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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: People vent, as when airing grievances about one mutual friend to another. Contrary to a Freudian account, such
Venting social venting does not alleviate anger. So, what function might it serve? That people bestow more and more likely
Friendship

support on relatively better-liked friends—support which is associated with greater health, happiness, and
Friend competition economic mobility—highlights a largely overlooked challenge in social groups: competing within the group for
Gossip certain group members’ affections and support. Social venting might be one effective tool for meeting this
Freud challenge. We test this—and also compare venting’s efficacy with other forms of communication, including a
well-studied tactic of partner competition (competitor derogation). In six experiments with U.S. CloudResearch
participants (N = 1723), venting causes listeners (people vented to) to prefer venters over targets (people vented
about) and to preferentially benefit better-liked venters over targets in a modified Dictator Game. By obscuring
the venters’ intent to aggress against the target, venting might communicate target-harming information in a way
that buffers venters from being perceived unfavorably. Effective venting might thus manipulate listeners’ atti-

Social networks

tudes and behavior in venters’ favor.

Venting—such as airing grievances about one mutual friend to
another (see Fig. 1a)—is a universal, immediately-recognizable human
behavior (Ben-Ze’ev, 1994; Owens et al., 2000a; Tice & Bratslavsky,
2000). Why—or, what does this seemingly ubiquitous behavior achieve?

Here, we first introduce what is likely to be a recurrent but largely
overlooked adaptive problem: getting allies to like and support oneself
over other mutual allies (e.g., friends) in the group. After overviewing
the ways that people are known to compete for social partners, we raise
the possibility that social venting might be one such tactic. Specifically,
we propose and test whether venting might be especially effective when
competing for affection and support within interconnected social
groups, such that, within certain parameters, venting ultimately causes
listeners (the people vented to) to prefer and preferentially support
venters over targets (people vented about). See Fig. 1b.

1. Competition for affection: an adaptive challenge

We highlight the likely recurrent adaptative challenge of capturing
group members’ social support, rendering oneself relatively well-liked
within the group. The brief logic is as follows: (1) Group members can
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become allies with one another. Such allies—here, we use the specific
example of friends-as-allies—have long functioned to provide one
another preferential access to material, emotional, and social support
(DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009; 2012; Tooby & Cosmides, 1996). In several
primate species, such support has been associated with greater physical
and mental health, lower mortality, and improved fitness outcomes
(Dunbar, 2018; Kajokaite et al., 2020; Silk et al., 2009; Sugiyama, 2004).
In humans, friendship has been linked to improved mental and physical
health and wellbeing (see Dunbar, 2018).

Having close allies, then, might be fitness-benefitting. (2) Notably,
however, not all allies are treated the same. People bestow greater
support on closer (vs. more distant) allies; likewise, people are more
supportive of better-liked (vs. less well-liked) friends (Benenson, 2014;
DeScioli et al., 2011; DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009; Liberman & Shaw,
2018, 2019; Shaw et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 2018). Consider a situation in
which my friend Alex has an extra hamburger that both Bobby (our
mutual friend) and I want. All else equal, I get the hamburger if Alex
prefers me to Bobby, but I miss out if Alex prefers Bobby to me. Likewise,
in a dispute between me and Bobby, Alex is likely to take my side if he’s
closer to me than Bobby (DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009). (3) If individuals
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reap greater and more reliable friend-mediated benefits (e.g., support)
when they are better liked by those friends, then it behooves individuals
to become relatively better-liked by their friends and other allies.

2. Ways of meeting this challenge

There are myriad ways that people might compete for the affections
of other people in an interconnected social group. Past work has often
focused on how people might compete against rivals for sole access to a
single romantic partner (rather than competing against other group
members not for access to but rather for a greater share of a mutual ally’s
affections). Such tactics typically revolve around rendering oneself more
desirable and/or rendering rivals less desirable to hoped-for partners
(Buss & Dedden, 1990; Buss & Dedden, 1990; Fisher & Shapiro, 2005,
Fisher et al., 2011; Vaillancourt, 2013). In a paradigmatic example of
competitor derogation,' for example, a man might tell his desired female
mate that his mating rival is stupid, ugly, and lazy—rendering her less
interested in that mating rival and indirectly increasing the odds that the
speaker himself gets chosen as her mate.

The use of these tactics is not limited to mating competition.
Communicating negative information about a target can harm that
target’s reputation as a friend, colleague, and so on, diminishing lis-
teners’ affection or esteem for that target and perhaps increasing lis-
teners’ relative affections for that speaker (e.g., Hess & Hagen, 2006a,
2006b).? But such communication can also backfire; listeners sometimes
dislike, distrust, and avoid negative gossipers (Farley, 2011; Fisher et al.,
2011; Gawronski & Walther, 2008; Hess & Hagen, 2006a, 2006b; Turner
et al., 2003). For example, speakers who communicate negative infor-
mation about absent parties can be perceived as interpersonally cold
(Farley et al., 2011)—a perception unlikely to cause the listener to want
a closer relationship with the speaker (e.g., Delton & Robertson, 2016;
Eisenbruch & Krasnow, 2022; Kenny & La Voie, 1982; La Gaipa & Wood,
1981; Walster et al., 1973).

Such derogation might be a risky tactic, then. Rather, and perhaps
particularly when competing within an interconnected social group-
—for example, competing to become better-liked by a focal friend than
that focal friend likes their other, mutual friends—an ideal tactic might
allow speakers both to (a) reap the target-harming benefits of derogation
(i.e., lowering the listener’s affection for the target) while (b) avoiding
the costs of being perceived as an aggressor. Such tactics exist. Consider
the following example of implicature, expounded on by Pinker et al.
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(2008): When a driver gets pulled over for speeding, he can pay the
ticket (not an ideal outcome) or offer a bribe to the officer. If this officer
is dishonest and accepts the bribe, the driver avoids the cost of the ticket
(best outcome), but if the officer is honest, the driver might additionally
face the high costs associated with having attempted to bribe an officer
(worst outcome). Using implicature, however—as when saying, “Gee
officer, is there some way we could take care of the ticket right now?”—could
allow the driver to pursue the best outcome of the bribe option (not
paying the ticket) while also avoiding the worst possible outcome (going
to prison for bribery), in part because the inexplicit nature of the bribe
makes it more difficult to prosecute (e.g., even the officer cannot be
100% sure what the driver truly meant).

Other communication tactics might work similarly. For example,
evidence suggests that women’s statements of concern about other
women (e.g., “I'm worried about how hard she’s trying to fit in”) and
first-person narratives of victimization by other women (e.g., “She was
so mean to me”) may be less readily recognized as gossip (Reynolds &
Palmer-Hague, 2022); such tactics might thus allow speakers to
communicate information that harms target reputations while not facing
the costs of being perceived as socially aggressive.

3. Overview: venting as friend competition?

Like competitor derogation, implicature, and some forms of gossip,
social venting might function to manipulate listeners’ beliefs, attitudes,
and behavior in ways that ultimately benefit speakers (e.g., Buss &
Dedden, 1990). Here, we test how effective social venting is at causing
listeners to prefer and preferentially support speakers over targets.
Specifically, we (1) investigate whether venting can influence listeners’
relative liking of (Experiments 1-4) and behavior toward venters and
targets (Experiment 5), causing listeners to prefer and preferentially
support venters over targets.

We additionally (2) compare venting’s effectiveness to other,
somewhat similar forms of communication. Across experiments, we
contrast venting with (a) competitor derogation (Buss & Dedden, 1990;
Fisher et al., 2011; Fisher & Shapiro, 2005). Such derogation might be
more apt when competing with rivals for sole access to a mate than when
competing within a social group for a greater share of a focal friend’s
affections. For one reason, being possessive of or overtly competitive for
a friend’s affections is less normative and disliked (Parker et al., 2005;
Sprecher & Regan, 2002). For another, if I derogate my romantic rival to
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Fig. 1. Illustrations depicting (a) Speaker venting to Listener about a Target and (b) the proposed manipulation of Listener affection that venting might achieve.

Note. Icons were generated by Freepick (www.flaticon.com).

1 If competitor derogation is conducted "behind the back" of the target, then
competitor derogation would meet the definitional criteria for being gossip
(Dorez Cruz et al., 2021).

2 To the extent that friend rankings may be zero-sum (e.g., DeScioli &
Kurzban, 2009), then lowering the desired partner’s esteem for a friend who
was liked better than oneself could cause oneself to rise in the friend rankings
and, likewise, increasing the desired partner’s liking for oneself could cause the
partner’s other friends to become lowered in the friend rankings.

my hoped-for partner, that partner is unlikely to infer that I will soon
derogate them; rather, I simply and understandably derogate rivals (see
Krems et al., 2023; Lukaszewski & Roney, 2010). However, if I derogate
one friend to another friend, that second and listening friend might very
well assume that I derogate my friends and that I will soon derogate
them to others (Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012). Thus, overt derogation
might decrease listeners’ affection for targets but also for speakers.

By contrast, social venting might allow speakers to communicate the
same exact negative information about targets-but without facing the
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same costs. How? For one reason, social venting shares features in
common with some gossip (talk about an absent party; Dores Cruz et al.,
2021) and self-disclosure (e.g., sharing one’s frustrations)—both of
which enhance listeners’ liking for and feelings of closeness toward
speakers (Collins & Miller, 1994; Feinberg et al., 2012; Fonseca & Peters,
2018; Jourard, 1971; McAndrew et al., 2007; Peters et al., 2017; Slepian
& Greenaway, 2018). For example, if venters are as well-liked as those
speakers engaging in neutral gossip or in self-disclosure—despite ven-
ters’ communication including negative information about targets—this
could suggest that venters are not tarred with the same brush as those
deemed malicious gossips (see Reynolds & Palmer-Hague, 2022). We
thus additionally compare listener reactivity to (b) neutral gossip
(recounting interactions with the target) and (c) self-disclosure (venting
about car troubles). We thus also manipulate the extent to which venters
are viewed as aggressors (Experiment 6)—examining whether venters,
when perceived as intending to harm the target, are less able to retain the
listener’s affections and/or less able to lower the listener’s affection for
the target (Hess & Hagen, 2006a). Should venting backfire when viewed
as an aggressive act, this would suggest that venting’s efficacy owes to
its ability to obscure speaker intent to aggress against targets.’

4. Experiments 1-4
4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants

In Experiment 1, 273 U.S. CloudResearch-approved participants
started the study, and we included in analyses 204 (Mgge = 37.78, SDgge
= 11.77) passing bot and attention checks, yielding 0.80 power to detect
effects of f = 0.14. In Experiment 2, 249 U.S. CloudResearch-approved
participants (Mqg = 41.76, SDqge = 12.92) passed bot and attention
checks and were included in analyses, yielding 0.80 power to detect
effects of f = 0.13. We recruited only females for Experiments 1 and 2
because venting may be more frequent, common, and/or apparent
among females (Benenson, 2014; Reynolds, 2021; Vaillancourt, 2013).
In Experiment 3, 314 U.S. CloudResearch-approved participants (187
female, 1 other/missing4; Mgge = 40.79, SDgge = 11.94) passed bot and
attention checks and were included in analyses, yielding 0.80 power to
detect effects of f = 0.11. In Experiment 4, 209 U.S. CloudResearch
participants (115 female; Mgg = 42.55, SDgg = 11.82) passed bot and
attention checks and were included in analyses, yielding 0.80 power to
detect effects of f = 0.15.

Data, materials, and code are available (https://osf.io/xqtfs/).
Experiment 4 was preregistered.

4.2. Design and procedure

Participants reported their sex and were then randomly assigned to
read sex-matched vignettes of social venting, overt derogation, neutral
gossip, and/or venting-object (speaker disclosing and venting about car
troubles). All vignettes were created based on discussions with and real-
world reports from research assistants.

Experiments 1-4 contrast venting and derogation, with Experiments
1 and 3 also including a neutral gossip comparison condition and with
Experiments 2 and 3 also including a comparison condition in which the
speaker engages in self-disclosing venting, but about car troubles (versus
a target person). Experiment 4 included slightly different vignettes to
mitigate concerns about vignette content causing stimulus effects, as

% For venting to be effective in the manner that we propose here, speakers
need not have any conscious intent to harm targets. However, we also note that
savvy communicators may use venting language purposefully to execute harm
to targets while avoiding the costs of being perceived as intending harm to
targets.

4 Non-binary participants read female vignettes in Experiments 3 and 4.
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described further below.

4.2.1. Vignettes

All vignettes began: “You're taking a break from your work and
lounging around when your good friend [Speaker] comes in. You,
[Speaker], and [Target] have been great friends since the start of your
first year of college.” This framing put participants in the role of listener.

For Experiments 1-3, participants in both the venting and derogation
conditions heard the Speaker describe the same issue with the tar-
get—canceling dinner plans at the last minute, reflecting research on
major friendship transgressions (Apostolou & Keramari, 2021). Speaker
communication about this was the same across these two conditions: “I
was supposed to have dinner with [Target] last night, and instead I sat
there all by myself because she [he] cancelled on me at the last minute. I
mean, [ was already there. She’s [He’s] so self-centered all the time and
never thinks about anybody else. This is just a constant thing with her
[him]. She [He] never wants to hang out unless it’s convenient for her
[him].”

In the venting condition, this speech was prefaced with: “[Speaker] sits
down with a sigh and says to you, ‘I'm so frustrated and hurt right now. I
don’t know what to do...”” The speech then ended with the speaker
saying: ““Why is she [he] treating me like this?’” In the derogation con-
dition, the speech was prefaced with: “[Speaker] sits down with a huff
and says to you, ‘[Target] is such a selfish bitch [asshole]!...”” The
speech then ended with the speaker saying: ““Why is she [he] treating
me like this!””

Experiments 1 and 3 also included a neutral gossip condition,
involving talk about an absent party (the target), whereas Experiments 2
and 3 included a venting-object condition, involving self-disclosure in the
same venting style but about an object (one’s car and related issues).
Both the neutral gossip and venting-object vignettes began the same as
the venting and derogation vignettes. In the neutral gossip vignette, the
speaker shared neutral information about the absent target: that the
speaker had dinner with the target and what the target had been
watching on Netflix. The venting-object vignette closely echoed the
language of the social venting vignette, but with the speaker disclosing
financial issues related to chronic car trouble and venting about that
situation: “[Speaker] sits down with a sigh and says to you, ‘I'm so
frustrated and upset right now. I was supposed to have dinner with
[Target] last night, and instead I had to cancel because my car wouldn’t
start again. I don’t know what to do. I paid to get my car fixed twice this
year already, and this is just a constant thing with that car. But I don’t
know if I can afford to get a new one. Why is this happening to me right
now?’”

Experiment 4 was designed in part to mitigate concerns that the
predicted pattern of results would owe to the speaker (a) cursing in the
derogation condition or (b) terming the target as selfish in both venting
and derogation conditions, thereby potentially contaminating the
venting condition with derogation. Thus, although, Experiment 4’s vi-
gnettes began the same as those above, in the venting condition, the
grievance was prefaced with “[Speaker] sits down with a sigh and says
to you, ‘I'm so frustrated and hurt right now’”, whereas in the deroga-
tion condition, the grievance was prefaced with “[Speaker] sits down
with a huff and says to you, ‘I'm so frustrated and angry right now’”. In
both conditions, the grievance communicated was: “I don’t know what
to do.” This was followed by “Why is he/she treating me like this?” in the
venting condition and by “Why is he/she treating me like this!” in the
derogation condition. Then: “I was supposed to have dinner with
[Target] last night, and instead I sat there all by myself because he/she
canceled on me at the last minute. Again. I mean, I was already there.”
After reading the vignette, participants completed focal dependent
measures.

4.2.2. Attitudes (liking and closeness)
We asked participants to report their feelings of liking and closeness
toward both speakers and targets via four face-valid questions: “I feel
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close to [Speaker/Target]”, “I like [Speaker/Target]” on an 11-point
slider (-5 = Strongly disagree, +5 = Strongly agree). We aggregated
feelings of liking and closeness toward the speaker and the target,
respectively (Ospeaker > 0.89 and Garger > 0.89 across experiments). Such
“alliance feelings” of liking and closeness toward associates are thought
to underlie the direction of preferential support (e.g., Fessler & Gervais,
2010). These items were included alongside items assessing distinct
feelings of pity and sympathy, which were explicitly exploratory and not
analyzed. The order of questions was randomized.

4.2.3. Exploratory victimhood questions

In Experiment 4, we included exploratory questions to assess the
possibility that, because people would be more likely to view venters than
derogators as victims, and people react more favorably to victims (Gray &
Wegner, 2009; Reynolds & Palmer-Hague, 2022; Womick et al., 2024),
participants’ views of venters as victims are the true drivers of partici-
pants’ positive feelings toward venters and/or negative feelings toward
targets of venting. Thus, we assessed speaker victimhood as a possible
covariate, exploring whether the predicted pattern of results held even
when controlling for perceptions of the speaker as victim. Specifically,
participants rated their agreement with three statements (e.g., “[Speaker
is a victim]”) on 11-point sliders (0 = Not at all, 10 = Very much), which
we aggregated (o« = 0.83).

Evolution and Human Behavior 45 (2024) 106608

In Experiment 1, we find a significant main effect of Alliance, F(1,194)
=18.06,p <.001, nlz, = 0.085, and a significant main effect of Condition,
F(2,194) = 14.90, p < .001, TIS = 0.133, qualified by a significant
interaction, F(2,194) = 12.63, p < .001, ng = 0.115. See Fig. 2a.

In the venting condition, listeners reported greater liking of and
closeness toward speakers (M = 1.74, SE = 0.30) than targets (M =
-0.41, SE = 0.30), F(1,194) = 40.98, p < .001, ng = 0.174, 95%CI =
[1.49, 2.81]. This occurred only in the venting condition (p-values for
this same comparison for other conditions >0.557). (See Fig. 2a.) This
suggests that social venting may be an effective tactic for manipulating
listeners’ alliance feelings in a speaker’s favor, as it causes listeners to
like speakers better than listeners like targets.

4.3.2. Other effects of social venting (vs. derogation) on liking of speakers
and targets

Across Experiments 1-4, we also find that speakers tend to be better-
liked when they vent versus derogate and that targets tend to be less
well-liked when they are vented about versus derogated. See Table 1. We

Table 1
Comparisons of listener liking and closeness toward speakers and targets (M, SE)
across conditions in Experiments 1-4.

Condition
4.2.4. Demographics and additional items Venting Derogation  Neutral Venting-
We included common demographic questions (e.g., sex, age). We gossip object
included items, not analyzed here, assessing (a) target and speaker Experiment  Speaker 1.74 0.69 (0.12) 232 ~
reputational dimensions in Experiments 1 and 2 (e.g., that the speaker 1 (0.30) , 0.28) ,
was aggressive, manipulative) and (b) inferences about why the speaker Target —0.41 0.63 (0.29) 2.13
shared this information along with (c) exploratory items. (0.30) (0.28)
Experiment Speaker 1.98 0.89 (0.24) - 1.93 (0.23)
2 0.24) , a
4.3. Results Target -0.11 0.73 (0.26) - 1.64 (0.25)
(0.25)
. . . . Experiment  Speaker 1.95 0.84 (0.23) 2.58 1.77 (0.23)
4.3.1. Does social venting cause listeners to report liking speakers over 3 ©0.23) ©0.23), .
targets? Target —-0.32 0.42 (0.27) 2.25 1.59 (0.28)
Yes. Social venting—and only social venting—causes listeners to (0.28) (0.28)
report liking speakers better than targets (see Fig. 2a-c). E"i’enmem Speaker (i-?i) 221 (0.18) - -
Target 1.33 2.01 (0.22) - -
4.3.1.1. Experiment 1. To test whether listeners liked speakers over 0.22)
targets, we ran 2 [Alliance feelings: speaker, target] x 3 (Condition) R R . e
R ’ X ’ X Note. Means sharing subscript do not differ significantly (p > .05).
mixed-factors Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs) for Experiments 1 and 2. & P & v P
3 3 3
(a) (b) (c) |
g 25 25 25 ‘
£
7 2 e 2 ‘
o ° :
c ° % N (S TP
8 s 15 15 = =
Q . ... + ~..
(@) °
- . 1 < 1
2. ’ '\.
© ———
v 05 : 05 05
8 , 3 b
8’ 0 . 0 - 0 o
| »
5 -0.5 0.5 05 |
S P -®-Venting + @ -Venting -@-Venting _
® -a-Overt Derogation ~ -=-Overt Derogation ' -'-S;/ﬁ{tmtl)ggg:it‘;on
— Neutral Gossip -»-:\Venting-object (car)

Speaker Target Speaker

 -\enting-object (car)
-1.5

Target Speaker Target

Fig. 2. Listeners’ (i.e., Participants’) Reports of Liking of and Closeness Toward Speakers Versus Targets Across Experiments 1-3.
Note: Panel (a) presents results from Experiment 1, panel (b) presents results from Experiment 2, and panel (c) presents results from Experiment 3. Error bars

represent standard errors.
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report these analyses in full in the Supplementary Materials available
online.

4.3.2.1. Experiment 2. Experiment 2 replicates the above findings. We
find significant main effects of Alliance feelings, F(1,237) = 32.62, p <
.001, n3 = 0.121, and Condition, F(2,237) = 6.67, p = .001, n3 = 0.053,
qualified by a significant interaction, F(2,237) = 17.44, p < .001, nf‘; =
0.128.

In the venting condition, listeners’ reported liking was again greater
toward speakers (M = 1.98, SE = 0.24) than targets (M = -0.11, SE =
0.25), F(1,237) = 65.91, p < .001, 1112) = 0.218, 95%CI = [1.58, 2.59].
Also replicating findings from Experiment 1, this occurred only in the
venting condition, (p-values for this same comparison for other condi-
tions >0.243).

4.3.2.2. Experiment 3. In Experiment 3, we conducted a 2 [Alliance
feelings] x 4 (Condition) x 2 (Participant sex) mixed-factors ANOVA,
although we made no predictions about participant sex. We found sig-
nificant main effects of Alliance feelings, F(1,302) = 37.44, p < .001, nf,
= 0.110, Condition, F(3,302) = 14.02, p < .001, ng = 0.122, and
Participant sex, F(1,302) = 27.68, p < .001, ng = 0.084, qualified by an
Alliance by Condition interaction, F(3,302) = 13.87, p < .001, ng =
0.121.

In the venting condition, listeners’ reported liking was again greater
toward speakers (M = 1.95, SE = 0.23) than targets (M = -0.32, SE =
0.28), F(1,302) = 73.54, p < .001, Thz) = 0.196, 95%CI = [1.75, 2.79].
This effect held both for women (Miiseener-speaker = 2.63, SEjistener-speaker =
0.29; Miistener-target = 0-28, SEiistener-target = 0.36; p < .001, 12 = 0.314, 95%
CI = [1.54, 3.15]) and for men (Mlllstener-speaker =1.27, SElistener—speaker =
0.36; Miistener-target = —0.92, SEjistener-target = 0.44; p < .001, Tlg = 0.205,
95%CI = [1.19, 3.18]). Again, this effect held only in the social venting
condition (p-values for this same comparison for other conditions
>0.097).

4.3.2.3. Experiment 4: results are not dependent on cursing in the deroga-
tion vignette. Using vignettes that include neither cursing (in the dero-
gation condition)—nor accusations of target selfishness (in either the
derogation or venting conditions)—we replicate the above finding that
people prefer venters (but not derogators) over targets. Specifically, we
conducted a 2 [Alliance feelings] x 2 (Condition) x 2 (Participant sex)
mixed-factors ANOVA, although we again made no predictions about
participant sex. We found a significant main effect of Alliance, F(1,205)
= 22.09, p < .001, ng = 0.097, qualified by an Alliance by Condition
interaction, F(3,205) = 13.87, p < .001, ng = 0.059. No sex effects
reached significance (ps > 0.225).

In the venting condition, listeners’ reported liking was again greater
toward speakers (M = 2.82, SE = 0.17) than targets (M = 1.33, SE =
0.21), F(1,205) = 34.86, p < .001, Thz) = 0.145, 95%CI = [0.99, 1.98].
This effect held both for women (Miiseener-speaker = 2.52, SEjisener-speaker =
0.17; Mlistener—target =1.89, SElistener-target =0.17; p= .010, Tlg =0.032, 95%
CI = [0.15, 1.10]) and for men (Miistener-speaker = 2-51, SElistener-speaker =
0.18; Miistener-target = 1.44, SEiistener-target = 0.20; p < .001, 12 = 0.072, 95%
CI = [0.54, 1.59]). Again, this effect held only in the social venting
condition (derogation condition p = .435).

4.3.3. Results are not solely driven by perceptions of venters as victims

In both the venting and derogation conditions, speakers experienced
the same exact transgression from the target, yet the framing of the
venting condition could have led participants to view the venter versus
derogator as a greater victim. Indeed, a 2 (Condition) x 2 (Participant
sex) ANOVA revealed a main effect of Condition, such that people re-
ported stronger views of venters as victims (M = 6.36, SE = 0.23) than
targets (M = 5.63, SE = 0.24), F(1,203) = 4.70, p = .031, Th% = 0.023,
95%CI = [0.66, 1.39].

However, re-running the above 2 [Alliance feelings] x 2 (Condition)
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x 2 (Participant sex) mixed-factors ANOVA with speaker victimhood as a
covariate reveals that the predicted effects of venting hold even when
controlling for perceptions of venters as victims: In the venting condi-
tion, listeners’ reported liking was greater toward speakers (M = 2.77,
SE = 0.17) than targets (M = 1.37, SE = 0.21), F(1,202) = 32.82,p <
.001, ng = 0.140, 95%CI = [0.92, 1.89]. Again, this effect still held only
in the social venting condition (derogation condition p = .148).

5. Experiment 5

Experiment 5 tests the prediction that venting causes listeners to
preferentially allocate greater benefits to (better-liked) speakers over
targets, using a modified Dictator Game.

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants

Of 244 U.S. CloudResearch-approved participants beginning our
study, 202 (110 female, 1 Other/Do not wish to answer; Mgg. = 40.26,
SDgge = 12.53) passed bot and attention checks and were included in
analyses. This yielded 0.80 power to detect effects of f = 0.20.

5.1.2. Design and procedure

Participants reported their sex and were then randomly assigned to
read one of two sex-matched vignettes: venting or derogation. The vi-
gnettes and liking/closeness measures were the same as in Experiments
1-3.

New here was the decision to allocate resources to speakers and
targets. Participants played a modified Dictator Game. Participants were
informed: “We are now asking you to make a decision. It will strongly
affect the people you just read about. You have 10 tickets. Each one of
these tickets will give the ticketholder a chance to win a new car. There
will be a drawing for it in one week. No one can have more than 10
tickets. You already have 10 of your own. Now you have to divide 10
tickets between [Speaker] and [Target]. (You have to give all the tickets
away, so the total must add up to 10.)” Participants then input the
number of tickets to give to [Speaker] and [Target], which had to sum to
10.°

5.2. Results

5.2.1. Does venting (vs. derogation) cause listeners to benefit speakers over
targets?

Venting (vs. derogation) caused listeners to allocate more tickets to
speakers over targets. Because the number of tickets allocated to
speakers versus targets were dependent (e.g., if they allocated 6 tickets
to speakers, then they had 4 tickets to allocate to targets), following
convention (e.g., Neel et al., 2013), we analyzed only the number of
tickets that listeners decided to allocate to speakers. This revealed a
significant main effect of Condition, F(1,188) = 4.73, p = .031, ng =
0.025, 95%CI = [0.05, 1.08]: Participants allocated more tickets to the
speaker (over the target) in the venting (M = 6.28, SE = 0.18) than the
derogation condition (M = 5.71, SE = 0.19).°

We also found that venting (vs. derogation) caused listeners to report
greater preferences for speakers over targets, which, in turn, statistically
mediated the relationship between communication and allocation (see
Supplementary Material).

5 Because of a programming error, corrected early in data collection, some
participants divided 100 (not 10) tickets. Affected responses were divided by 10
so those participants’ ticket allocation totals would sum to 10.

6 We also conducted an ancillary test in the venting condition, finding that
the mean amount of tickets allocated to speakers (M = 6.26, SE = 0.19) was
greater than that allocated to targets (M = 3.74, SE = 0.19), t(96) = 13.47,p <
.001, d = 1.84, 95%CI = [2.14, 2.89].
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6. Experiment 6

In Experiments 1-3, venters were rated about as favorably as were
speakers who either shared neutral gossip about a target or who vented
about target-unrelated troubles. This suggests that social venting’s
effectiveness—at least in maintaining a high level of affection for
speakers—might stem from its being less readily encoded as an act of
aggressive social competition (see, e.g., Reynolds & Palmer-Hague,
2022). Other work suggests that listeners discount negative informa-
tion about targets when that information comes from speakers known to
have aggressive intent toward targets (Hess & Hagen, 2006b; Hess &
Hagen, 2019). Here then, we compare how people feel toward speakers
and targets across three conditions: venting (as before), derogation (as
before), or venting by a speaker implied to be rivalrous with the target.

6.1. Method

6.1.1. Participants

We aimed to obtain usable data from 350 U.S. female participants
from CloudResearch. Of 443 participants at least starting the survey, 363
females (Mgge = 38.17, SDqgge = 11.92) passed bot and attention checks
and were included in analyses, yielding 0.80 power to detect effects of f
= 0.15.

6.1.2. Design and procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to read one of three vignettes
(overt derogation, social venting, social venting-rivalrous). The social
venting and overt derogation vignettes were the same as in Experiments
1-3. The new vignette (social venting-rivalrous) was also the same as
the previous social venting vignette but included information to imply
rivalry between speaker and target: “But recently, [Target] started
dating this new guy. You’re pretty sure that [Speaker] had a HUGE crush
on him, but [Speaker] would never, ever admit that out loud. Since
[Target] started dating him, [Speaker] has been treating [Target]
differently.” The vignette then continued, following the previous social
venting vignette.

In addition to measuring participants’ feelings of liking and closeness
toward both speakers and targets, as in previous experiments, we also
examined participants’ inferences of why the speaker shared this in-
formation with them, focusing on whether the speaker did so to harm
the target. This manipulation check revealed that people viewed
speakers as less likely to have intent to harm the target in the social
venting condition versus either the derogation or venting-rivalrous
conditions; in fact, speakers in the venting-rivalrous and derogation
conditions were viewed as having similarly high aggressive intent. (See
Supplementary Material for items and analyses.)

7. Results
7.1. Does social venting manipulate alliances?

Yes. We ran a 2 [Alliance feelings: Speaker, Target] x 3 (Condition:
Venting, Derogation, Venting-rival) mixed-factors ANOVA, which yiel-
ded a significant main effect of Alliance feelings, F(1, 351) = 29.66, p <
.001, n§ = 0.078, and a significant interaction, F(2, 351) = 29.17,p <
.001, np = 0.143.

Replicating previous findings, listeners’ reported liking was again
greater toward speakers (M = 2.16, SE = 0.20) than targets (M = -0.15,
SE = 0.21) in only the venting condition, F(1, 351) = 87.96, p < .001, ng
= 0.200 (p-values for this same comparison for other conditions
>0.240). See Fig. 3.

We also found that, whereas traditional venters are viewed more
favorably than derogators, venters implied as being rivalrous with tar-
gets are not; they are viewed similarly (un)favorably as derogators are.
Likewise, whereas traditional venting causes listeners to view targets less
favorably than derogation does, venting coming from the target’s
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Fig. 3. Listeners’ (i.e., Participants’) Reports of Liking of and Closeness to
Speakers Versus Targets in Experiment 6.
Note. Error bars represent standard errors.

presumed rival buffers these negative estimations of the target (see
Supplementary Materials).

In sum, venting is no longer effective when the venter is implied to be
rivalrous with the target: It does not cause listeners to prefer speakers to
targets, it does not cause listeners to like venters better than derogators,
and it does not cause listeners to disfavor targets more than derogation
does.

8. Discussion

Can social venting cause listeners to prefer and preferentially allo-
cate benefits to venters over targets? It seems so. Venting was uniquely
effective at causing listeners to prefer venters over targets—even as
venters communicated the same exact grievances about targets as
derogators did—and venting caused listeners to allocate greater benefits
to better-liked venters over less well-liked targets.

Notably, speakers who vented about (but not those who derogated)
targets were as well-liked as speakers who shared neutral gossip about
those targets or self-disclosed via venting about car trouble (i.e.,
speakers who did not disparage mutual friends). In combination with the
finding that venting was ineffective when venters were deemed to have
intent to aggress toward targets, this pattern of findings implies that
venting might owe its effectiveness, in part, to its failure to be readily
encoded as an aggressive tactic (Reynolds & Palmer-Hague, 2022).

Whether or not venting is deemed aggressive, it does harm target
standing as much as, if not more so than, overt competitor derogation. In
sum, then, venters might enjoy the benefits of derogation—such as
making targets less well-liked and reaping the consequent indirect
benefits (Buss & Dedden, 1990)—while avoiding its potential costs
(decreased liking toward speakers; e.g., Beersma & Van Kleef, 2012;
Wilson et al., 2000).

9. Implications and limitations

The present findings support a novel view of venting, which suggests
that social venting—and specifically, here, the airing of grievances
about one mutual friend to another—can function to manipulate the
listener’s view of the social landscape in the speaker’s favor. Such an
alliance view of social venting casts it as one of the many tactics that
people can and likely do use when competing for affection in inter-
connected social groups.

This view thus provides one of the first alternatives to a Freudian
catharsis account for venting (Breuer & Freud, 1893-1895/1955; Freud,
1893/1982). Indeed, for over a century, this account—that the mind is
akin to a steam engine, and one must vent one’s anger to avoid it
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exploding—has remained predominant and popular across laypersons,
journalists, and some scholars (Fisher et al., 2011; Galanes, 2014; Tice &
Bratslavsky, 2000). On this view, venting thus functions to decrease
venters’ anger. But over 50 years of empirical research suggests other-
wise: venting does not reliably decrease venters’ anger, and in fact,
venting sometimes exacerbates venters’ anger (Bushman, 2002; Fisher &
Shapiro, 2005; Geen & Quanty, 1977; Lohr et al., 2007; Tavris, 1989;
Ury, 1993).

Furthermore, whereas the Freudian account can neither (a) accom-
modate that venting does not reliably reduce anger (Geen & Quanty,
1977) nor (b) explain why, in the absence of decreasing anger, venting
feels good (Parlamis, 2012), the present view of social venting as an
alliance manipulation tool perhaps can. To (a), according to the recali-
brational theory of anger, individuals with greater formidability get
angrier when they perceive themselves as having been slighted (Sell
et al., 2009). One component of formidability involves the number of
people on one’s side (versus on the other’s side)—coalitional formida-
bility. Thus, to the extent that effective venting persuades listeners to
one’s side (over the target’s side), it increases one’s coalitional formi-
dability and might amplify one’s anger.

To (b), from an evolutionary perspective, feeling good is not an end
unto itself. Rather, feeling good signals progress toward adaptive goals
(Kenrick et al., 2010; Krems et al., 2017). For example, done effectively,
sexual intercourse can generate fitness benefits and feels good. Perhaps,
done effectively, venting can generate fitness benefits via making one-
self preferred and preferentially supported by friends. Thus, we would
not suggest that it is necessarily the “letting off steam” or “getting things
off one’s chest” that might make venting feel good; rather, it might be
the reaction of the listener and the venter’s perception that they might
now be preferred to the target. That is, it is the affiliative successes of
becoming better-liked that could translate into potential fitness benefits,
leading to social venting feeling good. Indeed, a related thought
experiment might involve asking one to consider the various permuta-
tions of social venting likely to be ineffective—such as the passionate
sharing of grievances with listeners who, it turns out, much prefer the
target to the venter. This would not be expected to cue greater relative
affection for the venter nor to feel good.

The very specific type of social venting we consider here—within an
interconnected social group of friends—might thus be considered an
action that increases the fitness of an individual by altering the behav-
iour of other organisms detecting it (Maynard-Smith & Harper, 1995),
and one that crucially functions to benefit the signaler, and not neces-
sarily the receiver (Dawkins & Krebs, 1978). The present findings imply
how speakers could benefit from venting, but they also raise questions
about whether venting manipulates listeners at some cost to those lis-
teners. Indeed, findings raise related questions about why venting can be
viewed differently (i.e., as less aggressive) than more overt derogation,
particularly given venting was more effective at lowering listeners’
esteem for targets.

The venting considered here is far from its only form. Other forms of
venting involve physical activity, for example; we did not examine such
venting. Likewise, many other permutations of social venting exist—such
as airing grievances about friends to spouses (or vice versa), about disliked
group members to close friends, and so on—and we did not examine
those. One might find, for example, that venting to already close friends
about mutually-low-ranked friend group members could bolster the
closeness between the speaker and listener (e.g., Merrie et al., 2024) while
maintaining the target’s low position in the listener’s hierarchy of affec-
tions (i.e., to prevent that person from climbing the rankings and poten-
tially threatening the speaker’s rank).

Moreover, we did not vary the content of social venting. Here, we
attempted to use venting content that represented clearly problematic
behavior (friends canceling plans) (Apostolou & Keramari, 2021). But
venters vent about myriad target traits and behaviors. Here we exam-
ined venting among same-sex friends, leaving open the question of
venting’s efficacy in mixed-sex groups, including spousal contexts noted
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above. Additionally, qualitatively different venting content might evoke
different listener behavior. For example, venting about a mutual friend’s
dislike of academia would probably not effectively render that target a
bad friend in a listener’s eyes. But if the listener’s primary source of
income or joy dealt with their academic research, perhaps that would
not be the case. Our view that venting can sometimes function as a tool
of social competition would imply that people may be deeply, if not
necessarily consciously, strategic in choosing both (a) what to vent
about and (b) to whom to vent (e.g., Ellwardt et al., 2012; Grosser et al.,
20105 Hess, 2022; Rosnow, 2001). Thus, the degree to which any con-
tent is vented about might depend on what people—perhaps as a func-
tion of their sex/gender, culture, and more—make of that content and its
implications for them (e.g., Grabe et al., 2012; Guendouzi, 2001; Krems
et al., 2023, 2024; Lukaszewski & Roney, 2010; Reynolds &
Palmer-Hague, 2022; Sznycer, 2022). For example, venters should be
attuned to what traits listeners desire in friends, and venters should then
vent about targets’ shortcomings on those specific dimensions (see Buss
& Dedden, 1990). Future work might benefit from methods like expe-
rience sampling or recall surveys to further explore whether venters are
truly savvy in choosing what to vent about (e.g., Hess & Hagen, 2006b),
to whom to vent (e.g., Ellwardt et al., 2012; Rosnow, 2001), and
whether such venting is effective in the short- or long-term in more
ecologically valid contexts.

Related, we used controlled scenarios to explore whether social
venting among friends might facilitate outcomes likely to benefit ven-
ters. Whereas solid vignette studies can approach real-life behavior
(Aknin et al., 2020; Hainmueller et al., 2014; see also Holleman et al.,
2020), and such methods are common in work on the related topics of
gossip and friendship (e.g., Barakzai & Shaw, 2018; Hess & Hagen,
2023; Shaw et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 2018), future work should include
real-world friend groups (to the extent it would be ethical) and examine
historical and/or ethnographic instances of venting to improve under-
standing of this phenomenon in more naturalistic contexts. Such work
might also allow researchers to better examine the mechanisms that
make for effective venting. Indeed, we have only begun to scratch the
surface of exploring how and why social venting can be an effective tool
of friend competition.

10. Conclusions

In contrast to the rich literature detailing how people compete for
mates (e.g., Buss & Dedden, 1990; see Fisher & Krems, 2023; Krems
et al., 2023), little work has explicitly explored how people compete for
other social group members (e.g., friends; but see DeScioli & Kurzban,
2012; Schiitzwohl et al., 2022). Even if people are less likely to compete
for sole access to such friends—given that people have multiple friends at
a time (versus a single committed mate) (but see, e.g., Krems et al., 2021,
2022)—because of (a) the potentially fitness-enhancing benefits asso-
ciated with having friends (Dunbar, 2018) and (b) the fact that people
are more likely to receive such benefits from closer friends, we should
expect that people compete to become relatively closer with friends. If
we become better friends with people by making them like us more, then
insofar as friendly affections are finite (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996) and/or
friends are hierarchically ranked (DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009), we can
become better friends with someone by rendering some of their other
friends less well-liked. Whereas there are many other ways that people
might compete to become better-liked, the present data suggest that
social venting might be one especially effective means for achieving this
in interconnected social groups (here, a friend group). Thus, one reason
for the cross-cultural prevalence of social venting might be its efficacy in
achieving such functionally-relevant goals. This novel hypothesis as to
what social venting ‘does’—or, more accurately, what some forms of
social venting might accomplish in a given landscape of affec-
tion—might help researchers de-popularize the currently-predominant
(but incorrect) Freudian catharsis account, and help instead to ener-
gize new research on how people compete to make friends and capture
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their affection.
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