive-state characteristics Evidence on disclosure

Visceral factors The desire to disclose can be visceral, even aversive.
• ≈80% of study participants consistently report experiencing a(n intense) need to disclose to others, often

(but not exclusively) after a traumatic event.

• Literary and colloquial reliance on hydraulic metaphors and analogies to other drive states highlight this visceral,

aversive nature of disclosure.

Emotion and arousal Disclosure is increasing in emotionality, mediated by physical arousal.

• The propensity to disclose one’s emotional experience and share emotion-eliciting content increases with

emotional intensity and level of physical arousal.

• The desire to disclose can be elicited by incidental emotion and arousal.

Evolution and adaptation Disclosure is (socially) adaptive and evolutionarily encouraged.
• Disclosure serves an adaptive function, paying social dividends to the discloser (e.g., increased likeability and

relationship maintenance/progression) and benefitting the collective (e.g., enabling social coordination and

transmitting social norms).

• Humans have universally evolved cognitive and neurochemical systems to encourage communication and

information transmission.

Deprivation and satiation Satiation (deprivation) of disclosure can be psychologically and physiologically beneficial (damaging).
• Suppressing the need to disclose is associated with harmful behaviors (e.g., rumination) and health problems

(e.g., anxiety and high blood pressure).

• Disclosure is an integral part of emotional processing and can improve immune functioning and health outcomes.

Hedonics Disclosure is inherently valuable and pleasurable.

• Sharing thoughts and information with others activates the reward centers of the brain.

• Individuals accrue psychological benefits from disclosing, irrespective of what is shared and with whom (if anyone),

and may even choose to do so at a financial cost.

Impulsivity The desire to disclose can lead to impulsive behavior.
• Empirical research documents the existence of immediate, impulsive, and ultimately regrettable disclosures,

particularly on social media reportedly made in a “hot state.”
• The tendency to disclose is increasing in trait impulsivity.

CARBONE AND LOEWENSTEIN 21
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Our own unpublished work takes such investigation a step further

by attempting to document experiences of a visceral desire to disclose

and quantify this experience (Carbone & Loewenstein, 2020). Asked

whether they had ever felt like they were “dying” to tell someone

something, the overwhelming majority (79%) of study participants

(N = 215) indicated that they had indeed experienced such an intense

desire to disclose in the past. In a second study (N = 551), participants

were provided with a scale from �5 (intense, overwhelming desire to

withhold) to 5 (intense, overwhelming desire to share) and asked to

provide a numeric rating representing their desire to disclose (specific)

past experiences that varied experimentally in terms of domain and

valence. Although the desire to disclose was correlated with a binary

indicator of whether the information was ultimately disclosed or not,

average ratings varied dramatically across “scenarios,” ranging from

�0.79 (for the mean desire to share a painful childhood memory) to

3.63 (for the mean desire to share an infuriating customer service

experience). One-quarter of respondents (25%) indicated that they

experienced an “intense, overwhelming desire to share (=5)” in at

least one of the scenarios presented to them, and another quarter

(26%) provided at least one rating of 4 or 5 on the desire to share

scale, suggesting that the experience of a powerful desire to disclose

is indeed commonplace (above analysis not presented in Carbone &

Loewenstein, 2020).

Further evidence of the ubiquity of this experience comes from

the language used—both colloquially and literarily—to describe the

desire to disclose. In the literary world, the desire to disclose has pre-

viously been likened to other drives, as in the quote below:

“The desire to pass on information is like a hunger, and

sometimes it is the curiosity, sometimes the indiffer-

ence, of others that arouses it.” - Edward St. Aubyn,

Never Mind

Other writers have captured the aversive nature of being unable to

share information with others, a feature discussed further in

Section 3.5:

“Nothing will ever please me, no matter how excellent

or beneficial, if I must retain the knowledge of it to

myself. And if wisdom were given me under the

express condition that it must be kept hidden and not

uttered, I should refuse it. No good thing is pleasant to

possess, without friends to share it.” - Seneca, Moral

Letters to Lucilius

This is particularly true when describing the affective state that trig-

gers a desire to disclose. For instance, one may have the sense that

information is “eating one alive” or engendering a feeling of “despera-
tion.” One seeks to be “spared … the desperate need to convey to

someone else the vivid images of a rich inner life” (Joshua Ferris, To

Rise Again at a Decent Hour, emphasis added). To others, this desire is

like a disease:

“And then she was aware of a morbid desire on her

own part to tell the secret,– of a desire that amounted

almost to a disease. It would soon burst her bosom

open, unless she could share her knowledge with some

one.” - Anthony Trollope, The Eustace Diamonds

The above quote captures not only this aversiveness but also the ten-

dency to employ hydraulic metaphors to describe the pressure

(release) associated with withholding (revealing) information. Individ-

uals experiencing an intense desire to disclose are often said to be

“overflowing” or “bursting” with information. When it becomes too

difficult to “hold it in” or “bottle it up” and a disclosure takes place, it

might be considered an “information leak,” or more dramatically, that

the “flood gates opened” and the information came “spilling” out:

“Jamie especially could not stop talking. Their once

silent father in his state of dementia seemed unable to

keep himself from spilling forth all he had held on to

secretly for years, and Jamie, who had been silent him-

self, now had to tumble all he heard before them.” -

Elizabeth Strout, Snow-Blind (emphasis added)

The pervasiveness of such descriptions in everyday language and liter-

ature is a testament to the powerful, drive-like nature of the desire to

disclose.

3.3 | Catalyzing effects of emotion and arousal

Unlike the dearth of empirical research on the powerful, visceral

nature of the desire to disclose, there is ample evidence supporting

the link between emotional states, physical arousal, and disclosure.

Disclosure is often precipitated by an emotion-eliciting event, as is

the case with the so-called “social sharing of emotion” (Rimé

et al., 1991): Triggered by an emotional state, individuals often com-

municate with others about the circumstances of, and their reactions

to, such events. In a series of six studies, Rimé et al. (1991) asked sub-

jects to recall and describe either emotional events (generally), events

that elicited specific emotions (e.g., shame and anger), or specific emo-

tional experiences pre-selected by the researchers (e.g., death of a

close family member and important personal failure). The participants

were presented with a social sharing questionnaire that asked, among

other things, whether they had shared the information with others

and, if so, how soon after the event they did so. Ninety percent of

study participants reportedly shared emotional experiences after they

occurred, more than half of the time (53–58% across studies) on the

same day as the occurrence. The authors also found that the likeli-

hood of disclosing to others was positively correlated with the disrup-

tiveness of the event (Rimé et al., 1991). This is consistent with the

“fever model” of disclosure (Stiles, 1987), according to which the rela-

tionship between psychological distress and disclosure is analogous to

that between physical infection and fever: Disclosure and fever serve
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both as indicators of an underlying problem and as part of a restor-

ative process, and the level of both increases with the degree of dis-

tress (Stiles, 1987).5

Some have argued that the relationship between the need to dis-

close and the emotionality of the catalyzing event is best described as

a step, rather than linear, function—that is, that a critical threshold of

emotional intensity must be exceeded in order for social sharing to

occur (Luminet et al., 2000; Rimé et al., 1992, 1998). However,

research suggests that this threshold is relatively low—that the need

to share emotions with others can be generated by relatively moderate

emotion-inducing events, such as exposure to an emotional film clip.

For example, Luminet et al. (2000) showed participants one of three

possible movie excerpts: a non-emotional, moderately emotional, or

intensely emotional clip. The participants were either recorded when

they rejoined a friend who had accompanied them to the laboratory

(Studies 1 and 2) or were asked to complete a follow-up questionnaire

2 days after their experimental session (Study 3). Those who saw the

intense emotional clip engaged in significantly more social sharing of

emotion with a friend in the lab (Studies 1 and 2) or in the days follow-

ing the experiment (Study 3), compared to both the moderate and

non-emotional treatment conditions, which did not differ significantly

from one another.

Beyond communicating one’s own response to an emotional

experience, research has demonstrated that individuals are more likely

to share emotion-eliciting content itself. Heath et al. (2001) found that

the ideas that propagate in the social environment (i.e., “memes”) are
those that have survived a selection process based on their ability to

evoke specific emotions consistently across individuals. Based on the

frequency with which certain urban legends are featured online as

well as individuals’ self-reported likelihood to pass along various urban

legends, the authors observed the counter-intuitive result that stories

are more likely to be shared with others if they evoke greater levels of

disgust. Berger and Milkman (2012) similarly found that the degree to

which content arouses emotion is highly predictive of whether a

newspaper article will “go viral.” Analyzing a sample of nearly 7000

New York Times articles, the authors investigated the extent to which

emotionality, valence, and specific emotions such as anger or sadness

impact the likelihood that an article ends up on the New York Times’s

most e-mailed list, a report continually updated to include those arti-

cles most frequently shared with others over the past 24 h. They then

conducted a series of lab experiments in which the participants read

articles that elicited either high or low levels of specific emotions,

namely, amusement, anger, and sadness (Studies 2a, 2b, and 3, respec-

tively). Controlling for various article features, content evoking more

anxiety or anger was found to be more viral. This study established an

important connection between emotion and physical arousal in trig-

gering a disclosing response. Study participants reported being more

likely to share content that evoked high levels of emotions such as

anger or awe, whereas the reverse was true for high levels of sadness,

controlling for how surprising, interesting, or practically useful content

is. The effect was mediated by self-reported level of arousal: the more

arousing the reading experience, the higher one’s likelihood to share

the content with others.

Perhaps the most compelling evidence for the emotion-arousal-

disclosure link comes from Berger (2011), who demonstrated that

even incidental emotion and arousal can influence disclosing behavior.

In his first experiment, study participants watched either a high-

(amusing or anxiety-producing) or low-arousal film clip, after which, in

an ostensibly separate study, they were shown an unemotional article

and video. Participants reported a higher willingness to share the

unemotional content in this second stage when they had been

exposed to more emotionally arousing content earlier in the experi-

ment. Perhaps more striking are the results from Experiment 2, in

which the study participants either jogged lightly in place or sat still

for 60 s, after which they read a neutral news article that they could

email to whomever they wished. The participants in the jogging condi-

tion shared the article at a significantly higher rate than those who

remained sedentary in the first part of the study, suggesting that

physical arousal in the absence of an emotional experience can cata-

lyze a need to share unrelated information with others. It is difficult to

reconcile the existence of disclosures driven exclusively by pure phys-

ical arousal with the deliberative perspective that all disclosures

involve a rational calculation of the costs, benefits, and likely out-

comes of disclosing.

3.4 | Evolutionary basis

Humans—and seemingly only humans—have evolved specific cogni-

tive systems dedicated to the transmission of cultural knowledge

between individuals (Csibra & Gergely, 2011). This transmission is

common to all societies and even precedes the acquisition of lan-

guage; for instance, infants as young as 9 months of age attempt to

draw others’ attention to what they perceive to be important features

of their environment (Tomasello, 1999). Additionally, verbal communi-

cation has a neurochemical basis: Oxytocin is found both to increase

in response to verbal contact with a loved one (e.g., infants in

response to their mother’s voice; Seltzer et al., 2010) and also to

increase one’s willingness to share event-related emotions (Lane

et al., 2013).

A key feature distinguishing drives from other states that influ-

ence behavior and motivate action is that drives serve adaptive func-

tions. Hunger, for example, evolved to assure nutritional sufficiency,

and pain to motivate organisms to avoid physical harm. The adaptive

functions of the desire to disclose are probably social. It has been

argued that a powerful motivation to achieve and maintain self-

esteem evolved so that people would internalize the need to be liked

and respected by other people, key for survival and reproduction

(Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Analogously, perhaps, the desire to dis-

close evolved to aid in social coordination and in the dissemination of

important information to members of the species. Indeed, social com-

munication has proven evolutionarily advantageous, enabling the

acquisition of knowledge and skills necessary for survival in diverse

habitats (Pagel & Mace, 2004). The Emotional Broadcaster Theory

(EBT; Harber & Cohen, 2005) argues that the desire to share emotion-

ally arousing information can provide a social benefit, albeit as an
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unintended externality: Individuals pursuing the fulfillment of their

own “intrapsychic needs” ultimately broadcast psychologically impor-

tant information to their social networks. The literature on gossip sim-

ilarly maintains that the “exchange of information about absent third

parties” (Foster, 2004, p. 81) serves the interests of the group

(Gluckman, 1963), although in some cases at the expense of the indi-

vidual (Paine, 1967). According to this interpretation, gossip came

about as a means of providing the information necessary for social

comparison processes (Wert & Salovey, 2004) and serves to teach

social norms in a narrative form (i.e., how the violation of norms led to

others’ misfortune; Baumeister et al., 2004). Gossip can also constrain

self-serving behavior that would otherwise harm the collective inter-

est. An empirical example comes from Beersma and Van Kleef (2011),

where participants took part in a modified dictator game in which they

were endowed with 100 lottery tickets to be distributed between

one’s own “personal account” and a group account (to be split evenly

between the participant and three other group members). Experimen-

tal subjects contributed more to the group account when they were

led to believe that their decisions were identifiable (i.e., group mem-

bers would know how many tickets the participant kept for himself or

herself), but only when this manipulation was combined with the

belief that group members tended to gossip (according to self-

reports).

Given the social basis for our evolved desire to disclose thoughts

and experiences to others, it is perhaps not surprising that substantial

evidence has emerged of social benefits accrued from disclosure, such

as building trust and prosocial orientation toward the listener (Reis

et al., 2010). In social penetration research, Altman and Taylor (1973)

view the act of sharing one’s thoughts and feelings with another per-

son as a type of intimacy critical to the development and progression

of relationships. Intimate sharing of any kind—that is, regardless of

valence—can increase the discloser’s likeability and improve social

relationships (for a review, see Collins & Miller, 1994) as well as atti-

tudes toward out-group members (Miller, 2002). It is worth noting

that the relationship between self-disclosure and liking is U-shaped:

Liking is highest for those who disclose a moderate amount, and low-

est for those who disclose either very little or too much

(Cozby, 1973). For these reasons, some have stressed that it is not

self-disclosure, per se, but rather disclosure flexibility—that is, the abil-

ity to modulate disclosure in response to situational and interpersonal

demands—that is critical to positive outcomes from disclosing

(Chelune, 1977).

3.5 | Deprivation and satiation

The evolutionary basis of the desire to disclose is further supported

by an extensive body of research over several decades establishing

that disclosure is an integral part of emotional processing (Zech

et al., 2004) and is necessary for healthy functioning. Low levels of

self-disclosure are associated with health problems, such as stress and

loneliness (Finkenauer et al., 2002). Moreover, the relationship

between loneliness and (the lack of) disclosure may be moderated by

whether or not disclosures that do occur sufficiently reveal to others

internal aspects of the self, such as negative experiences

(Matsushima & Shiomi, 2001). Emotional inhibition, defined as the

withholding of emotional expression, is positively correlated with

rumination (King et al., 1992), and even brief episodes of expressive

suppression in conversation can have negative physiological effects

for both disclosers and their conversational partners. For example,

Butler et al. (2003) showed an emotionally evocative film to female

study participants who then conversed with a partner. One member

of each dyad had been instructed either to respond naturally or to

regulate her emotions during the conversation via cognitive reapprai-

sal or through suppression of emotional behavior. Expressive suppres-

sion was found not only to reduce rapport and inhibit relationship

formation between experimental participants but also to increase

blood pressure levels in both conversational partners.

Research on “self-concealment” also provides a link between dis-

closure and mental health. Self-concealment involves protracted

secrecy (Maas et al., 2019) and “a predisposition to actively conceal

from others personal information that one perceives as distressing or

negative” (Larson & Chastain, 1990, p. 440). Based on responses to a

battery of items on self-disclosure, social network and support, and

psychological and physical symptoms, Larson and Chastain (1990)

found that self-concealment is associated with higher levels of

depression and anxiety, as well as more physical symptoms for indi-

viduals who have experienced high levels of trauma.

Research demonstrating the detrimental psychological impact of

low self-disclosure and high self-concealment is complemented by an

even more extensive scholarship around the psychological and physio-

logical benefits of disclosure, particularly of emotionally troubling

thoughts and experiences. For instance, disclosure has been found to

reduce intrusive thoughts (Lepore et al., 2000) and free up cognitive

resources (Klein & Boals, 2001). It is associated with improved

immune functioning (Booth et al., 1997) and reduced physical symp-

toms associated with traumatic events (Greenberg & Stone, 1992).

The role of self-disclosure in emotional release has been experimen-

tally documented in clinical research, in which research participants

typically are instructed to write an essay expressing their feelings

about either a traumatic life experience (treatment condition) or an

unemotional topic (control; Pennebaker & Beall, 1986). In countless

experiments over several decades, the participants in the treatment

group have exhibited improved psychological and physical health and

overall functioning relative to the control group. This writing task has

been implemented with success across modalities, such as e-mail or

web-based applications (Lange et al., 2002; Sheese et al., 2004), and

the effect has been observed even in participants who wrote about

an emotional topic for only 2 min once a day for 2 days (Burton &

King, 2008). (For a review, see Frattaroli, 2006.)

Taken together, this evidence suggests that being deprived of the

opportunity to disclose one’s thoughts, feelings, experiences, etc. with

others is not only an aversive state but can also, if prolonged, disrupt

healthy functioning. At the same time, availing oneself of an outlet to

disclose can serve a restorative function, alleviating stress and improv-

ing physical health (Frattaroli, 2006). As further evidence of the drive-
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like nature of disclosure, there are empirical findings (albeit limited) to

suggest that the drive to disclose is aimed at satiation and can inten-

sify if not satisfied—a feature that has previously been associated with

drive states (Loewenstein, 1994, 1996). Unpublished data by

Harber (2004, as cited in Harber & Cohen, 2005) revealed that initial

disclosures reduced the desire for additional disclosures: Study partici-

pants were shown a gruesome film clip, given an opportunity either to

disclose their thoughts and feelings about the scene (treatment) or

merely describe the scene factually (control), then asked not to dis-

cuss the clip with anyone until returning to the lab in 6 weeks’ time.

The participants in the treatment group reportedly experienced less

temptation to violate, and were more likely to comply with, these

instructions (Harber, 2004).

3.6 | Hedonic value

Consistent with its hypothesized social evolutionary origins, the drive

to disclose has developed a motivational force independent of any

immediate, direct, and social utility. For positive events, expressive dis-

plays such as celebrating or communicating to others are associated

with positive affect above and beyond the benefits arising from the

event itself, a phenomenon known as “capitalization” (Gable

et al., 2018; Lambert et al., 2013; Langston, 1994). Research suggests

that individuals engage in (costly) sharing absent any social, or other

plausible, motives. For instance, study participants in Tamir et al. (2015)

were partnered for an experimental task in which one participant—

assigned to the “learner” role—attempted to guess which card of four

correctly completed a sequence, whereas the “teacher” participant

received the correct answer and an opportunity to communicate the

information to his or her partner. Experimental participants were willing

to forgo money in order to inform their partners of the correct selec-

tions, even when doing so had no impact on the earnings of their part-

ner or on their own reputation (i.e., the participants were not told that

the information was provided by their partner). This suggests that

(anonymously) disclosing (impersonal and economically useless) infor-

mation confers some utility upon the discloser. Other evidence of the

seeming inherent pleasure derived from disclosing comes from recent

empirical research utilizing functional magnetic resonance imaging

(fMRI). In a follow-up study in the above described paper (Tamir

et al., 2015), participants were instructed by the researchers, on each

trial, either to inform their partners of the correct answer or withhold

that information, and in either case did not observe their partner’s

guess. Even in this sterile setting—without an active choice and without

knowledge of the partner’s outcome—disclosing information activated

brain regions associated with reward. Similarly, the participants in Baek

et al. (2017) exhibited significantly greater activity in areas of the brain

associated with positive valuation when thinking about sharing a New

York Times article with others, compared to those asked to think about

reading the same article on their own.

There is also evidence that disclosing can confer psychological

benefits even in the absence of a salient target. In her meta-analysis

of 146 studies, Frattaroli (2006) not only confirmed the robust health

and psychological benefits of disclosing in the Pennebaker-style writ-

ing task but also observed that experimental participants experienced

psychological health benefits even when they did not submit their dis-

closure to the experimenter and could thus anticipate that no one

would read or hear its content. Although this finding may be con-

founded with the location of the experiment,6 it is consistent with

there being a therapeutic impact of the act of putting thoughts and

feelings into words, as in journaling or diary keeping

(Hemenover, 2003). It supports the conclusion that the benefits of

disclosure accrue not only from conveying the information but also

from satisfying the need (for transmission purposes) to translate an

event into language, which enhances the experiencer’s ability to

understand, assimilate, and ultimately cope with the experience (Shaw

et al., 2006).

Taken together, this research suggests that sharing thoughts and

information is inherently valuable, and confers a psychological benefit

on those who share, irrespective of the type of information, whether

it achieves an instrumental purpose and indeed whether it is even

received by another party. Furthermore, it calls into question the wis-

dom behind casting disclosure strictly as an interpersonal rather than

intrapersonal behavior (e.g., Joinson & Paine, 2007), one that needs to

be “brought off” in an interaction and examined within the specific

interactional context and consequences (Antaki et al., 2005, p. 181).

Although much disclosing behavior may be inherently interpersonal,

some might instead involve largely intrapsychic motivations.

3.7 | Impulsive disclosure

Most drives—for example, hunger and the sex drive—are associated

with problems of self-control that arise in situations in which delibera-

tions conflict with the impetus of the drive (Loewenstein et al., 2015).

If disclosure is, in fact, a drive, we should expect to see impulsive

behavior that evokes self-control, and, in cases where self-control is

wanting, the result should be action that is later regretted. Anecdotal

examples of regrettable disclosures abound, and social media have

enabled empirical research on the subject. To quantify the degree of

impulsive disclosing in the social network space, Simo and Kreutzer

(2022) collected a corpus of nearly 5 million regrettable posts and

comments on 30 different popular social media platforms over a

9-month period. A separate study, focusing only on a single social

media site (Twitter), found that, of a sample of 544,683 tweets

retrieved from 2017, one-quarter contained information that their sys-

tem identified as sensitive and likely to be regretted, an incredible

amount given the 140-character limit per tweet at the time (Geetha

et al., 2022). Using a different approach, Wang et al. (2011) surveyed

Facebook users and explicitly asked about their experience on the site.

Twenty one percent of respondents reported posting something to

Facebook that they later regretted. According to respondents, many of

these disclosures were made in a “hot” state or under the influence of

alcohol or drugs, a behavior the authors attribute to the impulsiveness

of sharing, which may “blind users to the negative outcomes of posts

even if the outcome is immediate” (Wang et al., 2011, p. 10).
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Regret is one indicator of impulsive behavior. Another is timing.

In our work on confessions (Carbone et al., 2022), we survey individ-

uals who posted anonymous confessions to Reddit and ask how long

they experienced a desire to share this information with others prior

to posting it online. Across two studies, 43% of the total sample

(N = 402) indicated that they confessed online immediately after the

catalyzing event. We find a similar result for disclosing generally,

rather than online disclosure specifically. In preliminary, unpublished

work, we asked the participants whether or not they recalled ever

having a strong desire to share information with another person. If so,

we explicitly asked them if they could think of a time when this desire

to share felt impulsive (i.e., “you weren’t thinking about how you

might benefit from sharing the information, but just experienced an

unreflective urge to do so”) and a time when it felt deliberate

(i.e., “you consciously thought about your desire and/or considered

the possible consequences of sharing the information with another

person”). Sixty eight percent of those surveyed indicated that they

had experienced what felt like an impulsive desire to disclose. Consis-

tent with the research discussed in Section 2.3, the timing of these

disclosures was, again, instantaneous: 51% indicated that they told

others immediately after experiencing the desire to do so (vs. 35% for

deliberate disclosures). The immediacy of many disclosures suggests

that disclosing is, at least in some instances, driven by transient moti-

vational factors as opposed to more stable evaluations of costs and

benefits. Additionally, results from this study offer both support for

the underlying emotional mechanism as well as the relationship

between impulsive sharing and regret: Using a 10-point scale, the par-

ticipants reported that their recalled impulsive disclosures were signif-

icantly more emotional and ultimately regrettable than their recalled

deliberate disclosures (6.42 vs. 5.70, p = .015, and 1.24 vs. 0.20,

p < .001, respectively).

If, rather than being driven by impulse, disclosure were instead

always the result of a simple calculation of costs and benefits, regret-

ted acts of disclosing (or withholding) would occur only when people

miscalculate the costs and benefits in a specific context. We should

therefore not expect to observe any systematic divergences in either

direction. However, in our own research, we find that a sizeable por-

tion of individuals report that they tend either to over- or under-dis-

close: When asked to indicate where they fall on a scale from �5

(“Don’t share thoughts and feelings when I probably should”) to

5 (“Share thoughts and feelings when I probably should not”), the
result is a bi-modal distribution, with the bulk of respondents falling

on either side of zero and only 2% indicating that they feel they dis-

close information an appropriate amount (Carbone et al., 2022; histo-

gram presented in Appendix A). These results cannot be reconciled

with a fully rational model of human behavior: Individuals are either

systematically biased in their evaluation of costs and benefits across

contexts, or, more likely, disclosure can be an act of impulse and there

are individual differences in the susceptibility to impulsive forces.

Indeed, research suggests that the tendency to disclose is increasing

in impulsivity, as measured by personality scales (Aivazpour &

Rao, 2020; Kipnis & Goodstadt, 1970).

The evidence presented in this section depicts a visceral drive to dis-

close, activated by a state of physical arousal and satiated by the act

of disclosing, which helps to regulate normal physiological and psy-

chological functioning and can be inherently pleasurable. Once the

drive evolved, it may have come to operate semi-autonomously, driv-

ing self-disclosure in the absence of proximate assessments of costs

and benefits. It is difficult to say whether this response pattern is

innate, arises through social learning, or is rather learned and rein-

forced through the cathartic act of disclosing. What is clear, however,

is that conceptualizing disclosure as purely the outcome of a cost–

benefit analysis does a disservice to the fundamental role of disclo-

sure in the human experience.

4 | DUAL-PROCESS MODEL OF DISCLOSURE

The above evidence demands a reconsideration of the prevailing view

that disclosure is the product of a rational cost–benefit analysis. We

argue that adopting a dual-process framework can account for the

aforementioned deviations from rational disclosing behavior while

simultaneously retaining prescriptive models for their utility in

describing how individuals do, at other times, consciously navigate the

sometimes-perilous disclosure decision-making process.

Dual-process models distinguish between two types of cognitive

operations, motivations, or processes. For our purposes, we will rely

on the model proposed by Loewenstein et al. (2015) in which behav-

ior is determined by the interaction between what the authors term

deliberative and affective processes/systems. The former assesses dif-

ferent options in a consequentialist, goal-based manner and is respon-

sible for self-regulation and self-control. This type of decision making

is captured by the predominant perspective on disclosure, and indeed

much disclosing behavior falls into this category. At the same time,

behavior can also be dictated by the latter system, which involves

reflexive, automatic, unconscious responses driven by emotions and

motivational and drive states. The authors note that the affective sys-

tem likely has primacy and default control over behavior, but the

deliberative system can exert influence over decision making. Thus,

behavior is guided by the interplay between these two processes.

Note that this model does not imply that affective influences

impact behavior only in a nondeliberative fashion—only that people

often have little or no control over their affective reactions to situa-

tions. On the impulsive side, for example, an individual might experi-

ence guilt about something they did and impulsively disclose the

action, and their guilt about it. But an individual could also think it

through deliberatively and decide to disclose in order to assuage their

guilt. In both cases, there is an affective influence, but the response

can be either impulsive or deliberative.

The two systems can have similar or divergent motivational ten-

dencies, and the model offers predictions for when the two systems

are likely to diverge. First, overriding affective motivations requires an

inner exertion of effort, or willpower, which is in short supply in the

short run (Baumeister & Vohs, 2003). As a result, factors that reduce

the availability of willpower and cognitive resources will decrease

deliberative interference and increase the likelihood of an affectively
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motivated response. Such factors include a depletion of willpower

from recent use or competing demands on the deliberative system

(called cognitive load). Second, features of the environment can

strengthen affective motivations, such as proximity (both temporal

and nontemporal) of a reward or cost associated with the behavior, as

well as experiential vividness. The deliberative system’s ability to

override the affective system and implement subsequent desired

behaviors is decreasing in cost/reward proximity and vividness, and in

such cases, the resulting behavior will be closer to what the authors

call the “affective optimum” (Loewenstein et al., 2015).

According to this model, when individuals are in a cold, unemo-

tional state with ample cognitive resources, decisions to disclose

should be largely determined by deliberations about the likely costs

and benefits of disclosure. Under such circumstances, existing models

of disclosure may be descriptively accurate. Unlike prior models, how-

ever, this dual-process framework can also explain instances in which

disclosure is rapid and uncontrolled or in which attempts at self-

control fail, similar to failures of self-control associated with drive

states such as hunger or sexual arousal. The same can be said of occa-

sions in which self-regulatory faculties are lacking: Because disclosure

can be inherently pleasurable, when one’s deliberative system is occu-

pied with another, unrelated task, the ability to consider the risks of

disclosure is undermined and behavior would default to the hedonic

experience of disclosing.

5 | IMPLICATIONS FOR CONSUMER
PSYCHOLOGY

Understanding the drive-like features of disclosure and developing a

more complete model of disclosing behavior is crucial for all fields of

psychology, and particularly the study of consumer behavior, where

the implications of disclosure extend beyond the individual to brands

and companies as well. Research suggests that WOM disclosures con-

stitute a nontrivial portion of interpersonal communication. For

instance, in an analysis of over 150,000 Twitter posts, Jansen et al.

(2009) found that approximately 19% of tweets included some men-

tion of a brand or corporation. Such communications are extremely

influential: According to a Nielsen’s report, 92% of consumers trust

recommendations from friends and family over all forms of advertis-

ing, and only 58% reportedly trust the messages found on company

websites (Nielsen, 2012).

It is therefore not surprising that researchers and marketers alike

have sought to understand the factors that lead customers to discuss

their consumption experiences. As in other disciplines, this endeavor

has largely assumed that WOM disclosures are preceded by a cost–

benefit analysis. For instance, Eisingerich et al. (2015) asked study

participants to name one of their favorite brands and then indicate

their willingness to recommend the brand to relatives and friends both

in person and on online social sites, as well as their perceived social

risk (i.e., expected disapproval and embarrassment) associated with

both WOM contexts. The authors found that individuals were less

likely to offer electronic WOM (eWOM) on social sites compared to

face-to-face, because of the higher perceived social risk associated

with the former. On the benefit side, WOM can be an opportunity for

self-expression and to signal one’s tastes, as was the case among

study respondents who reportedly “liked” a brand on Facebook

and provided ratings across brand love, brand advocacy, and self-

expressive brand measures (e.g., Wallace et al., 2014). More altruisti-

cally, WOM can be motivated by the desire to aid other consumers in

making satisfying purchase decisions, according to a study in which

individuals were intercepted at a variety of business establishments

and asked to recall recent instances in which they spoke about a prod-

uct with a non-family member and detail what they shared and why

(Sundaram et al., 1998). But the account in the present paper suggests

that WOM may also be driven by the need for emotional release, per-

haps following an arousing consumption experience. Indeed, this is

consistent with research suggesting that the propensity to generate

WOM is a slightly asymmetric U-shaped function of customer satis-

faction: highest at the two extremes but slightly higher for dissatisfied

than for satisfied customers (Anderson, 1998).

Additionally, the present work makes a more theoretical contribu-

tion by offering a way to integrate ostensibly disparate research tradi-

tions into a single, unified view. Up to now, the study of disclosure

has tended to be demarcated in part by the types of disclosure of

interest to a specific discipline. Social and clinical psychologists, for

example, are primarily interested in the revelation of intimate, private

information such as one’s feelings and experiences (i.e., self-disclo-

sures). Privacy researchers are concerned largely with individuals’ pro-

pensity to share personal information, whether indirectly, through

behaviors such as using a trackable smart phone, or directly, through

behaviors such as posting embarrassing or potentially incriminating

information on social media. Marketing researchers, on the other

hand, are unique in their focus on content that is typically not sensi-

tive, such as WOM. Additionally, marketing research studies not only

the generation of WOM (i.e., one’s own brand- or product-related

experiences) but also the transmission of WOM (i.e., sharing informa-

tion about the experiences of others; De Angelis et al., 2012). From a

practical point of view, these distinctions between different types of

disclosure can be important, even as social media and digital market-

ing blur the line between social and commercial disclosures (for a dis-

cussion, see Kim et al., 2021). But, from a psychological and

behavioral perspective, when the goal is to understand engagement in

disclosure and the psychosocial and material consequences thereof,

this distinction is somewhat arbitrary.

Self-disclosure is conventionally understood to mean “making the

self known to others” (Jourard & Lasakow, 1958, p. 91) via “any informa-

tion exchange that refers to the self, including personal states, disposi-

tions, events in the past, and plans for the future” (Derlega &

Grzelak, 1979, p. 152). But making oneself known can assume manifold

forms. Much can be communicated through nonverbal means, such as

facial expression and intonation (Hill et al., 1981) or through outward dis-

plays of identity such as clothing or tattoos and piercings (Guy &

Banim, 2000; Irwin, 2001). This is increasingly true as individuals conduct

more of their social lives online, particularly through the posting of photo-

graphs and videos on social media. In terms of verbal or written
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communication, as touched upon in the introduction, the sharing even of

impersonal (i.e., non-self-referential) information does, more often than

not, reveal information about oneself. Posting an online product review

can reveal information about one’s preferences and consumption pat-

terns. Expressing a project idea to a group of colleagues can reveal infor-

mation about one’s intelligence, creativity, and thought processes.

Relaying information about a third party’s experience with a product or

company can reveal information about one’s own disposition and social

connectivity, perhaps giving the impression that one is “in the know.” It is
often unclear what should be treated conceptually as an act of disclosure.

The dual-process model proposed herein provides an alternative

to this siloed approach to the study of disclosure and holds that the

same psychological processes can underlie nearly all instances of

information sharing, irrespective of the specific content. Humans are

hardwired to share information, and disclosing behavior can be delib-

erate and calculated or visceral and impulsive. Although the latter

immediately calls to mind the sharing of, say, narrative information,

such as an emotional event or juicy gossip, even seemingly dry bio-

graphic data (i.e., peripheral data; Altman & Taylor, 1973) can inspire

an intense desire to disclose under the right circumstances. For

instance, you might feel apathetic about sharing your childhood

address until a chance encounter with someone who grew up in a

neighboring town. Rather than focusing only on the disclosure of

explicitly self-relevant information, as in the social psychology litera-

ture, or treating information about the self separately from expres-

sions of inner desires, etc., as is done in the privacy literature

(Joinson & Paine, 2007), a dual-process framework allows for the

comprehensive study of disclosing behavior, broadly defined.

6 | CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

The literature on disclosure is vast, reflecting the integral role that

self-expression and interpersonal communication play in our daily

lives. Despite its importance, however, the extant literature has not

fully appreciated the fundamental, drive-like nature of disclosing

behavior. Models of disclosure begin with situational cues and

motives, which together are said to predict when and how differ-

ent individuals disclose to achieve their goals in different situations.

This perspective is applicable to some but not all instances of dis-

closure. At other times, disclosure is a basic, at times visceral, psy-

chological drive to share information, independent of any

consideration of the strategic utility or costs and risks of such an

action. In the same way that biological drives, emotions, and moti-

vational feeling states like physical or emotional pain, and hunger

can drive people to engage in behaviors that they themselves per-

ceive to be misaligned with other goals, the drive to disclose can

potentially lead to oversharing and engender negative conse-

quences as a result.

Disclosure is not only an important but also a fascinating behav-

ior, worthy of investigation, and the above review has highlighted sev-

eral areas ripe for research. Although research is unlikely to determine

whether there exists a primary drive to disclose or whether disclosure

is derivative of another more basic drive, further evidence can be

sought to document the existence of drive-like, impulsive disclosure.

The most promising avenue may lie in manipulations that change

“processing potential” (Kruglanski & Gigerenzer, 2011), such as induc-

ing cognitive load, depleting self-control, or observing the impact of

alcohol consumption on disclosing behavior. Along the same lines,

exploring informational features that are particularly evocative of a

visceral need to disclose would be a fruitful line of research. Other

questions relate to deprivation and satiation, key indicators of drive

state. One can easily conjure up an account of someone who, after

isolation or simply not conversing with others for some time (i.e., a

state of deprivation), is more prone to (over-)share when the opportu-

nity presents itself. To our knowledge, however, no such empirical

evidence exists. A final question is whether satiation of the desire to

disclose is behavior specific: Given that the desire to disclose can be

brought on by physical arousal, can it be satisfied through other non-

disclosing action (e.g., physical activity)?

Until now, the voluminous empirical and theoretical literature

dealing with disclosure has largely focused on acts of deliberate,

strategic disclosure. We propose that a dual-process framework

can encompass the insights of this literature while also

accommodating the important and common occurrence of disclosures

that appear to be influenced by a drive-like motivational force. Such a

dual-process perspective can, we believe, unify research across sev-

eral disciplines and advance our understanding of this critically impor-

tant human behavior.
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ENDNOTE
1 One exception is privacy research that investigates the passive shar-
ing of personal data, for example, through the third-party sale of
purchasing history or the collection of geolocation data from elec-
tronic devices. (For a discussion, see Joinson & Paine, 2007; Kim
et al., 2021.)

2 The arguments herein are not relevant to disclosures made exclu-
sively, or primarily, through coercive means (e.g., coerced confes-
sions and prying).

3 Some privacy research (e.g., Acquisti & Grossklags, 2005) does argue
that the rational behavior implied by the privacy calculus is unrealis-
tic in light of common biases and heuristics, such as hyperbolic dis-
counting, optimism bias, and the affect heuristic. However, even
models that take psychological distortions into account
(e.g., Acquisti, 2004) assume that disclosing behavior results from
deliberation, albeit insufficient or biased.

4 Omarzu (2000) notes that Stages 1 and 2 of the DDM are likely
(to some degree) automatic and unconscious, whereas Stage 3 must
contain at least some controlled processes. This distinction between
automatic and controlled processes is, of course, different from the
affective-deliberate distinction we make later in the paper.

5 The “fever model” and the work of Rimé and his colleagues are clos-
est to our perspective in their recognition of the visceral need to
disclose and the link between emotion and disclosure. However, this
work is positioned in the clinical realm and does not present a for-
mal theoretical perspective.
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6 The participants who were not required to turn in their disclosures
were also more likely to have disclosed at home as opposed to in a
laboratory.
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