
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 115 (2024) 104657

Available online 25 June 2024
0022-1031/© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Group-bounded indirect reciprocity and intergroup gossip☆ 

Hirotaka Imada a,*, Nobuhiro Mifune b, Hannah Zibell c 

a Department of Psychology, Royal Holloway, University of London, United Kingdom 
b School of Economics & Management, Kochi University of Technology, Japan 
c School of Psychology, University of Kent, United Kingdom   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Gossip 
Intergroup gossip 
Intergroup processes 
Indirect reciprocity 

A B S T R A C T   

Gossip, the exchange of information about absent others, is ingrained in the system of indirect reciprocity, in 
which participating members selectively interact and cooperate with others with a good reputation. Previous 
psychological theorizing suggests that indirect reciprocity is perceived to be bounded by group membership. We 
aimed to examine whether the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective explains intergroup gossip. We 
thus explored how group membership shapes the expectations about how gossip is used and willingness to gossip 
within and across group boundaries. We conducted three studies (total N = 986) and re-analyzed a published 
dataset (N = 690) and comprehensively investigated how willing people expect others to be to engage in within- 
and between-group gossip as well as how willing they themselves are to engage in both types of gossip, in 
minimal and university contexts. We found that consistent with the group-bounded indirect reciprocity 
perspective, people expected within group gossip to be more likely than intergroup gossip. In addition, in the 
minimal group context, we found that people were, in general, more willing to gossip towards in-group members 
rather than out-group members. However, in the university context, they were more willing to gossip about in- 
group and out-group members towards out-group and in-group members, respectively, suggesting that people 
may utilize intergroup gossip for strategic reasons. Our research was the first to experimentally elucidate the role 
of group membership in shaping expectations about gossip and willingness to gossip, and offers a promising 
starting point for future work on intergroup gossip and indirect reciprocity.   

Gossip, the exchange of reputational information about absent others 
(Dores Cruz, Nieper, et al., 2021; Foster, 2004) helps individuals 
disseminate, acquire, and exchange reputational information of others 
(Dores Cruz, Thielmann, et al., 2021). Such reputational information 
sharing enables people to identify others with a desirable reputation and 
to selectively interact with them, which, in turn, promotes cooperation 
(Wu et al., 2016b). Given the ubiquity and its vital role, the previous 
empirical literature on gossip has been prolificating, resulting in a wide 
array of studies examining, for instance, motivations behind gossip 
(Dores Cruz et al., 2019; Hartung et al., 2019; Imada et al., 2022), gossip 
veracity (Dores Cruz et al., 2023; Hess & Hagen, 2006; Peters & Fonseca, 
2020), and its effectiveness in promoting prosocial behavior (e.g., 
Imada, 2023; Imada et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2015, 2016a). While the field 
is rapidly growing, a relatively understudied aspect is how group 
membership influences gossiping behavior and people’s expectation 
about how gossip is used. Drawing upon the previous literature on in-
direct reciprocity and intergroup processes, we argue that group 

membership plays a critical role in shaping gossip and report four 
studies exploring how group membership shapes people’s expectation 
about gossip and willingness to gossip. 

1. Indirect reciprocity and groups 

Indirect reciprocity, a system in which participating members 
selectively cooperate with one another on the basis of their reputation 
(Nowak & Sigmund, 1998, 2005; Wedekind & Milinski, 2000), con-
tributes to fostering and sustaining cooperation in groups (for a review, 
see Wu et al., 2016b). In the system of indirect reciprocity, non- 
cooperators (i.e., those who are assigned a bad reputation) are typi-
cally avoided, punished, and ostracized, because of their bad reputation. 
Consequently, individuals are motivated to maintain a positive reputa-
tion so that they can, for instance, be trusted (Imada et al., 2021; Wu 
et al., 2015), be selected for cooperative interactions (Hardy & Van 
Vugt, 2006; Sylwester & Roberts, 2010), and avoid ostracism (Feinberg 
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et al., 2014). Gossip plays a pivotal role in indirect reciprocity, as it 
allows participating members to exchange reputation information of 
others and permits reputation-based interactions (Sommerfeld et al., 
2007). Supporting this, previous experimental studies showed that the 
potential to be gossiped about promoted a variety of prosocial behav-
iors, such as cooperation (e.g., Feinberg et al., 2014; Sommerfeld et al., 
2007; Sommerfeld et al., 2008), prosocial giving (e.g., Imada et al., 
2021; Piazza & Bering, 2008; Wu et al., 2015), and trust (e.g., Bozoyan & 
Vogt, 2016; Fonseca & Peters, 2018), by increasing reputational concern 
(e.g., Imada et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2015). Moreover, utilizing an 
experience sampling method, Dores Cruz, Nieper, et al. (2021) found 
that everyday gossip in fact influences helping and avoiding behavior 
outside of laboratory contexts. 

Nevertheless, previous psychological studies have found that the 
perceived realm of indirect reciprocity is flexible, and group member-
ship is one of the crucial determinants of it (Imada et al., 2023). 
Yamagishi and colleagues argued that individuals, by default, assume 
that indirect reciprocity is assumed to be bounded by group membership 
(Yamagishi et al., 1999; Yamagishi & Kiyonari, 2000; Yamagishi & 
Mifune, 2008). In other words, people intuitively believe that in-group 
members, but not out-group members, belong to the same system of 
indirect reciprocity. As a result, people can expect more cooperation 
(Imada et al., 2023; Imada et al., 2024; Yamagishi et al., 1999) and 
experience more reputational concern (Kajiwara et al., 2022; Mifune 
et al., 2010; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008) when interacting with in-group 
members, compared to when interacting with out-group members. 
Previous experimental studies suggested that this default assumption of 
group-bounded indirect reciprocity leads to the emergence of in-group 
favoritism in cooperation through increased expected cooperation and 
reputational concern (e.g., Güth et al., 2009; Mifune et al., 2010; 
Yamagishi et al., 1999; Yamagishi & Kiyonari, 2000; Yamagishi & 
Mifune, 2008). Moreover, a large-scale meta-analysis also offered sup-
porting evidence for the perspective (Balliet et al., 2014). 

We note that previous experimental studies collated conflicting re-
sults with the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective (Romano 
et al., 2017, 2021). More specifically, Romano and colleagues demon-
strated that the manipulation to enhance reputational concern, 
including the presence (vs. absence) of the potential to be gossiped 
about (Romano et al., 2017), promoted cooperation with both in-group 
and out-group members, suggesting that indirect reciprocity is not 
perceived to be bounded by group membership. Recently, however, 
Imada et al. (2023) reconciled the conflict, proposing the dynamic in-
direct reciprocity perspective; According to the dynamic indirect reci-
procity perspective (Imada et al., 2023), indirect reciprocity is, by 
default (i.e., when group membership is a sole cue that individuals can 
base their behavior on), perceived to be bounded by group membership. 
When there are other cues (e.g., cues of direct exchange and future in-
direct benefits), however, individuals perceive the realm of indirect 
reciprocity not to be constrained by group boundaries. Overall, the 
previous studies and the dynamic indirect reciprocity perspective sug-
gest that different ecologies and cues induce different expectations 
about the realm of indirect reciprocity, and the group-bounded indirect 
reciprocity represents the default expectation. The present work is 
focused on a simplistic context where group membership is the only clue 
that individuals can base their decisions on, and we thus built the sub-
sequent discussions and hypothesis derivation on the group-bounded 
indirect reciprocity perspective. 

2. Gossip and group-bounded indirect reciprocity 

As gossip is ingrained in the system of indirect reciprocity, the group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity perspective signifies how important gossip 
is to maintain in-group cooperation. Nevertheless, it also suggests gossip 
has a limited role in fostering intergroup cooperation; given the default 
assumption of group-bounded indirect reciprocity, people might not 
expect other in-group members to send gossip about themselves to out- 

group members, and they might be unwilling to gossip about in-group 
members towards out-group members. That is, people may expect that 
gossip, as a means to exchange reputation information, is also bounded 
by group membership, and they engage in gossip within the group 
boundaries. We hereby define between-group gossip as gossip sent and 
received by individuals from different groups (i.e., when a gossip sender 
and a gossip recipient belong to different groups) and within-group 
gossip as gossip sent and received by individuals who belong to the 
same group. In the following sections, we discuss in more detail how 
group membership shapes (expectations about) between- and within- 
group gossip and theoretical implications. 

2.1. Expectations about intergroup gossip 

Regarding the expectation about how gossip is used between- and 
within-group boundaries, it can be reasonably expected that individuals 
generally anticipate that between-group gossip is unlikely. Previous 
studies consistently found that people are more cooperative with in- 
group members than out-group members when their reputation is at 
stake (for a large-scale meta-analysis, see Balliet et al., 2014). Consistent 
with the original theorizing of group-bounded indirect reciprocity 
(Yamagishi et al., 1999), this suggests that people do not expect non- 
cooperation towards out-group members to result in negative reputa-
tional consequences. This finding can be interpreted as suggesting (1) 
people may expect out-group members not to gossip about their 
behavior towards in-group members, and thus they are less concerned 
about how their behavior is perceived by out-group members, and (2) 
people may expect in-group members not to base their judgement on 
gossip from out-group member sources. Peters and Fonseca (2020) 
empirically demonstrated that gossip from in-group and out-group 
members had a similar impact on trust towards a gossip target unless 
there is a competition between two groups. Their results are in favor of 
the first interpretation, while there may be some other situations in 
which people discount gossip for out-group members when evaluating 
in-group members. Group membership of gossipers per se does not in-
fluence how people behave towards gossip targets. Therefore, we favor 
the first interpretation that people, as a whole, expect out-group mem-
bers not to gossip about their behavior towards in-group members. To 
put it differently, we hypothesize that people may not anticipate 
between-group gossip as much as within-group gossip when they are the 
targets of gossip (i.e., when they are the subjects of gossip: Dores Cruz, 
Nieper, et al., 2021). 

We argue that the investigation into expectations about how others 
use gossip in intergroup contexts provides valuable theoretical impli-
cations. The group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective places ex-
pected cooperation and reputational concern as the key psychological 
mechanisms leading to in-group favoritism, and these two explanations 
are referred to as the expectation and reputation management hypoth-
eses, respectively (Imada et al., 2023; Imada et al., 2024; Yamagishi 
et al., 1999; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008). Expectations about how others 
gossip in intergroup contexts are relevant to the reputation management 
hypothesis; the expectation that others engage in within-group gossip 
rather than between-group gossip is essential for people to feel increased 
reputational concern and display increased reputation management (i. 
e., cooperation) in the eyes of in-group members. Thus, the test of our 
hypothesis serves to buttress the reputation management account. 

Despite previous studies suggesting that reputational concern is 
associated with in-group favoritism (Kajiwara et al., 2022; Mifune et al., 
2010; Mifune & Yamagishi, 2015; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008), some 
recent studies suggest that the assumption of group-bounded indirect 
reciprocity shapes in-group favoritism via expected cooperation rather 
than reputational concern (Imada et al., 2023; Imada et al., 2024). In 
other words, those studies challenged the reputation management hy-
pothesis of the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective as an 
explanation of in-group favoritism, calling for further verification of the 
account. Consequently, the elucidation of expectations about gossip in 
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intergroup contexts offers imperative insights into the explanatory 
power of the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective, more 
specifically, its reputation management hypothesis. 

Finally, expectations about gossip are indeed important to under-
stand cooperation (Romano et al., 2022), but we note that previous 
studies demonstrated that the expectation about how much others 
gossip about oneself is directly associated with a wide range of group 
behavior beyond cooperation, for example organizational citizenship 
behavior (pro-organizational behavior) and workplace performance (for 
a review, see Wax et al., 2022). Therefore, our research on expectations 
about gossip would offer relevant underpinnings to a diverse set our 
intergroup and within-group behavior. 

2.2. Willingness to instigate intergroup gossip 

Previous studies point to the important role of gossip in communi-
cating and enforcing norms to maintain cooperation within group 
boundaries (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Eriksson et al., 2021; Imada 
et al., 2022; Molho et al., 2020; Peters et al., 2017); individuals can 
utilize gossip as a means to punish non-cooperators (Eriksson et al., 
2021; Molho et al., 2020), clarify social norms (Peters et al., 2017), and 
strengthen social cohesion (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Peters et al., 
2017). These functions of gossip serve to maintain group cooperation. 
Accordingly, it can be expected that people would be inclined to insti-
gate within-group gossip, that is, gossip about in-group members to-
wards other in-group members, to facilitate within-group cooperation. 
In addition, Estévez and Takács (2022) investigated how individuals in 
different informal groups within the same organization exchange gossip 
within and across the informal groups. They found that the shared 
membership between the sender and the receiver facilitated both posi-
tive and negative gossip, suggesting that people are more willing to 
engage in within-group gossip than between-group gossip. However, we 
note that the focal in-group membership was an informal subgroup 
within the same company, and between-group gossip in their study was 
conducted within the same company. Thus, their findings should be 
interpreted with caution as evidence related to intergroup gossip. 

On the other hand, Imada et al. (2022) suggest that individuals may 
be motivated to engage in between-group gossip as well. They found 
that the more strongly individuals desired to protect gossip receivers 
from exploitative gossip targets, the more willing people were to gossip 
about selfish and exploitative in-group members when gossip receivers 
were out-group members. Overall, unlike the expectations about within- 
and between-group gossip, we do not have a sound empirical basis to 
hypothesize how much people are willing to engage in within-group and 
between-group gossip. 

We argue that the illumination of the correspondence between ex-
pectations about gossip and one’s willingness and tendency to gossip is 
crucial to understand the strength of the expectation of group-bounded 
indirect reciprocity as a default assumption. Previous studies demon-
strated that individuals can unlearn default expectations and in-group 
favoritism if they keep encountering evidence against their initial be-
liefs (i.e., reciprocal out-group members; Duncan et al., 2023). This 
suggests that the default assumption is most resilient when people act on 
their expectations. That is, assuming that individuals hold the expecta-
tion that others are more likely to engage in within-group gossip than 
between-group gossip, if people nonetheless tend to engage in between- 
group gossip rather than within-group gossip, it is more likely for in-
dividuals to encounter evidence against their expectation. Yamagishi 
et al. (1999) in fact pointed out that the default assumption of group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity has the self-fulfilling nature in that peo-
ple expect in-group members to be more cooperative, and they them-
selves also display more cooperation with in-group members, as 
compared to out-group members. 

3. The present research 

While the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective and pre-
vious findings point to the essential role of gossip in shaping expecta-
tions about how gossip is used and willingness to gossip within and 
across group boundaries, to our knowledge, there are no direct empirical 
examinations of the perspective through the lens of gossip. To fill this 
gap, in the present research, we aimed to first elucidate how group 
membership shapes expectations about how willing others are to engage 
in within-group and between-group gossip (Studies 1 and 2) with the 
hypothesis that when people are the target of gossip, they expect others 
to be more willing to engage in within-group gossip than between-group 
gossip. That is, people expect in-group members and out-group members 
to be more willing to gossip about their behavior towards other in-group 
and out-group members, respectively. More specifically, In Studies 1 and 
2, we had participants imagine they were the target of gossip, and we 
orthogonally manipulated the group membership of the sender and 
receiver. We examined expectations about within- and between-group 
gossip by asking participants how willing they believed in-group and 
out-group gossip senders were to gossip about their behavior towards in- 
group and out-group gossip receivers. In addition, we further manipu-
lated the valence of behavior of target behavior, positive social norm 
deviation and negative norm deviation (Imada et al., 2022), since some 
previous work suggests that the valence of gossip influences intergroup 
gossip behavior (Estévez & Takács, 2022). Studies 1 and 2 varied in the 
focal group context and how we operationally defined positive and 
negative behavior (see Table 1). 

In Studies 3 and 4, we had participants imagine playing a role of a 
gossip sender and we explored their willingness to gossip about positive 
and negative social norm deviations they witnessed. We orthogonally 
manipulated the group membership of the gossip target and gossip 
receiver, and we asked participants how willing they were to gossip 
about the observed behavior of the gossip target towards in-group and 
out-group gossip receivers. Studies 3 and 4 mirrored Studies 1 and 2 (see 
Table 1) and we did not have any specific hypotheses. We note that 
Study 4 involved re-analyses of data from Imada et al. (2022). 

In Studies 1 and 3, we focused on minimal group contexts (Rabbie & 
Horwitz, 1969; Tajfel et al., 1971). Minimal groups are arbitrarily 
created experimental groups that allow us to elucidate the influence of 
group membership per se on the expectations about and the willingness 
to instigate within- and between-group gossip. In Studies 2 and 4, con-
trastingly, we turned to one of the commonly studied actual group 
memberships, university affiliation (Hackel et al., 2017; Imada et al., 
2022; Ockenfels & Werner, 2014). 

4. Study 1 

In Study 1, we first aimed to examine expectations about how others 
engage in within- and between-group gossip. To this end, we focused on 
minimal groups and had participants play the role of gossip target. More 
specifically, we investigated expectations of how willing others (in- 
group or out-group members) were to gossip about one’s own good or 
bad deed. According to the group-bounded indirect reciprocity 

Table 1 
Summary of Studies 1–4.   

Study1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4 

N 366 adults 269 students 351 adults 690 students 

Group context 
Minimal 
group 

University 
affiliation 

Minimal 
group 

University 
affiliation 

Participants’ 
role Gossip target Gossip Sender 

Main DV 

How willing participants 
believe others are to gossip 
about them 

How willing participants are to 
gossip about gossip targets  
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perspective, individuals feel more reputational concern in the eyes of in- 
group members compared to out-group members because people fear 
that they would be ostracized and punished by in-group members 
(Mifune et al., 2010; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008). We thus hypothesized 
that people expect in-group members to be more likely to instigate 
gossip about them compared to out-group members when they are 
gossip targets. Study materials, data, analysis code, and supplementary 
results are available at https://osf.io/d7tn5/. 

4.1. Methods 

The study followed a 2 (gossip sender: in-group vs. out-group) x 2 
(gossip receiver: in-group vs. out-group) x 2 (behavior: positive vs. 
negative) mixed design with the second factor being a within-subjects 
factor. We recruited 350 Japanese participants and ended up with 366 
complete responses (211 men, 153 women, Mage = 43.94, SD = 9.79) via 
Lancers (https://www.lancers.jp/). The target sample size was deter-
mined on the basis of our budgetary constraints. After giving consent, 
participants were informed that the study consisted of two different 
parts: an artistic preference test and a decision-making task. We con-
ducted a post-hoc sensitivity power analysis for the linear mixed re-
gressions examining the simple main effect of gossip recipient in the 
positive x in-group gossiper condition in which we had the least sample 
size (N = 176). We found that our analyses could detect a standardized 
regression coefficient of 0.17, with statistical power of 0.80 and alpha =
0.05. We report results on gossip motivations in online supplementary 
results. 

In the first part, participants were presented with thirteen pairs of 
paintings, one by Paul Klee and the other by Wassily Kandinsky, and 
asked to indicate which one they preferred. After they finished the task, 
we instructed participants that based on their actual preferences, they 
were either a member of the Klee or Kandinsky group. We introduced 
the task to establish arbitrarily created experimental groups (i.e., min-
imal groups: Rabbie & Horwitz, 1969; Tajfel et al., 1971). 

In the decision-making task, participants first read the rules of a 
dictator game; the game is played by two players, an allocator and a 
receiver. The allocator receives 1000 yen from an experimenter and 
decides how much they would like to transfer to the receiver. The 
receiver can only accept the division of the money decided by the 
allocator. In addition to this, we further informed participants that the 
task had been widely used in previous studies and allocators, on average, 
transferred 28%1 of the initial endowment to the receiver. We presented 
this number in order to establish a norm and operationally define pos-
itive and negative behavior (i.e., more and less generous allocations 
compared to the norm). 

In the positive and negative behavior conditions, participants were 
asked to imagine that they played the game as an allocator and decided 
to give 500 yen (50% of the initial endowment and 22% above the norm) 
and 60 yen (6% of the initial endowment and 22% below the norm), 
respectively. They were then led to imagine that an in-group or an out- 
group member (i.e., gossip sender), who was not involved in the dictator 
game, observed their behavior, and were asked to estimate how willing 
the in-group or the out-group gossip sender would be to talk about and 
communicate their behavior to other in-group and out-group members 
(i.e., gossip receivers). Here, we orthogonally manipulated the group 
membership of the gossip sender and the gossip receiver. The former 
was a between-subjects factor, and the latter was a within-subjects 
factor. We randomized the order of the in-group and out-group gossip 
receiver conditions. We measured the expected willingness to gossip 
with one item, “How willing do you think the observer was to talk about 
and communicate your behavior to in-group/out-group members?”, 

using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much. 
In addition, we asked participants to answer six questions measuring 
expected gossip motivation (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Hartung et al., 
2019; Imada et al., 2022). The six items each measured information 
validation/gathering (“to gain knowledge about me”), negative influ-
ence (i.e., to harm the person being gossiped about, “to say negative 
things about me”), social enjoyment (“to have a good time”), relation-
ship building (“to improve the relationship with gossip recipients”), 
protection (“to protect gossip recipients from being exploited by me”), 
and group image concern (“to protect the image of their group”) moti-
vations. They were measured by a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 =
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Imada et al. (2022) had three items 
each to measure the six gossip motivations, but we reduced the number 
of items to minimize the length of the study. We chose the item with the 
largest factor loading for each gossip motivation and translated it into 
Japanese. 

After participants completed the decision-making task, we asked 
them to indicate their assigned sex, age, and whether or not they had 
completed the artistic preference task or something similar before. 

4.2. Results and discussion 

We report descriptive statistics of the expected willingness to gossip 
in Fig. 1. We first regressed the expected willingness to gossip on the 
three factors and their interactions. Since the data involved one within- 
subject factor, we let intercepts vary depending on participants and, 
thus, it was a linear mixed-effects model with one random effect. The 
independent variables were contrast-coded such that − 1 and 1 were 
assigned to the negative and positive behavior conditions, respectively. 
For group membership manipulation, the in-group and out-group con-
ditions were respectively assigned 1 and − 1. We used the same coding 
scheme in Studies 2–4. The analysis revealed that the two-way inter-
action between gossip receiver and sender was significant, b = 0.34 
[0.25, 0.43], t(362) = 7.51, p < .001. In addition, the main effect of 
observer was also significant, b = − 0.38 [− 0.52, − 0.23], t(362) =
− 5.19, p < 001. The other effects were not significant (see Table 2). To 
further probe the significant interaction, we examined the main effect of 
receiver group membership separately in the ingroup and outgroup 
gossip sender conditions. In the in-group gossip sender condition, the 
effect of gossip receiver group membership was significant such that 
people expected the in-group sender to be more willing to gossip about 
their own positive behavior towards other in-group members (in-group 
receivers) than other out-group members (out-group receivers), b = 0.43 
[0.29, 0.56], t(181) = 6.29, p < 001. In the out-group gossip sender 
condition, participants expected the out-group sender to be more likely 
to gossip about their behavior towards other out-group members than 
in-group members: b = − 0.26 [− 0.38, − 0.14], t(183) = − 4.26, p < 001. 
These findings together suggest that people expect that others are 
generally more willing to gossip towards those who belong to the same 
group; people expect that within-group gossip is more likely than 
between-group gossip. 

Our findings are consistent with and underpin the group-bounded 
indirect reciprocity perspective, as they demonstrate people in general 
expect out-group members to be likely to gossip about them to out-group 
members. In other words, they do not anticipate that their negative 
behavior in the eyes of out-group members would influence their 
reputation in their in-group as much as it would in the eyes of in-group 
members. 

5. Study 2 

In Study 1, consistently with our hypothesis and the group-bounded 
indirect reciprocity perspective, we found that individuals expect that 
within-group gossip is more likely than between-group gossip when they 
are gossip targets in the minimal group context. While a large-scale 
meta-analysis suggested the group-bounded indirect reciprocity was 

1 Engel’s (2011) meta-analysis revealed that allocators on average gave 
28.35% of the initial endowment to their receiver and we rounded the number 
for simplicity. 
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found to explain intergroup cooperation both in minimal and actual 
group contexts (Balliet et al., 2014), recent studies suggest that the 
default assumption of group-bounded indirect reciprocity can be over-
ridden by other cues such as future interactions (Imada et al., 2023). As 
such, findings from minimal group studies may not be generalizable to 
explaining intergroup gossip in actual intergroup contexts in which 
people can anticipate future interactions with out-group members. Thus, 
in Study 2, we chose university affiliation as a focal group membership, 
in order to investigate whether the findings from the minimal group 
context held in an actual group context. We recruited undergraduate 
students at a British university and chose another university located in 
the same city as the focal out-group. The city is home to three univer-
sities, and interactions in the city between students of the two univer-
sities are common. In addition, we operationally defined positive and 
negative behavior using an experimental vignette that simulates day-to- 
day behavior (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012; Imada et al., 2022). Study 
materials, data, analysis code, and supplementary results are available 
at https://osf.io/2edj4/. 

5.1. Methods 

As in Study 1, the present study followed a 2 (gossip sender: in-group 

vs. out-group) x 2 (gossip receiver: in-group vs. out-group) x 2 (behavior: 
positive vs. negative) mixed design with the second factor being a 
within-subjects factor. We recruited university students at a British 
university, in exchange for partial course credit. To maximize the final 
sample size, we had the study open for participation for one semester, 
and we collected 296 completed responses (51 men, 239 women, Mage =

19.79, SD = 3.01). We conducted a post-hoc sensitivity power analysis 
for the linear mixed regression examining the simple main effect of 
gossip recipient in the positive behavior x in-group gossiper condition in 
which we had the least observations (N = 146). The analysis revealed 
that it could detect a standardized regression coefficient of 0.19 with a 
statistical power of 0.80 and alpha = 0.05. 

After giving informed consent, participants read the following sce-
nario; “Imagine you are working in a bar located in Canterbury (a town 
in which participants’ university is located). The owner of the bar 
graduated from the University of Kent (participants’ university, i.e., the 
ingroup) and they are famous for employing students at the University of 
Kent. In the bar, employees work in a team, and there is a common norm 
that team members help each other out with chores when needed. One 
day, the bar was filled with groups of students from University of Kent 
(in-group)/Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU, out-group) and 
it was a very busy night. The owner thought you were working very hard 
(positive behavior condition)/The owner thought you were procrasti-
nating (negative behavior condition) and the owner praised you out 
loud (positive behavior condition)/reproached you out loud (negative 
behavior condition). There were many University of Kent (in-group)/ 
Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU, out-group) students hear-
ing that you were complimented (positive behavior condition)/you were 
rebuked (negative behavior condition).” In the scenario, we manipu-
lated the group membership of gossip sender and receiver and target 
behavior (positive/negative). Participants then answered two compre-
hension check questions about it. 

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to answer four 
questions measuring to what extent they would feel reputational 
concern, using the reputational concern scale (e.g., “I would think about 
how others would think about me.”, α = 0.74, Wu et al., 2015). Par-
ticipants were subsequently asked to answer how likely they thought the 
in-group or out-group gossip sender at the bar would talk about them to 
other [in-group / out-group] university students who were not at the 
bar, using a scale from 1 = extremely unlikely to 7 = extremely likely. Since 
the group membership of gossip receiver was a within-subjects factor, 
participants completed the measures outlined above in a randomized 

Fig. 1. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by sender and receiver group membership (Study 1).  

Table 2 
Regression results (Studies 1 and 2).   

Study 1 Study 2 

Term B p B p 

Condition (negative =
− 1; positive = 1) 

− 0.05 [− 0.19, 
0.09] 0.49 

0.39 [0.23, 
0.54] 

<

0.001 
Receiver (outgroup =
− 1; ingroup = 1) 

0.08 [− 0.006, 
0.17] 0.07 

0.24 [0.14, 
0.34] 

<

0.001 
Sender (outgroup = − 1; 

ingroup = 1) 
− 0.38 [− 0.52, 
− 0.24] 

<

0.001 
0.02 [− 0.14, 
0.18] 0.81 

Condition x Receiver 
− 0.01 [− 1.0, 
0.08] 0.77 

− 0.09 
[− 0.19, 0.01] 0.08 

Condition x Sender 
0.08 [− 0.07, 
0.22] 0.30 

− 0.03 
[− 0.18, 0.13] 0.74 

Receiver x Sender 
0.34 [0.25, 
0.43] 

<

0.001 
0.51 [0.41, 
0.61] 

<

0.001 
Condition x Receiver x 

Sender 
− 0.04 [− 0.13, 
0.05] 0.37 

0.16 [0.05, 
0.26] 0.003 

Note. Numbers in square brackets indicate 95% confidence intervals. 
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order. In addition, in each of the recipient conditions, participants 
answered a set of questions measuring their emotional experiences, their 
expectations about potential reputational consequences, and expected 
gossip content. We measured them for exploratory purposes, and we do 
not discuss them in the paper but report some analyses in the online 
supplementary material. Lastly, participants indicated how often they 
had interactions with out-group university students and how many on-
line friends they had from the out-group university, and they provided 
their demographic information (sex and age). 

5.2. Results and discussion 

Analytic strategy was identical to that in Study 1. See Fig. 2 for 
descriptive statistics of the expected willingness to gossip. We regressed 
the expected willingness to gossip on the three factors and their in-
teractions, and found a significant three-way interaction, b = 0.16 [0.05, 
0.26], t(292) = 2.97, p = .003 (See Table 2 for full regression results). To 
follow-up the interaction, we conducted simple effect analyses, focusing 
on the main effect of gossip recipient. When the gossip sender was an in- 
group member, participants expected the sender to be more likely to 
gossip about their positive and negative behavior towards other in- 
group members than out-group gossip receivers: the positive behavior 
condition: b = 0.69 [0.50, 0.87], t(74) = 7.39, p < 001; the negative 
behavior condition: b = 0.82 [0.62, 1.02], t(72) = 7.99, p < 001. In the 
positive behavior x out-group gossip sender condition, however, the 
simple main effect of the group membership of gossip receiver was not 
significant, b = − 0.02 [− 0.24, 0.20], t(72) = − 0.18 p = .856. In the 
negative behavior x out-group gossip sender condition, participants 
expected the out-group sender to be more willing to gossip towards out- 
group members than in-group members, b = − 0.51 [− 0.73, − 0.30], t 
(74) = − 4.69, p < .001. These results held when we controlled for 
participants’ contact with out-group university members. Our results are 
overall consistent with those in Study 1 in that participants expected 
that within-group gossip is more likely than between-group gossip. 
Nevertheless, they expected that the out-group gossiper was indifferent 
to the group membership of gossip receiver when their positive behavior 
was observed. All in all, we found that expectations about gossip are not 
fully consistent with the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective 
in the natural intergroup context. 

6. Study 3 

In Study 1, we found that individuals tended to expect others to be 
more willing to engage in within-group gossip, supporting the group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity perspective. In Study 3, we turned to the 
willingness to instigate within- and between-group gossip, in order to 
examine whether people’s expectations about how others use gossip 
would be matched with how they themselves use it. The study design 
and procedure mirrored that of Study 1; we focused on the minimal 
group context and operationally defined positive and negative behavior 
as generous and selfish dictator giving. Unlike Study 1, as we focused on 
the willingness to gossip, we had participants play the role of gossip 
sender. Study materials, data, analysis code, and supplementary results 
are available at https://osf.io/6egd5/. 

6.1. Methods 

The present study followed a 2 (gossip target: in-group vs. out-group) 
x 2 (gossip receiver: in-group vs. out-group) x 2 (behavior: positive vs. 
negative) mixed design with the second factor being a within-subjects 
factor. Following Study 1, we recruited 350 Japanese participants and 
ended up with 351 complete responses (221 men, 129 women, Mage =

43.62, SD = 9.22) via Lancers (https://www.lancers.jp/). We conducted 
a post-hoc sensitivity power analysis for the linear mixed regression 
examining the simple main effect of gossip recipient in the negative 
behavior x in-group gossiper condition in which we had the least 

observations (N = 156). The analysis revealed that it could detect a 
standardized regression coefficient of 0.14 with statistical power of 0.80 
and alpha = 0.05. We report results using variables measured for 
exploratory purposes in online supplementary materials. 

After giving consent, participants were told that the study consisted 
of two different parts: an artistic preference test and a decision-making 
task. The artistic preference test was identical to that in Study 1, and 
participants were first assigned to either the Klee or Kandinsky group. In 
the decision-making task, participants received the same instruction 
about the dictator game as used in Study 1. Instead of being asked to 
imagine they made a generous or selfish decision, they were asked to 
imagine that they observed an in-group and an out-group member 
making those decisions, in the in-group and out-group gossip target 
conditions, respectively. Positive and negative behavior were defined in 
the same way as they were in Study 1 (i.e., giving 60 yen and 500 yen in 
the negative and positive behavior conditions, respectively). Partici-
pants were then asked to imagine that they had an opportunity to talk 
about the behavior of the in-group or out-group member in the dictator 
game towards other in-group members and out-group members (i.e., in- 
group and out-group gossip receiver conditions). They indicated to what 
extent they were willing to talk about the gossip target, using a 7-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 7 = very willing to. 

We also measured gossip motivations using six items from Imada 
et al.’s (2022). The items each served to measure information validation, 
negative influence, social enjoyment, relationship, protection, and 
group image concern motivations, and they were measured with a 7- 
point scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. As a manip-
ulation check, we also asked participants to indicate how positively and 
negatively they saw the target behavior, using a scale from 1 = very 
negatively to 7 = very positively for exploratory purposes. Participants 
were further asked to indicate how they perceived the gossip target on 
eight dimensions (e.g., warmth and competence). Lastly, participants 
provided their demographic information (sex and age) and also indi-
cated whether or not they had completed any surveys before that 
included the artistic preference test or something similar. 

6.2. Results and discussion 

As a manipulation check, we conducted a Welch’s t-test. We found 
that those in the positive behavior condition (M = 5.42, SD = 1.13) 
evaluated the target behavior significantly more positively than those in 
the negative behavior condition (M = 3.16, SD = 1.21), t(346.09) =
18.15, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.94 [1.65, 2.23]. The manipulation of the 
valence of the target behavior was thus successful. 

We regressed the willingness to gossip on the three factors and built a 
linear mixed-effect model in which we let intercepts vary depending on 
participants (i.e., a random-intercept model). Descriptive statistics of the 
willingness to gossip by conditions are reported in Fig. 3. We found a 
significant two-way interaction between gossip receiver group mem-
bership and gossip target group membership, b = 0.11 [0.04, 0.19], t 
(347) = 2.89, p < 001. In addition, the interaction between behavior 
condition and gossip receiver group membership was also significant, b 
= − 0.12 [− 0.20, − 0.05], t(347) = − 3.18, p < 001. The three main ef-
fects were all significant, but the other interaction terms were not sig-
nificant (see Table 3 for full regression results). 

We first followed up the significant interaction between receiver and 
target group memberships. In both of the in-group and out-group gossip 
target conditions, the effect of gossip receiver group membership was 
significant, such that participants were more willing to gossip towards 
in-group receivers than out-group receivers: the in-group gossip target 
condition: b = 0.38 [0.27, 0.48], t(175) = 6.95, p < .001; the out-group 
gossip target condition: b = 0.17 [0.06, 0.29], t(174) = 3.03, p < .001. 
Given the significant interaction term, the results overall suggested that 
the increased willingness for within-group gossip was stronger when a 
gossip target was in-group member (see Fig. 3). 

We then followed up the significant interaction between behavior 
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condition and gossip receiver group membership. In the positive and 
negative behavior conditions, the effect of receiver group membership 
was significant such that participants were more willing to gossip to-
wards in-group receivers than out-group receivers: the positive behavior 
condition: b = 0.16 [0.06, 0.26], t(176) = 3.23, p < .001; the negative 
behavior condition: b = 0.39 [0.27, 0.51], t(173) = 6.44, p < .001. Given 
the significant interaction term, the results overall suggested that the 
increased willingness for within-group gossip was stronger when a 
gossip target displays a negative behavior (see Fig. 4). 

Overall, Study 3 suggested that individuals are more willing to 
engage in within-group gossip than between-group gossip, consistently 
with the results of Study 1 that individuals expect within-group gossip to 
be more likely than between-group gossip. Thus, in the minimal group 
contexts, Studies 1 and 3 together offer experimental evidence sup-
porting the group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective; gossip is 
expected to be shared and people are more willing to gossip within 

group boundaries. 
Study 4 (re-analyses of data from Imada et al., 2022). 
In Study 4, mirroring Studies 1 and 2, we aimed to examine the 

willingness to engage in intergroup gossip in the university context. 
Imada et al. (2022) data allows us to address this and we thus did not 
conduct an additional study but re-analyzed their data. Study materials, 
data, analysis code, and supplementary results are available at htt 
ps://osf.io/mnkbv/. We retrieved the data from https://osf.io/u3yxt/. 

6.3. Methods 

Imada et al. (2022) conducted a preregistered study (N = 690) in 
which they examined the willingness to gossip about positive and 

Fig. 2. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by sender and receiver group membership and target behavior (Study 2).  

Fig. 3. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by sender and receiver group membership (Study 3).  
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negative behavior of an in-group or an out-group member towards in- 
group and out-group members. Their study followed the same experi-
mental design as that of Study 3.2 The experimental vignette that we 
used in Study 2 was based on the vignette used Imada et al.’s (2022) 
study and Study 2 and Study 4 only differ in the following points3: (1) 
instead of asking participants to imagine they positively or negatively 
behaved at the bar in the scenario, Imada et al. (2022) asked participants 
to imagine they observed an in-group or an out-group member positively 
or negatively behaving at the bar, (2) participants were asked about how 
willing they themselves were to gossip about the target behavior rather 
than how willing others were to gossip, and (3) six gossip motivations 
were each measured with three items rather than one. 

6.4. Results and discussion 

Following Study 3, we regressed the willingness to gossip on the 
three factors and built a linear mixed-effect model in which we let in-
tercepts vary depending on participants (i.e., a random-intercept 
model). We found a significant interaction between gossip receiver 
and target group memberships, b = − 0.32 [− 0.37, − 0.27], t(686) =
− 12.64, p < .001. In addition, the interaction between behavior con-
dition and gossip receiver group membership was significant, b = − 0.32 
[− 0.37, − 0.27], t(686) = − 12.64, p = .002. See Table 3 for full 
regression results. 

We first followed up the significant interaction between receiver and 
target group memberships (Fig. 5). In the in-group gossip target condi-
tion, we found that participants were more willing to gossip towards 
out-group gossip receivers than in-group gossip receivers, b = − 0.18 
[− 0.26, − 0.11], t(339) = − 4.91, p < .001. Contrastingly, in the out- 
group gossip target condition, participants were more willing to gossip 
towards in-group gossip receivers, b = 0.46 [0.39, 0.53], t(349) = 12.88, 

p < .001. The results therefore suggest that participants were overall 
more willing to engage in between-group gossip than within-group 
gossip. 

We then followed up the significant interaction between behavior 
condition and gossip receiver group membership (Fig. 6). In the positive 
behavior condition, the effect of gossip receiver group membership was 
not significant, b = 0.07 [− 0.01, 0.15], t(341) = 1.83, p = .07. In the 
negative behavior condition, participants were more willing to gossip 
towards in-group gossip receivers than out-group gossip receivers, b =
0.21 [0.13, 0.29], t(347) = 5.09, p < .001. The results suggest that the 
increased willingness for within-group gossip is limited to the situation 
when a gossip target displays a negative behavior. 

While the expectation about intergroup gossip was largely consistent 
between the minimal (Study 1) and actual (Study 2) intergroup contexts, 
the willingness to gossip was not. Since our study and Imada et al. 
(2022) both measured gossip motivations, we explored whether gossip 
motivations underlying within- and between-group gossip differed 
across the two intergroup contexts (see Table 4). 

The driver(s) of gossip in the minimal and university contexts sub-
stantially varied. For instance, while the protection motive promoted 
negative gossip about in-group members towards out-group members in 

Table 3 
Regression results (Studies 3 and 4).   

Study 3 Study 4 

Term B p B p 

Condition (negative =
− 1; positive = 1) 

0.19 [0.04, 
0.34] 0.01 

0.07 [− 0.02, 
0.16] 0.15 

Receiver (outgroup =
− 1; ingroup = 1) 

0.27 [0.19, 
0.34] 

<

0.001 
0.14 [0.09, 
0.19] 

<

0.001 
Target (outgroup = − 1; 

ingroup = 1) 
− 0.25 [− 0.40, 
− 0.10] 

<

0.001 
0.01 [− 0.08, 
0.10] 0.85 

Condition x Receiver 
− 0.12 [− 0.20, 
− 0.05] 

<

0.001 
− 0.08 [− 0.13, 
− 0.03] 0.002 

Condition x Target 
− 0.04 [− 0.19, 
0.11] 0.57 

0.03 [− 0.07, 
0.12] 0.60 

Receiver x Target 
0.11 [0.04, 
0.19] 

<

0.001 
− 0.32 [− 0.37, 
− 0.27] 

<

0.001 
Condition x Receiver x 

Target 
0.07 [− 0.01, 
0.15] 0.08 

− 0.05 [− 0.10, 
0.001] 0.06 

Note. Numbers in square brackets indicate 95% confidence intervals. 

Fig. 4. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by receiver group membership and target behavior (Study 3).  

2 Imada et al. (2022) had three behavior conditions: positive, negative, and 
normative conditions and their total sample size was 1153. For compatibility, 
we excluded the data from the normative condition from our analyses. The 
sample size for our analyses was thus 690.  

3 Imada et al. (2022) was conducted before we planned our studies (Studies 
1–3). We based these studies on the study design of Imada et al. (2022). 
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Study 4, group image concern discouraged it in Study 3. This can be 
interpreted as suggesting that negative between-group gossip, by 
default, is hindered by the concern that it would damage group repu-
tation. However, in the actual group context, people rather think about 
protecting out-group gossip receivers from a bad in-group gossip target. 
Likewise, when people observe negative out-group behavior, the pro-
tection motive drive gossip towards in-group members, in the minimal 
group context, but it does not in the university context. 

In addition, when people observe positive in-group behavior, gossip 
towards out-group members is driven by the relationship building 
motive in the minimal group context, but it is by the group image 
concern that drove the gossip in the university context. Similarly, when 
people observe positive out-group behavior, the relationship building 
motive was the only significant predictor of gossip towards in-group 
members in the minimal group context. Contrastingly, however, the 
information gathering/validation and social enjoyment motives 

significantly predicted it in the university context. 
Given that minimal group and university contexts differ in diverse 

aspects (i.e., perceived competition, the perceived potential future 
interaction opportunities, the actual commitment to the in-group, etc.), 
we cannot explain the observed differences in the findings between the 
two studies. However, our studies provide evidence suggesting that 
intergroup gossip motivations substantially change when we shift from 
minimal groups to actual groups. 

7. General discussion 

In the present research, we explored expectations about how willing 
people are to engage in within- and between-group gossip (Studies 1 and 
2) as well as how willing people themselves are to engage in within- and 
between-group gossip (Studies 3 and 4). According to the group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity, we predicted that individuals expect that 

Fig. 5. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by sender and receiver group membership (Study 4).  

Fig. 6. Estimated marginal means and standard errors of the expected willingness to gossip by receiver group membership and target behavior (Study 4).  
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within-group gossip would be more likely than between-group gossip. 
Supporting this, Studies 1 and 2 overall suggested that people expect in- 
group and out-group gossip senders to be more willing to gossip about 
them towards out-group and in-group receivers, respectively. The results 
are in line with the previous findings that people are less concerned 
about their reputation when interacting with out-group members 
compared to when interacting with in-group members (Mifune et al., 
2010; Yamagishi & Mifune, 2008). Yet, we note that in the university 
context (Study 2), people expect that out-group gossip senders would 
not be more willing to talk about their good deed towards out-group 
gossip receivers. The lack of the expectation that within-group gossip 
is more likely in the natural group context suggests that the group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity account does not fully account for expec-
tations about gossip in natural group contexts, consistently with the 
previous studies that people expect indirect reciprocity to be unbounded 
in some contexts (Imada et al., 2023; Romano et al., 2017). 

In Study 1, we unexpectedly found that individuals expected out- 
group gossip senders to be generally more willing to gossip about 
them than in-group gossip senders (i.e., the significant main effect of 
sender group membership). This suggests that individuals should be 
concerned about their reputation regardless of the group membership of 
gossip senders. We argue that the assumption of group-bounded indirect 
reciprocity may also lead people to believing that intergroup in-
teractions are rare in the first place. If people by default expect that 
intergroup interactions are rare, the relatively high willingness of out- 
group gossip senders to gossip about their behavior does not influence 
the way they behave in the eyes of out-group members. In other words, 
participants in Study 1 might have assumed that the scenario in which 
out-group gossip senders get to talk to in-group gossip receivers would 
be unlikely or unrealistic. It is therefore sensible for future work to 
further elucidate the role of a priori expectations about how likely 

individuals have an opportunity to engage in intergroup contact in 
shaping expectations about gossip and the way individuals engage in 
intergroup interactions. 

Regarding the willingness to gossip, we found conflicting findings 
between Studies 3 and 4. More specifically, in Study 3 in which we 
focused on the minimal group contexts and examined the impact of 
group membership per se on intergroup gossip, individuals were 
generally more willing to gossip towards their own group members 
compared to out-group members, regardless of the contents (e.g., the 
valence of target behavior and the group membership of gossip targets). 
This was in line with their expectation about others’ behavior and the 
group-bounded indirect reciprocity perspective; people expect within- 
group gossip to be more likely than between-group gossip. Contrast-
ingly, however, in the university affiliation context, individuals are 
more willing to gossip about in-group and out-group targets towards 
out-group and in-group receivers, respectively. Taken together, the two 
studies suggest that there might be unique drivers of between-group 
gossip and/or impediments of within-group gossip in the university 
affiliation context. In addition, the finding further suggests that consis-
tently with some previous studies (Imada et al., 2023; Romano et al., 
2022), while the group-bounded indirect reciprocity well explains 
default expectations and behaviors (Imada et al., 2023; Imada et al., 
2024), it has rather a limited role in natural intergroup contexts where 
individuals can base their decision-making on a wide array of infor-
mation. We would like to note, however, that we used an experimental 
vignette that simulates day-to-day norm deviations in Studies 2 and 4, 
whereas we relied on more stylized and abstract target behavior, 
dictator giving, in Studies 1 and 3. As such, we cannot fully attribute the 
observed differences between the minimal and university contexts to the 
varying nature of intergroup contexts. It is thus desirable to conduct a 
more comprehensive set of studies systematically varying in intergroup 

Table 4 
Gossip motivations by conditions (Studies 3 and 4).      

Regression Coefficients B (semi-partial correlation, p value) 

Behavior Target Recipient Study NI SE RB P GI IG/IV 

Negative 

In 

In 

Study 
3 

0.10(0.08, 0.393) 
0.37(0.23, 0.019) 
* 

− 0.16(− 0.11, 
0.259) 

0.13(0.11, 0.265) 
− 0.20(− 0.16, 
0.099) 

0.44(0.33, 
0.001)* 

Study 
4 

0.27(0.18, 0.005)* 0.07(0.05, 443) 0.13(0.08, 0.204) 0.19(0.16, 0.014) 
* 

− 0.02(− 0.01, 
0.819) 

0.13(0.09, 
0.155) 

Out 

Study 
3 

− 0.02(− 0.02, 
0.859) 0.09(0.06, 0.531) 0.18(0.13, 0.174) 0.18(0.15, 0.107) 

− 0.49(− 0.34, <
0.001)* 

0.50(0.34, <
0.001)* 

Study 
4 0.18(0.12, 0.045) 0.03(0.02, 0.760) 0.05(0.03, 0.598) 

0.21(0.18, 0.003) 
* 0.11(0.11, 0.080) 

0.26(0.17, 
0.004)* 

Out 

In 

Study 
3 

0.32(0.30, <
0.001)* 

− 0.06(− 0.04, 
0.517) 

0.18(0.12, 0.075) 
0.42(0.35, <
0.001)* 

− 0.10(− 0.08, 
0.254) 

0.20(0.17, 
0.017)* 

Study 
4 

0.38(0.25, <
0.001)* 

0.02(0.01, 0.827) − 0.03(− 0.02, 
0.767) 

0.09(0.07, 0.259) − 0.07(− 0.07, 
0.291) 

0.35(0.26, <
0.001)* 

Out 

Study 
3 

0.35(0.31, <
0.001)* 

− 0.07(− 0.05, 
0.479) 0.08(0.06, 0.420) 

0.31(0.27, <
0.001)* 

− 0.25(− 0.23, 
0.002)* 

0.39(0.34, <
0.001)* 

Study 
4 0.25(0.20, 0.003)* 0.06(0.05, 0.482) 0.08(0.06, 0.403) 0.13(0.12, 0.077) 

− 0.09(− 0.10, 
0.151) 

0.11(0.08, 
0.253) 

Positive 

In 

In 

Study 
3 

− 0.18(− 0.12, 
0.147) 

− 0.10(− 0.07, 
0.347) 

0.54(0.36, < 0.001) 
* 

− 0.10(− 0.09, 
0.248) 

0.13(0.09, 0.255) 0.21(0.17, 
0.034)* 

Study 
4 

− 0.18(− 0.07, 
0.315) 

0.17(0.12, 0.117) − 0.14(− 0.09, 
0.205) 

0.07(0.04, 0.600) 0.24(0.20, 0.007)* 0.19(0.14, 
0.061) 

Out 

Study 
3 0.10(0.06, 0.543) 

− 0.05(− 0.03, 
0.266) 0.52(0.28, 0.003)* 

− 0.14(1.10, 
0.266) 0.20(0.15, 0.102) 

0.11(0.08, 
0.389) 

Study 
4 

− 0.04(0.01, 
0.846) 0.18(0.11, 0.111) 

− 0.04(− 0.02, 
0.721) 

− 0.06(− 0.03, 
0.694) 0.24(0.18, 0.007)* 

0.36(0.23, 
0.001)* 

Out 

In 

Study 
3 

− 0.24(− 0.16, 
0.152) 

− 0.17(− 0.05, 
0.673) 

0.35(0.23, 0.035)* 0.22(0.17, 0.131) − 0.001(− 0.001, 
0.994) 

0.06(0.05, 
0.648) 

Study 
4 

− 0.07(− 0.04, 
0.604) 

0.27(0.17, 0.011) 
* 

0.002(0.001, 
0.983) 

0.23(0.13, 0.049) 0.04(0.03, 0.616) 0.28(0.19, 
0.005)* 

Out 

Study 
3 

− 0.01(− 0.01, 
0.960) 

− 0.15(− 0.11, 
0.287) 0.31(0.21, 0.049)* 0.06(0.05, 0.654) 

− 0.18(− 0.12, 
0.272) 

0.34(0.27, 
0.013)* 

Study 
4 

− 0.02(− 0.002, 
0.922) 0.17(0.11, 0.118) 

− 0.004(− 0.002, 
0.972) 0.21(0.12, 0.101) 0.12(0.13, 0.071) 

0.10(0.06, 
0.374) 

Note: NI: negative influence; SE: social enjoyment; RB: relationship building; P: protection; GI: group image; IG: information gathering; IV: information validation. 
Numbers for Study 4 were extracted from Table 2 in Imada et al. (2022). 
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contexts and target behaviors. 
While our studies do not allow us to identify systematic explanations 

of the observed difference between the two contexts, our exploratory 
analyses of gossip motivations offer some hints and leaves promising 
future directions. As discussed in Imada et al. (2022), individuals may 
strategically utilize between-group gossip in the actual group contexts. 
For instance, they may share positive gossip about in-group members 
with out-group members in order to boast about their group and clarify 
the positive distinction between the groups. For the same reason, they 
may be unwilling to share negative gossip about in-group members with 
out-group members. This speculation is partly supported by our analyses 
on gossip motivations, as Imada et al. (2022) found that group image 
concern promoted positive gossip about in-group members towards out- 
group members. 

As discussed earlier, the minimal and university contexts differ in 
diverse aspects. Yamagishi et al. (1999) argued that individuals, by 
default (i.e., in minimal group contexts), do not expect intergroup in-
teractions, but people do interact with and expect interactions with out- 
group members when they think of an out-group that is located in the 
same geographical area. In addition, previous studies reported that 
people do not actively harm and derogate out-group members in mini-
mal group contexts (Balliet et al., 2014; Simunovic et al., 2013; for a 
review, see Imada & Mifune, 2024). Yet, the tendency to harm out-group 
members emerges in some actual intergroup contexts (Jing et al., 2017; 
Weisel & Böhm, 2015). Because of an array of disparities between the 
two contexts, our studies cannot disentangle when and why these dif-
ferences emerge. Particularly, it is yet unclear what encourages 
between-group gossip while people expect that others are more willing 
to engage in within-group gossip than between-group gossip. It is 
therefore an important avenue for future research to advance our un-
derstanding of how people use intergroup gossip in everyday life. 

Furthermore, our research makes theoretical contributions to the 
literature on group-bounded indirect reciprocity. Previously, the liter-
ature predominantly focused on how group membership and the 
assumption of group-bounded indirect reciprocity shaped reputation 
management strategies such as cooperation (Balliet et al., 2014; Imada 
et al., 2023; Yamagishi et al., 1999). Despite gossip being firmly 
embedded in the network of indirect reciprocity, the previous literature 
understudied how gossip is expected to be utilized and, in fact, used. We 
filled in this gap and demonstrated that the expectation about inter-
group gossip is in line with group-bounded indirect reciprocity; people 
believe that in-group members gossip towards in-group members and 
out-group members gossip towards out-group members. At least in the 
minimal group context, we also found supporting evidence of the group- 
bounded indirect reciprocity regarding the willingness to gossip. 
Namely, people are willing to gossip towards in-group members rather 
than out-group members, whether or not it is about in-group members. 
Overall, our findings buttress the group-bounded indirect reciprocity 
perspective from a new angle, intergroup gossip. Our research may 
inspire future work that incorporates intergroup gossip dynamics into 
intergroup cooperation. 
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