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 Awe has been conceptualised as a primordial social emotion that has evolved to aid 

individuals to form cohesive collectives and stable social hierarchies. However, although research 

on awe has surged in recent years, no prior empirical study has systematically investigated the 

experience and consequences of social awe specifically. The present series of studies used an 

exploratory sequential mixed methods approach to gain deeper insights into the phenomenon of 

social awe and to develop and evaluate a state measure, the Social Awe Scale (SAS).  

 In Study 1, 11 semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants from six 

different Western countries who were recruited through snowball sampling. Based on thematic 

analysis, five main themes and a number of sub-themes were identified concerning appraisals, 

bodily sensations, as well as motivational, and affective dimensions of social awe.  

 These findings were integrated in Study 2, to inform the development of the SAS. 

Corresponding to the findings in Study 1, the SAS consists of five subscales measuring appraisals, 

bodily sensations, motivations, emotion labels, and valence of social awe. The scale was 

administered in a sample of 197 participants from the United Kingdom who were recruited through 

Prolific. The factor structure of the SAS subscales was explored through multiple exploratory factor 

analyses, and subscale reliabilities and construct validity were assessed. Additionally, a second-

order exploratory factor analysis was conducted with the identified primary factors to explore 

whether the theorised components of social awe measured by the subscales would form a 

unidimensional construct. The results revealed that the SAS subscales have high reliability and are 

positively associated with admiration proneness, an emotion belonging to the awe-family. 

Moreover, the second-order EFA showed that the primary factors were associated with a second-

order factor, which can be interpreted as initial evidence for a common underlying construct that 

these factors reflect, i.e. social awe.  

 Taken together, the present findings suggest that social awe is a predominantly positive 

emotion evoked by the appraisal of a legitimate hierarchical ordering which places the person 

experiencing social awe in a subordinate position relative the awe-inspiring individual. It is 

associated with feelings of connectedness, and with the motivation to follow the awe-inspiring 

person and to share the emotional experience with others. Next to awe, the emotion is denominated 

by a number of related emotive labels such as respect, admiration, and reverence. Social awe is 



accompanied by goosebumps, increased heartbeat, altered time perception, feelings of immobility, a 

sharp intake of breath, and crying. The present thesis project resulted in the development of a state 

measure which can be used to assess social awe in future studies. Furthermore, the present findings 

provide novel insights into a little studied variant of awe which can contribute to theoretical 

accounts on awe and inform future research.  

 The current thesis was an independent research project in which the data were collected by 

the author.  
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Social Awe: A Mixed Methods Investigation 

“I listened to him speak, but more than anything I people-watched. Some treated the event like a church service, quietly 
praising his every sentence with “yes!” chants. Some openly dabbed their eyes. Everyone was in awe. Everyone 

understood why this moment was so important, why being in that space represented history!” 

-Justin Tinsley, October 12, 2016 

 When the former president of the United States, Barack Obama, held his first inaugural 

speech in Washington D.C. in November 2009, millions of people watched him live, while many 

others around the world followed his words on television and through online live-streams. The 

emotion that many of Obama’s supporters reported to have felt while witnessing their leader address 

both the nation and the world was a profound sense of awe. By evoking this powerful emotion, 

Obama, like many other influential politicians, film stars, musicians, military commanders, soccer 

players, and religious leaders (to just name a few), has succeeded in inspiring both a sense of 

collective identification and devotion in his followers. This example highlights the powerful social 

effects that awe can have both on individuals and collectives. While the increased interest in this 

complex emotion has just recently begun to emerge among psychologists, sociologists, 

philosophers, and religious scholars have long-since portrayed awe as a catalyst for political 

change, collective veneration, and profound personal transformation. 

 In their seminal prototype approach to awe, Keltner and Haidt (2003) proposed that the 

bases of awe are inherently social and that it evolved as an emotional response to superior, powerful 

others, which helped individuals to form and maintain stable social hierarchies. These social 

functions of awe have been corroborated in recent research which indicates that the experience of 

awe redirects individuals’ focus away from the self towards larger social entities, thereby increasing 

collective identification and engagement, as well as prosocial behaviour (Bai et al., 2017; Stellar et 

al., 2017). A variety of studies in recent years have documented the experience of awe in nature 

contexts (Gordon, Stellar, Anderson, McNeil, Loew, & Keltner, 2017), in relation to aesthetic 

experiences evoked by art and music (Konecni, 2005; Pilgrim, Norris, & Hackathorn, 2017), and by 

large objects such as buildings and monuments (Joye & Dewitte, 2016). However, the occurrence of 

awe in social contexts, specifically as a reaction to extraordinarily powerful, skilled, or inspiring 

individuals, has been surprisingly little investigated so far. 

 As the psychological inquiry into awe progresses and its far reaching effects both on the 

individual and group level are increasingly being uncovered, it is crucial to study this profound 
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emotional experience in all its forms. The reasons to study awe in social contexts are numerous and 

different researchers have called for an empirical investigation of social awe (Bai et al., 2017; 

Gordon et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Firstly, although the social nature of awe has been 

conceptually acknowledged by a variety of scholars (e.g. Bai et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; 

Kristjánsson, 2017; Weber, 1968), social awe has thus far not been systematically studied on an 

empirical basis, so that it remains unclear whether awe evoked by higher status individuals is 

associated with similar appraisal categories, motivational, and behavioural outcomes as “non-

social” awe. Furthermore, recent research has shown that about half of all awe related experiences 

are connected to other-focused appraisals (Stellar et al., 2017), indicating that social stimuli play an 

important role in the experience of awe. This proportion seems to be even higher in non-Western 

collectivistic cultures (Bai et al., 2017). In a similar vein, following Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) 

hypothesis about the social origins of the evolution of awe, uncovering the bases of social variants 

of awe can potentially provide valuable insights into the broader domain of awe experiences in non-

social contexts. Moreover, other-praising emotions such as awe have been linked to the regulation 

of social hierarchies (Sweetman, Livingstone, & Manstead, 2013). Therefore, studying awe in 

social contexts might add an intriguing perspective to the understanding of mechanisms underlying 

both the preservation of established power structures, and, in instances in which awe is directed 

towards a subversive opposition leader, the initiation of social upheaval and systemic change.  

 This project therefore attempted to systematically study the elicitors, appraisals, physical, 

motivational, and behavioural outcomes of the experience of social awe. In order to investigate this 

hitherto understudied phenomenon, an exploratory sequential mixed methods approach was 

employed, which combined both qualitative and quantitative data sources. Before reviewing the 

existing literature on awe and presenting the present series of studies, it will be outlined how the 

concept of emotions in general was approached in the current project. 

Conceptualising Emotions 

 Although the field of emotion research is characterised by a decades-long (and still ongoing) 

debate about what exactly constitutes an emotion, many scholars in the field agree that emotions 

involve “episodic, relatively short-term, biologically based patterns of perception, experience, 

physiology, action, and communication that occur in response to specific physical and social 

challenges and opportunities” (Keltner & Gross, 1999, p. 468). This definition points to the multi-

dimensionality of emotion processes which involve coordinated responses of both cognitive and 

physiological systems. Building on this conceptualisation, component models of emotion posit that 

emotion episodes consist of distinct but interrelated components of cognitive-appraisals, 
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motivations, bodily sensations, subjective feelings, and the labelling and categorisation of these 

feelings with vernacular emotion words (Scherer & Moors, 2019; Scherer 2005; 2009). According 

to this component model approach, appraisal processes play a crucial role in emotion elicitation, as 

emotions are conceptualised as states resulting from appraisal processes of events with respect to a 

person’s relevant goals, motives, and concerns (Sander, Grandjean, Kaiser, Wehrle, & Scherer, 

2007). Importantly, component models hold that different appraisal patterns correspond to 

distinctively different emotions. Moreover, many affective scientists agree that emotion states 

generally possess positive or negative valence (Mauss & Robinson, 2009; Scherer & Moors, 2019). 

 In addition, the present examination of social awe was guided by a social functional 

approach in which emotions are conceptualised as states which shape and coordinate social 

interactions (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). While early emotion theories mainly viewed emotions as 

intra-personal phenomena, social functional emotion frameworks focus specifically on the 

functionality of emotions as mechanisms enabling individuals and collectives to adapt effectively to 

specific physical and socio-cultural contexts. Thus taking their starting point in conceptualising 

affective states as adaptive mechanisms, functional approaches posit that emotions aid individuals 

in solving survival related problems concerning the formation and maintenance of social 

attachments and relationships, as well as the avoidance of physical and social threats (Keltner & 

Gross, 1999). The present investigation thus adopted a component process view of emotions and 

was grounded in a social functional approach. 

Approaching Awe 

 While awe has been described as one of the most powerful emotional experiences in human 

life and has fascinated scholars of various disciplines for centuries, it has historically received little 

attention in emotion research. One of the first systematic examinations of awe in the field of 

psychology comes from a seminal article by Keltner and Haidt (2003) in which the authors present 

their prototype approach to awe. Keltner and Haidt propose that the primordial form of awe is 

essentially social and elicited by powerful or superior individuals. Primordial emotions are 

genetically programmed responses shaped by evolution which were gradually linked to and 

expanded by culture-specific meanings, norms, and values (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). In the case of 

awe, the primordial evocation by powerful individuals was subsequently extended to other vast and 

complex stimuli such as nature, human art and artefacts, epiphanic experiences, as well as non-

powerful individuals who are famous, extraordinarily skilled, or virtuous (Keltner & Haidt, 2003).  

 According to Keltner and Haidt, what these different elicitors have in common is that they 

are vast and either perceptually or cognitively complex. Keltner and Haidt thus posit that the 
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appraisal of vastness and of the need to accommodate one’s experience into mental schemas are 

central to the experience of awe. Importantly, the vastness of an awe eliciting stimulus can both 

refer to actual physical size, but also to the more abstract appraisal of social vastness evoked by the 

perception of extraordinary authority, power, ability, or fame. This social vastness is often linked to 

specific institutionalised markers of power such as monumental buildings and large, elevated 

statues symbolising the dominance or influence of specific individuals (e.g. leaders), nation states, 

and political or religious ideologies (Joye & Dewitte, 2016). Historical and contemporary examples 

of these man-made symbols of power abound from the elevated thrones of kings and queens, over 

governmental buildings such as the Pentagon, to larger than life statues of Stalin in the former 

Soviet Union. In the digital age, this social vastness can also be linked to the large number of clicks, 

subscribers, or followers a famous person has on social media platforms.  

 The need for accommodation refers to the attempt to mentally integrate new information, 

which, since awe-related experiences often involve impressions that go beyond one’s common 

frame of reference, need to be accommodated by creating novel mental schemas (Keltner and Haidt, 

2003). When related to social contexts in which awe is elicited, this could explain why one might 

feel enlightened or deeply inspired when listening to revolutionary ideas, or witnessing exceptional 

artistic or athletic performances that are most literally ‘out of the ordinary’. 

 Largely inspired by Keltner and Haidt’s foundational paper, an ever growing number of 

studies has empirically investigated awe and its psychological and physiological correlates. Below, 

existing research on different aspects of the awe experience will be reviewed. Specifically, prior 

findings on bodily sensations, valence, as well as cognitive and behavioural effects associated with 

awe will be outlined.  

 Bodily sensations and expressions of awe. A number of studies have found that awe 

experiences are associated with a distinct set of bodily sensations. Specifically, research indicates 

that awe stimuli can elicit physical immobility or freezing, which has been observed on a 

subjective, behavioural (Joye & Dewitte, 2016), and psychophysiological (Chirico, Cipresso, & 

Gaggioli, 2016) level. Furthermore, prior research has shown that goosebumps and chills co-occur 

with the experience of awe (Maruskin, Thrash, & Elliot, 2012). In a series of studies, Schurtz et al. 

(2012) found that goosebumps were specifically associated with awe in comparison to envy. 

Notably, the authors found that awe-induced goosebumps resulted most frequently from encounters 

with powerful and superior individuals. In addition, awe has been linked to specific facial and 

postural expressions, namely widened eyes, raised eyebrows, an opened mouth, and a forward tilt of 

the upper body (Campos, Shiota, Keltner, Gonzaga, & Goetz, 2013). These non-verbal expressions 
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seem to be recognised by individuals from a variety of different Western and non-Western countries 

(Campos, Shiota, Keltner, Gonzaga, & Goetz, 2013; Hejmadi, Davidson, & Rozin, 2000; Shiota, 

Campos, & Keltner, 2003). Another study found evidence for a prototypical vocalisation of awe in 

the form of vocal outbursts (Simon-Thomas, Keltner, Sauter, Sinicropi-Yao, & Abramson, 2009). 

 Awe as an ambiguously valenced state and emotive label. Interestingly, in contrast to 

many other emotions, awe has been associated with both positive and negative valence (Gorden at 

al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). This ambiguity in the emotive value of awe is also apparent in 

the development of the vernacular labels used to denominate this emotion. The origins of the 

English term “awe” can be traced back to the Old Norse word agi meaning terror, great fright, as 

well as reverence towards a supreme being, thereby pointing to a sense of dread in the presence of 

overpowering authority. In the course of the centuries, the meaning of the vernacular label awe has 

gradually developed into a specific denotation of “the attitude of a mind subdued to profound 

reverence in the presence of supreme authority, moral greatness or sublimity, or mysterious 

sacredness” (Oxford English Dictionary, “awe”, entry 2); as well as the “power to inspire fear or 

reverence” (Oxford English Dictionary, “awe”, entry 5). These origins both point towards the 

primordially threatening connotation of awe, and to its intrinsically social nature. The melange of 

threat and veneration is still present in many contemporary labels of awe in both Western and non-

Western languages, such as the German noun ‘Ehrfurcht’(literally meaning venerating fear), or the 

Chinese term ‘jìngwèi’, ‘敬畏’ which is a composite of fear and reverence (Santangelo, 2009). Over 

time, however, awe has come to be more positively connoted in many modern societies (Bai et al, 

2017), and is now often categorised as a predominantly positive emotion (Stellar et al., 2017). 

Although the majority of empirical studies on awe have found that it is mainly associated with 

positive valence (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007; Yaden et al., 2019), evidence suggests that 

there is a more negative variant of awe which is linked to the experience of threat (Gorden at al., 

2017; Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, & Keltner, 2015). Gordon et al. (2017) argue that the fact 

that more studies have found evidence for awe as a purely positive emotion is partly due to the way 

awe has been elicited and measured in the majority of empirical studies, for example with purely 

non-threatening stimuli such as pictures of beautiful nature, or assessed with scales which did not 

include any negatively valenced items. As most prior studies have elicited awe based on non-social 

stimuli or the recall of non-social awe events, it remains unclear whether variants of social awe are 

predominantly positively valenced or whether threatening encounters with superior others can 

trigger social awe as well (as the above-mentioned original meaning of the emotion label ‘awe’ 
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would suggest). Therefore, the current studies both investigated positive and more negative 

experiences of awe in relation to social contexts. 

 Effects of experiencing awe. When looking at the consequences that the experience of awe 

entails, a variety of recent studies point to the powerful effects that awe can have both on the 

individual and group level. Firstly, awe has been associated with altered time perception. In one 

study, participants who were asked to write accounts of past awe experiences reported that time 

seemed to pass slower and to be more plentiful than participants who recalled non-awe related 

events (Rudd, Vohs, & Aaker, 2012). This, in turn, momentarily heightened their subjective well-

being, overall life satisfaction and increased participants’ readiness to spend time on volunteering 

activities. Moreover, awe has been linked to a number of other motivational tendencies. In a series 

of studies, Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, and Keltner (2015) found that the induction of awe 

(through written recall and videos) but not pride lead to increased endorsement of ethical decision 

making, prosocial values, and generosity towards strangers. Furthermore, a naturalistic elicitation of 

awe in which participants stood amongst a group of tall trees, led participants in the awe-condition 

to displayed increased helpfulness and ethicality, as well as decreased entitlement compared to the 

control condition. The authors were able to show that these effects were largely due to a 

diminishment of concerns related to participants’ self-concepts, as well as feelings of smallness, 

insignificance, and connection to something beyond the individual self. In another study, 

researchers found that the experience of awe was associated with an increase in feelings of 

smallness and prosocial motivation and a decrease in aggression (Yang, Yang, Bao, Liu, & 

Passmore, 2016).   

 Awe and the self. The findings described above as well as evidence from a number of other 

studies (e.g. Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) point to the astonishing effects that the experience 

of awe can have on individuals’ self-concept. These effects are at the centre of the so-called small-

self hypothesis which states that “awe diminishes the individual’s sense of self, which enables the 

individual to orient to others and fold into social collectives” (Bai et al., 2017, p. 200). In a cross-

cultural study on the relation between awe-experiences on a day-to-day basis and perceived self-

size, Bai et al. (2017) found that awe was associated with a decrease in the perceived size of self 

compared to other positive emotions (joy and amusement) in both Chinese and US American 

samples. In another study published in the same paper, Bai et al. (2017) showed that awe-induced 

diminishment of the self lead to more collective engagement and increased feelings of 

connectedness.  

 This effect of awe on the sense of self is also a central theme in Sundararajan’s (2002) 
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conceptual analysis of religious awe. However, rather than a diminishment in size of the self, she 

draws on instances in which people described a form of self-absorption similar to introspection 

through which they paid heightened attention to their affective and sensory experiences while at the 

same time feeling themselves become part of a larger whole that was both outside and inside the 

self. Another study found that people high on trait absorption (i.e. the tendency to pay heightened 

attention to one’s internal states) were more prone to experience strong feelings of awe and 

connectedness (van Elk, Karinen, Specker, Stamkou, & Baas, 2016). Although these findings 

highlight different aspects of the effect of awe on the self (i.e. diminished perceived self-size and 

increased self-reflection), both seem to lead to a heightened sense of connectedness with entities 

beyond the individual self.  

 Awe and connectedness. This increase in feelings of connectedness and oneness with 

people, spiritual entities, or generally something beyond the self has been described as a central 

feature of awe (Bai et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) and has 

been highlighted as a major theme in different qualitative studies on awe experiences (Bonner & 

Friedman, 2011; Dobson, 2015). In an experimental study in which awe was induced through 

exposure to a full-size replica of a Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton, Shiota, Keltner, and Mossman 

(2007) found that participants in the awe-condition were more prone to describe themselves as part 

of a greater whole than participants in the control condition. The authors concluded that this points 

to the self-deemphasising nature of awe experiences. Beyond feelings of oneness with a greater 

whole, evidence suggests that awe evokes a sense of connection with other people. Importantly, the 

content of the awe eliciting stimulus seems to determine towards whom or what these feelings of 

connection are directed. One study which induced awe either with videos of childbirth or nature, 

found that participants felt more connected to close family members and friends after watching the 

video of childbirth but not with people in general (Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012). Awe induced 

with the nature video, on the other hand, triggered feelings of oneness with humanity in general but 

not specifically with family and friends. This highlights that, although awe seems to reliably lead to 

feeling of connectedness, the type of awe inducing stimulus determines the direction of this 

connectedness. Many of the consequences of experiencing awe described in this paragraph portend 

to its significant social and collective functions. Based on prior conceptual and empirical 

investigations of awe, the next paragraph will situate awe and its functions within a social-relational 

framework which has guided the present investigation.  
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Awe: A Social Relational Emotion  

 Awe has been conceptualised as a self-transcendent emotion because it shifts individuals’ 

focus away from the self and thus arises based on other-focused, or in the case of awe, other-

praising appraisals (Stellar et al., 2017). Due to its association with prosociality, awe also overlaps 

with other prosocial emotions such as elevation, inspiration, and admiration (Keltner & Haidt, 

2003). In their conceptual analysis of the social functions of self-transcendent emotions, Stellar et 

al. (2017) posit that awe serves to organise individuals into cohesive groups because it leads to a 

reduced importance of the individual self and orients people towards more collective identities.  

 Evidence for these beneficial social effects of awe come from a series of studies in which 

participants prone to experiencing awe were perceived as more humble by their friends and had 

higher self-reported feelings of humbleness than participants low in trait awe (Stellar, Gordon, 

Anderson, Piff, McNeil, & Keltner, 2018). Furthermore, experimentally induced awe (through 

videos, emotion recall, and in vivo exposure to a panoramic view) led participants to report 

increased feelings of both self-oriented humility (pertaining to a balanced perception of one’s 

strengths and weaknesses) and other-oriented humility (defined as an awareness of the role of 

external forces in one’s achievements). Humility in turn has been associated with reduced self-

enhancing and narcissistic tendencies (Kurman, & Sriram, 2002; Lee, Ashton, Ogunfowora, 

Bourdage, & Shin, 2010), as well as increased relationship quality (Peters, Rowat, & Johnson, 

2011). This highlights another pathway through which awe might benefit collective interests and 

foster social cohesion. 

 Based on evolutionary assertions according to which humans benefit most from membership 

in social collectives when these are cohesive and stable (Nowak, Tarnita, & Wilson, 2010), it has 

been proposed that awe primordially arose from the need to form and sustain stable hierarchies 

amongst human groups: “Awe reinforces and justifies social hierarchies by motivating commitment 

to the leader, countervailing self-interested attempts to overturn the social hierarchy” (Keltner & 

Haidt, 2003, p. 307-308). Grounded in a functionalist approach to emotions, Keltner and Haidt 

(2003) theorise that awe, amongst other emotions such as pride and contempt, belongs to the 

category of status-related emotions. While contempt signals a higher-status individuals’ position 

vis-à-vis a lower standing individual, awe is a response to more powerful others which signals an 

individual’s subordinate position within a social hierarchy.  

 The link between awe and the regulation of social hierarchies has also been addressed in 

Fiske’s (1991) Relational Models Theory (RMT). RMT posits that all forms of social relations can 

be categorised within four universal cognitive models. People utilise these models for the 
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generation, coordination, and evaluation of social interactions. One of these basic models is 

authority ranking (AR). AR relationships are defined as any form of relations in which an individual 

or group is in a subordinate position relative to another based on divergent degrees of rank, status, 

or power, which creates the perception of a legitimate rank order or hierarchy (Roccas & McCauley, 

2004). The different relational models are connected to distinct emotions which are evoked by and 

serve to reinforce different relationship modes (Fiske, 2004).  

 Strong evidence for this assertion comes from the large body of research on the emotion of 

kama muta (in English often labelled as being moved or touched). Kama Muta theory predicts that 

this emotion is linked to the relational model of communal sharing (CS) as it is evoked by “a 

sudden intensification of communal sharing relationships” (Seibt et al., 2018, p. 420). In the model 

of CS, relationships take the form of strong bonds between individuals or groups characterised by 

feelings of closeness, unity, solidarity, as well as the equal sharing of resources (Fiske, 1990). The 

emotion of kama muta thus has the function to signal the intensification of a CS relationship and at 

the same time establishes or strengthens affective bonds and commitments between people (Seibt et 

al., 2018). Research has shown that this can also extend to animals in instances in which kama muta 

is evoked by a cute pet (Steinnes, Blomster, Seibt, Zickfeld, & Fiske, 2019) or non-social entities 

such as nature, for example through feelings of oneness with the natural environment (Cullhed, 

2019).  

 In the current research, it is proposed that awe is similarly linked to a specific relational 

model, namely AR. Just as kama muta arises in connection to CS relationships, awe might be 

evoked by the salience of AR relationships to signal an individual’s place within social hierarchies 

(Fiske, 2002; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Stellar et al., 2017). Specifically, it is proposed here that social 

awe arises out of the appraisal of an AR relationship between the person experiencing awe and the 

higher status individual evoking awe, thereby making the person inclined to see the rank difference 

as legitimate and to show loyalty and respect to the individual evoking awe. In addition, just as 

kama muta can be evoked by non-social stimuli such as nature, AR relationships could become 

salient based on non-social stimuli that are appraised as superior to the self in size, magnitude, or 

profoundness of meaning which in turn would elicit feelings of awe. This might explain why awe 

can be evoked by such a variety of stimuli. Based on this conceptualisation, the present series of 

studies explored the role of appraisals related to AR relationships in the elicitation of social awe.  

 Overall, the findings provided by the conceptual and empirical analyses reviewed in the 

previous paragraphs evidence the pivotal social implications and consequences that awe can have 

both for individuals and groups. In the following paragraph, it will be outlined how the present 
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investigation of social awe, grounded in a focus on its social-relational functions, was conducted. 

The Present Series of Studies 

 While the recent surge in studies on awe has provided numerous illuminating insights, 

research has been mostly limited to its non-social variants. Based on indications that awe 

experiences in social contexts occur relatively frequently and have important implications for both 

individuals and groups of people, it is argued here that the previous lack of empirical research 

concerning social awe represents a limitation in the area of awe research. The present series of 

studies therefore aimed to systematically study different aspects of the experience of social awe.  

More precisely, it was explored (1) which elicitors, appraisals, and situational contexts afford the 

experience of social awe. Based on the framework of RMT, it was investigated whether the 

appraisal of an authority ranking relationship between the participant and a superior individual 

evokes feelings of awe. It was further assessed (2) which cognitive and motivational effects are 

connected to social awe. Based on prior evidence, it was specifically investigated whether social 

awe is related to feelings of self-diminishment and connectedness. Furthermore, it was explored (3) 

how people label, describe, and conceptualise their awe experiences; (4) whether and under which 

circumstances social awe is experienced as a positive, negative, or ambiguous affective state; and 

(5) which bodily sensations accompany the experience of social awe. 

 These questions were explored based on a mixed methods approach, using both qualitative 

and quantitative data sources. This approach allows for data triangulation which enables researchers 

to combine multiple methods to apply a broader approach to the study of complex phenomena 

(Mayoh & Onwuegbuzie, 2015). Different scholars have called attention to the fact that research on 

awe has been predominantly quantitative (e.g. Schneider, 2017). Considering that the field of awe 

research is relatively young, psychologists have argued that a broader scientific approach is needed 

to account for the complex nature of awe experiences: “[I]f there was ever a time where mixed 

methods were called for, this is it. Such quantitative and qualitative methods could considerably 

enrich our understanding of the long-term and multifaceted implications of awe-inspired 

lives”  (Schneider, 2017, p. 105). Specifically, this project used an exploratory sequential mixed 

methods design in which the qualitative data obtained through semi-structured interviews in Study 1 

was integrated in Study 2 to develop a state-measure of social awe. Study 1 was designed as a 

qualitative interview study in which 11 semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the 

contexts that afford the experience of social awe, as well as its physical, experiential, and 

motivational correlates. Study 2 aimed to develop and assess an initial state measure of social awe, 

in order to explore the different components of social awe with quantitative methods and based on a 
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larger sample. Importantly, because of the lack of existing research on social awe, the studies 

presented here form an initial step in the empirical study of the emotion and were therefore highly 

exploratory.  

Ethical Considerations 

 The studies presented here had ethical approval from the Norwegian Centre of Research 

Data (NSD) (reference number: 59510). This was necessary because Study 1 involved the collection 

of potentially sensitive information in the form of audio recordings. Interviews were recorded in an 

encrypted format and later stored in a secure database connected to the University of Oslo. After 

transcription, all audio recordings were deleted. All participants gave their consent to take part in 

the studies prior to participation. They were informed that their participation would be completely 

voluntary and that they had the right to refuse to participate or to freely withdraw from the study at 

any point, as well as to request the access to or deletion of their data. Additionally, interviews in 

Study 1 were only audio recorded if participants explicitly consented to it. Interviewees were 

informed that they could stop the recording at any point during the interview and that the recording 

and transcript of their interview would be deleted immediately if they chose to withdraw from 

participation at a later point. Participants in both studies were given a debrief in which the study’s 

purpose and rationale were outlined. 

Study 1 

 The main aim of the qualitative part of the project was to gain a deeper understanding of the 

experience of social awe. The main research questions of the qualitative study were:  

1. Which elicitors, appraisals, and situational contexts afford the experience of social awe? 

• Which characteristics do people possess who elicit awe in others? 

• How do people define their relationships to awe-evoking individuals? 

2. Which cognitive and motivational, short- and long-term effects are connected to social awe? 

• How does the experience of social awe affect feelings of connectedness? 

• How does the experience of social awe affect evaluations of the self? 

3. How do people label, describe, and conceptualise their social awe experiences?  

4. Which bodily sensations accompany the experience of social awe? 

5. Is social awe experienced as a positive, negative, or ambiguously valenced state? 

Method 

 Interview guide development. The phases of interview guide development described by 

Kallio, Pietilä, Johnson, and Kangasniemi (2006) were used as an orientation for the construction of 
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the interview guide. The first phase entailed a general assessment of the adequacy of using semi-

structured interviews as a qualitative data collection method for the present research questions. As 

the phenomenon of social awe has received little attention in prior emotion research, the research 

questions guiding the qualitative part of the project were quite broad and meant to inform the more 

directed quantitative study. Semi-structured interviews were deemed a suitable method for an initial 

exploration of the phenomenon due to its flexibility which allows to focus on specific topics of 

interest that emerge during each interview (Turner, 2010). 

 Gaining a comprehensive understanding of the subject area at hand was a second essential 

phase in the development of the interview guide. In order to establish an overview over prior 

theories and research of awe in social and non-social contexts which could form a conceptual 

framework for the interviews, an extensive literature study was conducted. From this literature 

study (documented in the introduction), a number of elements were retrieved that were integrated 

into the interview guide. As empirical research on social awe is scarce, Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) 

foundational paper about the prototype approach to awe was a major source that informed the 

generation of questions. Grounded in a component model approach to emotion (Scherer 2005; 

2009), the interviews explored a number of different components of social awe, namely cognitive-

appraisals that evoke feelings of awe in social contexts, motivations, bodily sensations, subjective 

feelings, valence, and labels with which participants describe their emotional experience. Regarding 

specific appraisals, findings from prior studies on awe (e.g Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) lead 

to the inclusion of questions exploring the perception of (social) vastness and the need for 

accommodation. Furthermore, based on Fiske’s (1990) Relational Models Theory, questions 

exploring the role of the appraisal of authority ranking were integrated. Moreover, on the basis of 

research showing an association between the experience of awe and both self-diminishment and 

connectedness (e.g. Bai et al., 2017), questions were included to explore how social awe affects 

perceptions of the self and feelings of connectedness.  

 After reviewing the relevant literature, specific questions were developed to investigate each 

of the identified components and areas of interest, which formed the third phase of interview guide 

development. Each element was explored with one or several main questions and in most cases 

complemented with more open follow-up questions. These follow-up questions were designed to 

encourage participants to give a more detailed explanation of their answers.  

 After formulating the questions for each section, the preliminary interview guide was 

reviewed by a panel of emotion researchers who gave feedback on the wording of questions, the 

structure, and comprehensiveness of the guide overall. In order to reduce possible interviewer bias, 
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this internal testing phase was also used as a way of assessing whether questions were overly 

leading or focused too much on the author’s preconceptions. Furthermore, before data collection 

started, the interview guide was pilot tested in two separate interviews to confirm its coverage and 

to assess whether possible ambiguities needed to be removed or questions reformulated. Of special 

interest was also whether the introduction of the interviews’ topic as “Special emotional experiences 

in nature and social situations” would be sufficient to prompt participants to talk about awe 

experiences, particularly in social situations. It was decided not to disclose that the interview was 

about awe experiences prior to the conversation in order not to prime participants and thereby limit 

the kind of information they would share. This was particularly important in the present study in 

which participants had different mother tongues, because the connotations of vernacular emotion 

labels often vary across different languages (Zickfeld, Schubert, Seibt, & Fiske, 2017). Instead, the 

topic of awe was approached in a more open way and participants were asked to label their 

emotional experience themselves during the interview. In order to help participants to better relate 

to the kind of emotional experiences the interviews were focusing on, it was decided to start the 

interviews with questions about awe experiences in nature, which is a context that commonly 

evokes awe (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007) and then to ask about similar emotional 

experiences in social situations. In both pilot interviews, interviewees talked about social awe 

experiences, so that the description of the interviews’ topic was deemed sufficient (see Appendix I 

for the final version of the interview guide).  

 Participants. Through the process of snowball sampling, a total of 11 participants were 

recruited. Participants came from six different countries, namely Norway (n = 4), Germany (n = 3), 

England (n = 1), the United States (n = 1), Canada (n = 1), and Sweden (n = 1), and ranged in age 

from 22 to 70, with a mean age of 36.3 years (SD = 17.1). Six of the participants were female. All 

participants were highly educated and had at least completed a bachelor’s degree. The majority of 

participants (n = 6) were students at the time of the interviews, while four participants were working 

full-time, and one was retired. Four  of the interviews were conducted in German and seven in 1

English. Only six participants were interviewed in their native language, but all participants spoke 

the language in which they were interviewed fluently. Participants received no reward for their 

participation in the study. 

 Procedure. All interviews were conducted by the author in private as well as public 

locations, ranging from participants’ homes to quiet cafés. All participants took part in the 

 One of the Norwegian participants was fluent in German and preferred to be interviewed in German rather than 1

English.
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interviews individually. Before starting the interviews, participants were asked to read and sign an 

informed consent (see Appendix II). With the participant’s consent, interviews were audio-recorded 

and conducted using the semi-structured interview-guide. The interviews were divided into two 

separate parts: In the first part, participants were asked to describe situations in nature in which they 

had felt awe . In the second part, participants were asked to reflect on social situations in which 2

they had experienced awe. Each interview started with a general introduction of the interviews’ 

topic (i.e.“Special emotional experiences in nature and social situations”). After the introduction, 

respondents were asked to answer a number of demographic questions about their age, place of 

origin, and current occupation. In the first part, participants were then asked to describe a situation 

in nature in which they had had a special emotional experience. In the second part of the interview, 

participants were asked to describe a social situation in which they had experienced a similar 

emotion. This was followed by questions relating to respondents’ appraisals, emotional experiences, 

and bodily sensations during the event, as well as motivations and long-term effects following the 

event. Each interview lasted between 30 minutes and one hour. 

 Analytical Method. The analysis of the data was based on thematic analysis, which is a 

qualitative analytical method used for identifying, categorising, and describing patterns or themes in 

the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Because the main goal of the qualitative part of this project was to 

gain a deeper understanding of multiple aspects of the experience of social awe, thematic analysis 

was seen as a suited analytical method as it allows to explore and describe the different emotion 

components in rich detail. The analysis was guided by a realist perspective aimed to answer 

specific, predefined research questions. Therefore, themes within the data were identified on a 

semantic, i.e. explicit, level. Based on the mixed inductive-deductive approach adopted in this 

study, the analysis was both guided by the predefined research questions and existing theories and 

research on awe which were also used in the development of the interview-guide, as well as novel 

patterns emerging from the data.  

 Interview Transcription. After data collection, the 11 semi-structured interviews were 

transcribed verbatim. According to Braun and Clark (2006), the transcription process is an 

“interpretative act” (p. 87) which should be used to deepen one’s understanding of the data at hand. 

This first phase of data preparation was therefore used to gain an initial understanding of the 

meanings and underlying themes embedded in the data. Based on Oliver, Serovich, and Mason’s 

 This part of the interviews was included for the purpose of collecting data for future research, as well as to help 2

interviewees to better relate to the kind of emotional experiences the interviews were focusing on. The data gathered 
based on interviewees’ accounts of nature related awe experiences were not included in the present analysis. 
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(2005) theoretical paper on transcription practices, it was decided to adopt a naturalised 

transcription approach, so that, next to articulated words, also idiosyncratic utterances, pauses, and 

sighs were transcribed. This approach was chosen in order to capture the meaning of respondents’ 

accounts in as much detail as possible, as it was deemed important to not only take the content of 

the interviewees’ reports into account but also the way in which they narrated their experiences and 

thoughts. The interviews were transcribed in the language in which they had been conducted (i.e. 

English or German). A number of quotes from the interviews administered in German that have 

been included in the Results section were subsequently translated into English by the author.   

 Coding System Development. The structure of the coding scheme was again based on a 

combined deductive and inductive approach. The deductive elements were informed by the 

theoretical and empirical literature on awe and grounded in a social functional approach. Therefore, 

next to awe literature, the analysis was also guided by Relational Models Theory (Fiske, 1991); 

specifically, the coding scheme contained a category termed “Authority ranking” which captured 

descriptions of a hierarchical ordering between the participant and an awe-inspiring person. The 

inductive elements, on the other hand, were based on themes emerging directly from the data. In 

order to identify inductive categories, the entire data set was examined closely by reading and 

rereading the entire set of interviews. In a final step, the coding scheme was presented to and 

discussed with a group of researchers specialising in social emotions (see Appendix III for the final 

version of the coding scheme). 

 Coding Procedure. Coding was carried out using NVivo 12, a software programme 

designed to organise and classify text-based, unstructured data. After importing the interview 

transcripts into NVivo, nodes were generated which corresponded to the categories defined in the 

coding scheme. In NVivo, nodes function as digital folders into which specific text excerpts can be 

organised. Each node, in turn, can contain a number of sub-nodes, which further differentiate and 

refine the themes. In the first phase of the coding, all interview transcripts were read through and 

relevant text excerpts were assigned to the node that best fitted its content. Hereby, transcripts were 

first parsed vertically, one by one, and then horizontally, so that interesting patterns could be 

compared across transcripts. Simultaneously to the coding, the coding scheme was revised if 

necessary, by creating new nodes for data excerpts that did not fit into any preexisting categories or 

by combining nodes that were very similar. Likewise, a number of categories which had been 

created deductively based on prior research, were deleted as they did not fit the patterns found in the 

present sample. This applied for example to the category “self-diminishment” which had initially 

been included based on prior findings that awe leads to feelings of smallness (e.g. Preston & Shin, 
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2017) but which did not occur in the accounts of participants. In the second phase, after all relevant 

data excerpts were coded, the analysis moved on to the collated extracts in search for overarching 

themes. For this, the text excerpts in all nodes were examined closely, individually and collectively, 

based on which initial themes were constructed. These themes were subsequently reviewed to 

ensure that they formed a good representation of both the collated extracts and the data set in its 

entirety. In the last step, final themes were defined, named, and subsequently visualised in a 

thematic map (see Appendix IV). 

Results 

 The thematic analysis of the interview transcripts resulted in the creation of five main 

themes and several connected sub-themes. Largely in line with the predefined categories of interest, 

the main themes were appraisals, connectedness, motivations and long-term effects, emotional 

experience, and bodily sensations (See Appendix V for an overview of the identified themes). 

 Before moving to the description of the different themes which emerged from the analysis, a 

number of situational characteristics will be outlined that were not part of the awe experience itself 

but formed the context that afforded the emotional experience. 

 Situational characteristics. The majority of participants recalled experiences that had taken 

place during a public event such as a concert, a church service, or a speech. Two interviewees 

reported having felt awe during semi-public events, namely a workshop and a seminar which were 

both held by an individual that they described as outstanding. Only one participant recalled a 

situation in which she had encountered an awe-inspiring person in private, without the presence of 

other people. Some participants also talked about situations in which they had watched videos of an 

awe-inspiring individual, in which the person had either given a speech or accomplished an 

exceptional performance, e.g. played the piano virtuously or lifted heavy weights. Although 

participants had been alone while watching these videos, all reported that there had been an 

audience or crowd of onlookers visible in the video recordings. Participants consistently reported 

that they had payed attention to the reaction of the audience and several interviewees stated that 

they had felt as if they were part of the audience even if they had not been physically present during 

the actual event. Thus, the majority of participants perceived the awe-eliciting situations as 

collective experiences, taking place in contexts in which participants had observed an awe-inspiring 

individual in (either real or metaphorical) unison with other people. In addition, a number of 

interviewees had specifically pointed out that the presence of other onlookers had enhanced the 

intensity and profoundness of their awe experience.  

 Theme 1: Social awe appraisals. One goal of the present analysis was to identify core 
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appraisals that foster the elicitation of awe in social contexts. Participants’ descriptions of the 

individuals who elicited awe were quite varied and ranged from attending a lecture of an 

intellectually excelling professor, over meeting an ingenious farmer in rural Ethiopia, to standing in 

awe of the virtues of the pope together with a large crowd of fellow believers. However, two core 

themes emerged from the analysis which were mentioned by nearly all participants who reported 

having felt awe in a social situation. Firstly, the feeling of awe was directed towards one specific 

individual to whom participants ascribed a number of attributes. Secondly, participants reported the 

appraisal of a hierarchy which placed the individual towards whom they felt awe above them.  

 Attributes of awe-inspiring individuals. The accounts of all interviewees who had 

experienced social awe focused on one particular person towards whom they had felt awe, hence 

not a group of several people during the same awe-event. Even if several people were part of a 

performance, such as during a concert, participants had consistently focused on a single person 

towards whom the feelings of awe were directed. The perceived superiority of the awe-inspiring 

individual eliciting feelings of awe was consistently contextualised in relation to specific attributes 

ascribed to the person which distinguished and elevated this particular individual relative to others. 

Most respondents reported seeing the person as someone who had achieved something 

extraordinary in their particular field of expertise, either through great dedication or special ability. 

Furthermore, agents were described as inspiring, often through representing values that were 

important to the participants. Connected to this, participants reported seeing the agent as a role 

model whose example they could follow: 

I: And did hearing his speech inspire you somehow? 
P: Yes, definitely. Just kind of this wanting to be the best version of myself. Yeah, so really inspiring. I 
know that I will not become president of course but I want to achieve… or maybe not achieve because 
that’s more on the ambitious side, but I just want to be nice and good, more like him. (male, 28 years 
old) 

 Another core attribute which was ascribed to the awe-inspiring individuals by the majority 

of participants was a sense of their humbleness relative to their extraordinary achievements. 

Interestingly, this perceived humbleness seemed to play an important role in legitimising the 

hierarchical relationship, making it easier for participants to acknowledge that the other person is 

somehow “better”: 

I: […] And then you said both of them were doing something that you could acknowledge. Kind of 
legitimately say that they are better? Is that correct? 
P: Yeah. [thinks] One thing I don’t like is when people, who might even be better, but they have this 
way about them of saying “I am better”. And then that turns me off so completely that I can’t admire 
them. But in both cases they are themselves, yeah you could say, humble. They’ve achieved a lot but 

!17



that’s not defining their relationship with others of how much better they are and then I’m glad to 

admit that they are better. (female, 70 years old) 

 Somewhat surprisingly, all awe-evoking individuals mentioned by the interviewees were 

men. One participant (female, 70), who had described two different instances of social awe pointed 

this out towards the end of her interview:  

P: Well, I think they have in common that [eh] they’re situations in which I had tremendous admiration 
and respect for the persons. Interestingly both men, he? No women [laughs]. I don’t really know why 

that is.  

 Social vastness and accommodation. Many participants described the abilities or 

accomplishments of the awe-inspiring individuals as great in magnitude or degree. Several also 

noted that they had felt awestruck because the person had a far-reaching influence on others or had 

been able to affect the lives of many people with his actions. These descriptions are in line with 

Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) definition of social vastness, which relates to the magnitude of a 

person’s social influence, accomplishments, or talents. A smaller number of participants also 

reported that the extent of the person’s accomplishments or abilities was astounding or “mind-

blowing”, which points to the perception of something that went beyond participants’ common 

frame of reference and thereby fits the definition of Keltner and Haidt’s second core element of awe 

- the need for accommodation. The account of one participant (female, 26 years old) illustrates both 

evaluations of vast social influence and the perception of astonishing achievements and abilities: 
P: In that moment, I mean I guess I had known it before, but [eh] in that moment I just really realised how 
tremendously resourceful and talented he was. And that he had been able to reach so many people, given 
a voice to so many people who felt like that this was the first time they were really heard and that his 
message of equality and dignity had inspired hope in so many people, realising that just took my breath 
away in that moment. And just that feeling of like “Wow! How can a single person achieve so 
much?”  (female, 26 years old) 

 Hierarchy/Authority ranking relationship. One common feature of the descriptions of the 

social awe experiences was that it centred around a person who was described as superior in relation 

to themselves either overall or within a specific domain. One respondent (female, age 70), for 

example, narrated two separate occasions on which she had been “awed” by individuals. Although 

the situations and the descriptions of the two individuals at their centre were quite different from 

each other, as one was an accomplished university professor and the other an innovative farmer, the 

relative superiority of those individuals in relation to herself were a salient feature of her appraisal:  
P: […] When professor A. was speaking, sort of having that feeling “Oh, I could never manage to do 
that”. Yeah? He is somewhere higher. But also this farmer, yeah, and other farmers, who, in areas where 
you realise, in their particular area, the kind of knowledge and experience that they have, they are simply 

!18



better. And you just have to accept that [laughs]. There are people that have particular capacities which 
are very valuable and [eh] are to be admired. 

 Theme 2: Connectedness. Another major theme that emerged in the analysis was the 

feeling of connectedness. This sense of connection was felt both on the level of the person towards 

whom feelings of awe were directed and in relation to other people who were present in the 

situation. In both cases, the feeling of connectedness was based on the perception of common 

values or beliefs. Several participants also reported that the connectedness with the awe-inspiring 

person was based on the fact that he represented or embodied these shared values and beliefs. 

Additionally, the feelings of connection with the awe-inspiring individual were often combined with 

a sense of identification with the person. Participants often referred to attributes that they shared 

with the awe-evoking person, such as similarities in age, social background, or profession, which 

provided a powerful path of identification: 

P: I feel like we share the same world view and mission in a way. He was kind of pointing out the path 
to follow. I felt a connection to his ideals and also I, I don’t know, kind of felt also that we were the 
same in a way, like he was quite young and came from a kind of modest background and just yeah but 
mostly based on his ideas and mission. (female, 26 years old) 

The connection with other people who were present in the situation was often evoked by the sense 

of collectively experiencing a special emotional moment. At the same time, participants described 

that they felt a connection to other people in the audience based on shared beliefs, values, or goals 

which were represented or embodied by the awe-inspiring individual. 

I: Can you explain what exactly made the moment so special? 
P: I think it was just this intense feeling of connection and fellowship in that moment. It was really a 
bond of people who believe in something common which was represented by the holy father.  
I: And was it also the awe of the Pope that connected you? 
P: Yes, definitely the awe of the Pope, of him as a person, everything about him, his speeches, his 
teachings, his past, and his altruistic activities. But also a sense of connection based on a sort of awe of 
the moment itself because everyone felt so close to God in that moment . (male, 22 years old) 3

One participant (28, male) who described seeing the inaugural speech of Barack Obama in 2007 

talked about feeling connected to people who were not physically present but who indirectly shared 

the moment with him through his awareness of the fact that millions of people were watching the 

same speech on television all over the world: 
P: I kind of felt part of a crowd as well. Cause I knew like the “crowd-crowd” was like the main crowd 
was making up the event as it was but then, thinking of myself as part of the huge crowd of people 
watching him from all over the world. So it was a connection to all the other people who were 
watching the speech on tv at that moment. It was really like a shared world moment, yeah. 

 Translated from German by the author.3
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 Theme 3: Motivations and Long-term Effects. Social sharing. All participants who had 

experienced social awe reported the motivation to talk about their awe experience with other 

people. Often, the intention of sharing their impressions and thoughts of the awe-experience was 

based on the wish to make the achievement or message of the awe-evoking individual known to 

others: 
P: […] I think part of my motivation comes from these kind of moments of [eh] seeing what amazing 
things this farmer has achieved with so little. And feeling that he should have more recognition. You 
can write articles, and books, and brochures, so they would be then shared with other farmers, and 
with researchers, and with people in schools, children and so forth, in the hopes that they also have 
admiration for what these people are doing. So I can do my little bit of [laughs] contributing to that, to 
sharing with the world what he and people like him have achieved. (female, 70 years old) 

For other respondents, the motivation of social sharing stemmed from the wish to experience the 

special moment together with others: 
P: I remember running out to my mum and making sure she was watching his performance as well. 
(male, 27 years old) 

 Approaching the agent. Another motivation that was mentioned by several participants was 

the wish to be physically close to the individual that evoked awe and to express their admiration: 
P: I really wanted to go up to him afterwards to shake his hand, and congratulate him, and speak with 
him, and so. But there were so many others that wanted to do that as well. And so that was a bit 
[thinks] we would just exchange a couple of words and then the next person was coming. It was quite 
a rush, but I did have a chance. (female, 66 years old) 

 Long-term effects: Pursuing a shared goal. Several respondents explained that the awe 

experience had influenced them in a long-lasting manner, which was often connected to the 

inspiring effect that the encounter with the person at the centre of the awe experience had had. 

Participants described that they felt motivated to do something similar to the individual who had 

evoked awe in them and to follow in the steps of this particular person. Interviewees also mentioned 

that they felt encouraged to work towards a goal that they felt was shared with the awe-evoking 

person: 
P: I think based on hearing his speech I felt motivated to achieve things, like personal ambition but 
mostly just this desire or wish to be good.  
I: And did it also motivate you to be active politically.  
P: Yeah, definitely. It was my last year of high school, so it made me want to study politics or political 
science and become maybe active in some political youth organisation. I joined the Red Cross half a 
year later mostly because of that experience. 
I: So was he a sort of example that you could think of? In a way, I want to follow him and do good? 
P: Yes, I wanted to [thinks] because, I remember in one of his books, it says a lot about volunteering, 
both what he volunteered for himself but also about all the people volunteering for him during his 
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campaign and yeah, so that I started volunteering was like, yeah, a long lasting effect.  
I: So it felt like following in his steps? 
P: Yeah, for me definitely. (male, 28 years old) 

Several participants reported that they encountered an awe-inspiring person who was working in a 

similar area as themselves and described that the awe experience reinforced their conviction that 

their own work was worthwhile: 

P: I think when you hear somebody like that talking about what you’re working on […]. You know, 
the kind of terms that he is using, the concepts that he is using, the emotions that are coming through 
in the way that he is talking about this, because he was so so dedicated, yeah, confirms that I’m on the 
right path. This is what I should be doing. (female, 66 years old) 

 Theme 4: Emotional Experience.  

 Labels. When describing their emotional experience, participants often referred to a strong 

sense of awe, admiration, and respect  to describe their feelings towards the awe-evoking 4

individual. For many participants, the experience of awe was accompanied by a number of other 

emotions, most of which were positive. The most commonly mentioned emotions were hope, joy, 

gratitude, and feelings of humbleness . This interviewee (female, 26 years old) mentioned a number 5

of commonly experienced emotions in her description: 

P: Really I felt respect for him and (thinks) Yes, just this huge admiration and respect, yeah. And I felt 
a lot of hope, I remember. It was really a good feeling of, yeah, hope and also crying because of the 
joy of being there and seeing him and also because of the courage he showed. 

Several participants also reported feeling humbled by the presence of an individual who has 

outstanding talents and has achieved extraordinarily much:  

P: Because you just realise that this person has such fantastic capacities. Natural but also, of course, 
the capacity to do a lot of hard work and convince others to also work together with him. So it’s a form 
of great admiration and a feeling of being humbled by what he has achieved. (female, 28 years old) 

 Valence. Consistent with previous research (e.g. Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007), the 

majority of participants experienced awe as a purely positive emotion. However, one participant 

(male, 22 years old) reported ambiguous feelings, describing a mix of positive and negative aspects 

of the emotional experience. The interviewee explained that these ambiguous feelings were due to a 

sense of the inevitable evanescence of the situation. This evoked a feeling of yearning in him which 

blended into the awe experience: 
I: And was this a purely positive experience for you? 
P: Yes, it was positive but not completely. There was also a sort of yearning because I knew that the 

 The participants who were interview in German labelled these emotions as Ehrfurcht, Bewunderung, and Respekt 4

respectively.

 German lexemes: Hoffnung, Freude, Dankbarkeit and Demut/Demütigkeit respectively.5
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moment couldn’t last forever. So it was a very strong feeling but not completely positive . 6

 Theme 5: Bodily Sensations. Prior research indicates that awe causes changes to people’s 

physiology (e.g. Chirico, Cipresso, & Gaggioli, 2016). Some participants found it difficult to 

spontaneously recall details of their bodily symptoms during the awe experience. This might have 

been due to the fact that the more fleeting nature of bodily changes made it harder for participants to 

recall their bodily sensations compared to the cognitive processes that accompanied the awe 

experience. However, after further inquiry from the interviewer, the majority of respondents 

reported having felt one or several of the following bodily sensations: Goosebumps and chills, 

increased heartbeat, physical immobility, a sharp intake of breath, the perception that time passed 

slower, and moist eyes or crying. 

Discussion 

 In this qualitative interview study, 11 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

participants from six different Western countries in either English or German. The aim of the 

qualitative analysis was to gain a deeper understanding of the experience of social awe, as well as to 

explore its elicitors, and bodily, motivational, and behavioural effects to inform the development of 

a state measure of social awe in Study 2. To explore the phenomenon of social awe in rich detail, a 

qualitative thematic analysis was conducted, which in part corroborated prior findings of awe in 

general and at the same time provided interesting novel insights into the experience of awe in social 

contexts specifically. The results of the analysis will be discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 Although participants were not informed that the topic of the interviews was about awe 

experiences in particular, all but one interviewee spontaneously described events that made them 

feel awe or strong respect for another individual, indicating that the prompt used in the present 

study was sufficient to instigate participants to recall awe related experiences. The only interviewee 

who did not talk about any awe-related events indicated upon inquiry of the interviewer that she 

could not recall having ever experienced awe in any context before.    

 The majority of awe-eliciting situations had in common that participants had described them 

as collective experiences in which the presence of other people had affected and often enhanced 

their feelings of awe. This is connected to the fact that most participants described having 

encountered an awe-inspiring individual during a public event, such as a concert, a large church 

service, or a political speech. Also those participants who had felt social awe while watching a 

video of a speech or an exceptional performance emphasised that they had been aware of the 

presence of other onlookers in the videos and had often felt as if they were somehow part of the 

 Translated from German by the author.6
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audience themselves. This point is particularly noteworthy because it diverges from findings 

obtained in prior studies on awe evoked in non-social contexts (e.g. Joye & Dewitte, 2016). There, 

participants had mostly been alone or, if in the company of others, their presence had not played a 

prominent role in the awe experience. These findings were used to inform the formulation of a 

prompt that could trigger the recall of social awe experiences in Study 2. 

 A surprising finding was that all awe-evoking individuals described by participants were 

men. Since the gender ratio in the present sample was relatively balanced (six females and five 

males participated) it can be ruled out that the focus on male individuals in participants’ accounts 

was due to gender bias. One explanation might be that many participants described situations in 

which they had either listened to a political speech, a university lecture, or a religious service, 

which are all domains in which women are still underrepresented, at least in higher or more 

powerful positions (Fox & Lawless, 2011; Penner & Willer, 2019). Therefore, it might simply have 

been more likely that participants would encounter a male awe-inspiring individual. 

 The thematic analysis resulted in the identification of a number of core appraisals. Firstly, 

the feelings of awe were directed towards a single outstanding individual to whom the respondents 

ascribed a number of specific attributes. These attributes ranged from exceptional intellectual and 

artistic abilities, over great strength, to moral virtue. Other participants were standing in awe based 

on the exceptional determination and accomplishments of a person. Another attribute that all awe-

inspiring persons had in common was that they were perceived as profoundly inspiring. Connected 

to this, participants reported seeing the individual as a role model whose example they could follow. 

Importantly, awe-inducing persons were mostly described as exceptional and outstanding in a 

domain that was important for the participant. The musical ability of a pianist, for example, inspired 

awe in an interviewee who is a musician himself, while the connotation of holiness and moral virtue 

of the pope evoked awe in an interviewee who is a devoted Christian.  

 Secondly, the present study found evidence for Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) assertion of the 

appraisal of social vastness and the need for accommodation as elements of social awe experiences. 

A number of participants emphasised that they perceived the abilities, accomplishments or social 

influence of the person as very great in magnitude or extent, which made them feel astounded or 

amazed. This indicates that they had perceived something out of the ordinary which required 

accommodation. 

 Thirdly, based on specific attributes of the awe-inspiring individual, participants reported 

that they perceived the person as superior to themselves and others. Thus, interviewees clearly 

described the appraisal of a hierarchical relationship, which placed the awe-inspiring individual 
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above them. This finding supports prior accounts on awe as an emotion that signals people’s place 

in a social hierarchy (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). In some cases this higher rank only applied to the 

specific domain in which the awe-evoking person excelled, while other participants stated that they 

perceived the person as an overall superior individual. Following Relational Models theory (Fiske, 

1991; 2004), the salience of this hierarchical ordering can be conceptualised as the appraisal of an 

authority ranking relationship. Thus, the accounts of the interviewees suggest that social awe was 

evoked by the appraisal of an authority ranking relationship between the participants and the 

superior awe-inspiring individual.  

 Moreover, many participants emphasised that they perceived the higher position of the awe-

inspiring person as justified or legitimate. Interestingly, the majority of participants connected this 

to the fact that they perceived the person as humble, which facilitated the acknowledgement of the 

person’s superiority. The findings concerning different attributes of the awe-inspiring individuals, as 

well as the role of the appraisal of an AR relationship, social vastness, and the need for 

accommodation as elicitors of social awe were further explored in Study 2. 

 Participants described two central motivational themes. Firstly, participants felt motivated to 

tell others about their experience and secondly, to approach the awe-inspiring person and to express 

their admiration. In addition, a number of participants reported that they felt motivated to share the 

message of the awe-inspiring individual with others to convince them to become supporters of the 

individual who had awed them. Furthermore, interviewees described a more long-term effect, which 

was that they felt encouraged to follow in the steps of the person and to pursue a shared goal. This 

often took the form of plans to start or continue on a specific career path, to become politically 

engaged, or to take up volunteering activities. In these cases, the awe-inspiring individual was often 

exemplary for what the participants wanted to achieve themselves (i.e. was a role model). 

 In contrast to prior research (e.g., Bai et al., 2017), the present study did not find evidence 

for feelings of smallness or self-diminishment. None of the participants described feeling 

insignificant due to encountering a superior individual, but many reported feeling personally 

empowered. The experience prompted participants to reflect upon their own lives and often 

reinforced already existing values and beliefs. This effect of social awe on the sense of self is 

similar to findings from Sundararajan’s (2002) conceptual analysis of religious awe. Rather than a 

diminishment in size of the self, she highlights accounts in which people described a form of self 

absorption similar to introspection through which they payed heightened attention to their affective 

and sensory experiences while at the same time feeling themselves become part of a larger whole. 

Thus overall, the present findings point more to a shift of the boundaries of the self which seemed 
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to be connected to larger entities while the personal concerns of participants were still prominent. 

This profound sense of connectedness was described by the majority of participants, which is 

largely in line with existing research on awe (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007). Participants 

consistently described feeling connected to both the awe-inspiring person and other people present 

in the situation. This can be connected to accounts on the evolution and functions of awe, which has 

been theorised to tie groups of people together in their shared admiration of an individual whom the 

group unanimously regards as a leader figure and who represents an important aspect of the group’s 

identity (Stellar et al., 2017). 

 Regarding the emotional experience of awe, the large majority of interviewees described 

their social awe experiences as purely positive, thereby supporting existing research (e.g., Yaden et 

al., 2019). The positivity of participants’ awe experiences is likely also linked to the fact that none 

of the interviewees described encountering an awe-inspiring individual whom they perceived as 

threatening in any way. Furthermore, most participants labelled their experience as awe, while some 

talked about strong respect and admiration. The experience of awe was often accompanied by 

feelings of hope, joy, and humbleness. These findings were integrated in the development of a scale 

in Study 2 which assessed different emotion labels associated with the experience of social awe.  

 Lastly, the present findings are largely in line with prior research on the physical correlates 

of awe (e.g. Chirico, Cipresso, & Gaggioli, 2016). In the present study the experience of awe was 

associated with goosebumps and chills, increased heartbeat, a sharp intake of breath, feelings of 

physical immobility, and altered time perception. In addition, a smaller number of participants 

reported that they had moist eyes or cried during the awe experience, which is a finding that has not 

featured in prior descriptions about physical awe sensations. Since the majority of studies 

investigating bodily sensations of awe have used non-social stimuli as elicitors, this might suggest 

that crying is a physical response that is distinctive for social awe. These different physical 

correlates of social awe, including moist eyes and crying, were further explored in Study 2 in which 

they formed the bases for the development of a bodily sensations scale. 

 Limitations. The current study had a number of limitations that should be addressed. Firstly, 

because the interviewer was neither fluent in Norwegian nor Swedish at the time of data collection, 

five out of the 11 interviews could not be conducted in the participants’ mother tongue. Although all 

participants were fluent in either English or German (which are the languages in which the 

interviews were conducted), it is possible that some participants were not able to describe their awe 

experiences in as much detail and depths as they could have if the interviews would have been 

conducted in their native language.  
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 Secondly, while not necessarily a limitation in the context of qualitative research, it is 

important to emphasise that the present sample was highly WEIRD (Henrich, Heine, & 

Norenzayan, 2010), hence it consisted solely of people from Western (mainly Northern-European) 

individualistic countries, which were highly educated. As cultural and socioeconomic factors 

influence a variety of cognitive and affective processes (Mesquita & Leu, 2007), the present 

findings have to be situated in the participants’ socio-cultural context and cannot be generalised to 

other more diverse populations. The fact that most participants came from democratic and 

egalitarian societies in which equality is an important cultural value, might be especially important 

in the context of social awe as a marker of people’s subordinate hierarchical position. This could 

explain why the perception of humbleness as an essential attribute of the awe-evoking individual 

was named so often by participants. In cultural contexts in which equality is highly valued, it might 

be important that higher standing individuals do not boast about being better than others as this 

would violate egalitarian cultural norms. In other cultural contexts in which social power 

differences are more prominent and accepted, the attribute of humbleness might not be as important 

to legitimise the hierarchical differences between the person feeling and the person inspiring awe. 

Furthermore, it is conceivable that the threatening connotation of social awe, while absent in the 

present investigation, might feature more prominently in other cultural contexts. Only a small 

number of studies has so far investigated awe outside of North-America and Western Europe. 

Future research should therefore investigate social awe in non-Western collectivistic countries.   

 Thirdly, the present study relied solely on retrospective accounts of awe experiences. 

Although the majority of participants were able to describe, different aspects of their experiences in 

rich detail, some interviewees said that it was difficult for them to recall bodily sensations linked to 

the experience of social awe. This is most likely due to the fact that physical sensations in response 

to emotional events are often fleeting. This might have been amplified by the fact that some 

participants reported events that had taken place relatively long in the past. In order to gain a more 

accurate picture of all components of the experience of social awe, future research should conduct 

interviews at sites where people are likely to feel social awe, such as concerts or at large politically 

rallies, and interview participants directly after the emotional experience has taken place possibly 

also combined with participant observation.     

Study 2: Scale Development 

 The aim of the current study was twofold: One objective was to develop and evaluate a 

new self-report measure, the Social Awe Scale (SAS), to investigate the psychological and bodily 

experience of social awe. To this end, the factor structure and internal consistency of the 
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subscales of the SAS were examined. The second aim was to explore whether the theorised 

components of social awe measured by the different subscales would form a unidimensional 

construct. For that purpose a second-order exploratory factor analysis was conducted. 

Furthermore, the scale’s association with dispositional admiration proneness, an emotion closely 

related to social awe (Algoe & Haidt, 2009; Keltner & Haidt, 2003), was investigated. 

Specifically, it was expected that the SAS subscales would have a positive relationship with 

dispositional admiration proneness, which would be evidence for the criterion validity of the 

SAS.  

Method 

 Measures. Item and scale development. The items included in the SAS were developed 

based on a mixed inductive and deductive approach. This meant that the themes which had 

emerged in the thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews in Study 1 were 

complemented with theoretical and empirical insights derived from scientific literature on awe, 

discussed in the introduction section, to create Likert-type items. The structure of the SAS was 

largely based on a component view of emotions and in part inspired by other contemporary 

emotion scales (e.g. see Zickfeld et al., 2019) which conceptualise emotion constructs as 

comprising of appraisals, motivations, bodily sensations, vernacular labels, and valence 

components. These different dimensions inherent in the experience of social awe were also 

supported by the accounts of participants in Study 1, so that the structure of the scale 

corresponded in large parts to that of the interview-guide that served as the basis for the semi-

structured interviews. This resulted in the construction of five subscales measuring appraisals, 

motivations, emotion labels, bodily sensations, and valence. 

 Prior to administering the study, the survey draft was reviewed by several emotion 

researchers who provided feedback regarding item content, comprehensiveness, and item 

wording for each of the subscales. Subsequently, the complete survey was discussed in a group 

meeting with the same panel of researchers. This resulted in the reformulation, as well as deletion 

and addition of a number of survey items. The resulting scale thus consisted of (1) an appraisal 

subscale comprising 19 items measuring evaluations concerning attributes of the social agent 

eliciting awe (e.g. “I observed someone who has outstanding talent”), appraisals of social 

vastness (e.g. “I was in the presence of someone who has great significance”), appraisals of an 

authority ranking relationship between the participant and the awe eliciting agent (e.g. “I felt I 

encountered someone who has accomplished more than I ever could”), as well as appraisals of 

the legitimate authority of the awe-evoking person (“The person deserves strong respect from 
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others”), feelings of connectedness with the social agent (e.g. “I felt a strong connection to the 

person”), as well as feelings of connectedness with other people potentially present in the 

situation (e.g. “I felt a strong connection to other people present in the situation”); (2) a 

motivation subscale consisting of six items measuring action tendencies in response to the 

emotional episode (e.g. “I wanted to approach the person”); (3) a labels sub-scale consisting of 

10 vernacular labels with which respondents may describe their emotional experience (e.g. “I 

was awed”; “I felt respect”); (4) a bodily sensations subscale consisting of nine items (e.g. “I 

had goosebumps”); and lastly a two-item valence subscale (“I had positive feelings”; “I had 

negative feelings”). The answer format of the items in each subscale used a Likert-type scale 

from 1 (“not at all”) to 7 (“a lot”). 

 Pilot test. A Qualtrics survey was constructed and pilot tested with 29 participants, seven 

men and 22 women, from the United Kingdom, who ranged in age from 20 to 67 years (M = 36, 

SD = 14). Participants were recruited through Prolific and received £ 2.5 for their participation. 

To verify that the prompt intended to elicit social awe actually triggered participants’ to recall an 

episode related to the experience of awe in social contexts, the contents of participants’ written 

accounts were reviewed. In addition, the mean score of the item “I was awed” from the labels 

subscale was calculated. The review of the episodes confirmed that the majority of participants’ 

written accounts were indeed about social awe events. Furthermore, results revealed a high mean 

score of the awe-item (M = 6.34, SD = .94). However, some of the episodes that participants 

recalled were more related to their relationship with a person they admired rather than a particular 

situation in which they had felt social awe. Based on these results, the instruction text for the 

social awe prompt was partly reformulated to increase clarity as well as to ensure that participants 

reported a specific episode during which they had felt awe rather than to describe their general 

relationship with another person whom they admire.  

 Admiration proneness. In order to measure dispositional admiration proneness, this study 

employed an adapted version of the awe subscale which is part of the Dispositional Positive 

Emotion Scale (DPES; Shiota, Keltner, & John, 2006). The scale has been modified by 

Sweetman et al. (2013) and has high internal consistency (α = .92). Sweetman and colleagues 

have adapted the original dispositional awe scale, which mainly concerns the proneness to 

experience non-social awe, in such a way that it applies to social stimuli. The adapted version of 

the scale comprises 12 items (e.g.“I seek out people that have exceptional ability“) which were 

rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (“not true”) to 7 (“very true”) (see Appendix VI for the complete 
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scale).  

   Participants. Two-hundred and twenty participants from the United Kingdom were 

recruited through Prolific and received £ 2.5 as a reward for their participation. Participants’ 

responses were excluded from further analysis if they took less than five minutes to complete the 

survey (n = 6), had more than 20% missing responses (n = 7), or did not write about an event 

related to social awe (n = 7) (i.e. the participant did not recall a specific situation in which he or 

she had experienced awe, strong admiration, or respect based on encountering, hearing, seeing, or 

reading about either a real or fictional person). This resulted in a final sample of 197 participants, 

144 women and 53 men, who ranged in age from 18 to 73 years (M = 34.2, SD = 12.9). All 

participants indicated that they were British nationals, whereby seven participants specifically 

identified as Scottish, four as Irish, three as Cornish, and three as Welsh.  

 Procedure. The survey was implemented in Qualtrics and participation took place online. 

First, participants were asked to read and sign an informed consent which included a section 

about the study’s procedure and general topic (see Appendix VII). Subsequently participants were 

presented with the following instructions: 

“Please take a few minutes to think about a particular situation in which you felt a strong emotion of 
respect, admiration, or awe for someone who you regard as superior to yourself in terms of 
achievements, abilities, virtue, talent, strength, or power. This could be someone who you saw in real 
life, on television, in a movie, etc. Please try to focus on one particular event in which you saw or 
encountered this person. Ideally, the situation should have taken place within the last 6 months (but it 
can also be longer ago if you cannot think of anything more recent). Now that you have chosen a 
SINGLE experience in which you felt intense respect, admiration, or awe for a person, please describe 
your experience in at least 150 words in the box below. Please try to describe the situation in as much 
detail as possible.” 

After describing the awe-inducing event, participants were asked to indicate how long ago the 

situation had taken place (“within the last week”; “within the last month”; within the last 6 

months”; “within the last year”; “longer than a year ago”), whether they had encountered the 

person in real-life or through media, and whether the person was real or a fictional character. 

Participants were further asked to indicate whether they had been alone with the person who had 

evoked the emotion or whether other people had been present. Subsequently participants filled in 

the SAS followed by the adapted version of the DPES. The subscales of the SAS were hereby 

presented in the same order for all participants, whereas the items in each of the sub-scales were 

presented in random order. Lastly, participants answered a number of demographic questions and 

where subsequently thanked and debriefed.   
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Results 

 The first aim of this study was to explore the factor structure and internal consistency of 

each of the SAS subscales. For this end, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were conducted for 

the appraisals, bodily sensations, motivations, and labels subscales. Furthermore, in order to 

establish whether the five hypothesised components of awe (namely appraisals, bodily sensations, 

motivations, labels, and valence) measured by the subscales of the SAS would all tap into the 

same underlying construct, i.e. social awe, a second-order EFA was conducted with the factors 

identified in the primary EFAs. Additionally, it was assessed whether the subscales would, as 

expected, be positively correlated with the admiration-proneness subscale of the DPES.  

 Characteristics of the awe-eliciting episodes. Regarding how long ago the awe events 

that participants had described had taken place it emerged that 17.6% indicated that the situation 

had occurred within the last week, 28.4% within the last month, 29.4% within the last 6 months, 

8.4% within the last year, and 16.2% of participants reported that the event had taken place more 

than one year ago. This indicates that the majority of responses were based on a relatively recent 

event. Moreover, 95% of respondents reported that the awe-eliciting agent had been a real person, 

while 5% indicated that the agent was a fictional character. When looking at the contexts in 

which participants had encountered the awe-eliciting individual it emerged that 65% of 

participants had seen the person in real-life and 30% through media. The remaining 5% reported 

that they had been told about an awe-inspiring person by others or had listened to podcast or 

radio programmes featuring the story of an extraordinary individual. Lastly, 76% of participants 

reported that other people had been present when they encountered the awe-evoking individual, 

while 24% of participants had been alone. 

 Descriptive statistics of scale items. In order to assess the amount of social awe evoked, 

and its range across participants, mean scores were calculated for each of the 46 scale-items 

(without the seven distractor-items) (see Appendix VIII for the complete list of means and 

standard deviations for the retained items in each of the five subscales). For the bodily sensations 

subscale, mean scores of all items ranged from 3.14 to 3.96; for the appraisal subscale, item 

means ranged from 4.45 to 6.30; item means in the motivations subscale ranged from 5.07 to 

5.90; in the labels subscale item means ranged from 5.09 to 6.46. Given that all scales ranged 

from 1 to 7, these numbers indicate a substantial amount of social awe, i.e. clearly above the 

midpoint, for emotion labels, appraisals and motivations for each participant. The two-item 

valence subscale had mean scores of 2.64 for the negative valence item and 6.49 for the positive 

valence item, indicating that participants had mostly positive feelings while experiencing awe.  
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 Exploratory factor analyses. Based on the relatively small sample size of 197 

participants, it was decided to conduct EFAs for each of the subscales separately, as a subject to 

item ratio of at least 10:1 (Osborne & Costello, 2004) could not have been achieved in an overall-

scale EFA with items of all subscales included. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, the 

conceptualisation of the emotion construct adopted in this study views emotions as consisting of 

appraisal, motivation, valence, label, and bodily sensation components which were reflected by 

the subscales of the SAS, so that a separate analysis of the different emotional subcomponents 

measured by the subscales was of theoretical interest. First, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) for 

each subscale were carried out separately. Subsequently a second-order EFA including all 

identified factors was conducted. It was decided to conduct all EFAs in the form of a minimum 

residuals (MINRES) extraction with oblique rotation (promax) since it was expected that both the 

items within each subscale, as well as the factors emerging from the first-order EFAs would 

represent different aspects of one underlying construct, namely social awe, and would therefore 

be intercorrelated. Based on Hinkin’s (1998) review on item retainment practices, it was decided 

to remove items with factor loadings < 0.40, as well items with cross-loadings >.40. 

Before proceeding to the EFAs, bivariate correlation matrices for the items in each 

subscale were created to check for multicollinearity (i.e. whether items were too highly 

correlated). Since the inter-item correlations between two pairs of items in the bodily sensations 

subscale (namely “I had goosebumps” and “I had chills”; “I had moist eyes” and “I cried”) 

were too high (>.90), it was decided to remove one of the items in each of the highly 

intercorrelated pairs before proceeding with the EFA. The high intercorrelations were likely due 

to the very similar content of the items in each pair. Since the item on goosebumps had a higher 

mean score than the item on chills, and the item “I had moist eyes” had a higher mean score as 

the item “I cried” it was decided to drop the items “I had chills” and “I cried”.  

 In order to assess whether the sample size was adequate to conduct EFAs, the Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy (KMO) was calculated for each subscale. The KMO 

values  for each of the subscales indicated that the present sample was adequate to conduct a 7

factor analysis. It was further tested whether the correlations between items in each of the sub-

scales were sufficiently large to carry out EFAs by conducting Barlett’s test of sphericity. Results 

 The KMO values for the four assessed subscales were the following: Bodily sensations = .76; Appraisal = .90; 7

Motivations =.75; Labels = .80.
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showed that Barlett’s test was significant for each of the four tested subscales.  8

 Bodily sensations scale. An EFA was conducted on the remaining seven items of the 

bodily sensations scale. The initial analysis of the eigenvalues revealed that only one component 

had an eigenvalue over Kaiser’s criterion of 1. Additionally, the scree plot unambiguously 

showed an inflexion at the first factor. Moreover, a parallel analysis (PA) was carried out. 

However, this analysis resulted in the extraction of too many factors, one of which contained only 

one item. Research suggests that when the correlation between potential factors increases to .50 

and the number of items in a scale is relatively low (<13), PA can result in an inaccurate number 

of factors (Yang & Xia, 2015). Based on this, the one-factor solution was chosen. As none of the 

item loadings were below .40, all items were kept at this stage of the analysis. Table 1 shows the 

factor loadings from the factor matrix . 9

Table 1  

Exploratory Factor Analyses of the Bodily Sensation Subscale: Factor Loadings from the Factor 

Matrix 

Note. N = 197, Extraction method: principal axis factoring, rotation method: Promax with Kaiser normalisation, 
Factor loadings > .40 appear in bold. 

  

Item Content Factor 1: General Bodily Sensations

I caught my breath .81

I inhaled sharply .80

My heart started beating faster .77

I had goosebumps .64

I felt immobile for a moment .63

Time seemed to slow down .60

I had moist eyes .52

Eigenvalue 3.3

% of Variance 55 %

Cronbach’s alpha .86

 The results of Barlett’s test of sphericity for the four assessed subscales were the following: 8

Bodily sensations = χ2 (28) = 1097.10, p < .001; Appraisal = χ2 (171) = 1710.99, p < .001; Motivations = χ2 (15) = 
421.82, p < .001; Labels = χ2 (45) = 758.07, p < .001.

 Since only one factor was extracted the solution could not be rotated.9
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 Appraisals scale. Next, an EFA for the 19 items of the appraisals subscale was conducted. 

The analysis of eigenvalues revealed three factors with values above Kaiser’s criterion of 1. 

However, examining the scree plot, it was found that the inflexions would both justify the 

retainment of two as well as three factors. Again, PA resulted in a very high number of factors 

and was therefore rejected. Based on the ambiguity of the scree plot and the fact that the total 

variance explained by the two first components was below 50% (Steiner, 1994), it was decided to 

retain three factors in the final analysis. Subsequently, the item loadings on each of the three 

factors were examined. Three items with loadings below .40 on any of the factors were identified, 

namely “The person is a true leader”, “The person is benevolent”, and “I observed someone who 

has outstanding talent”. Those items were then removed one by one in order of lowest to highest 

factor loading, re-running the analysis after each removed item. After the removal of the three 

items, the three retained factors cumulatively explained 58.1% of observed variance. After 

examining the content of the item-loadings in each of the factors, a “legitimate authority” factor 

consisting of six items, a “connectedness & identification” factor consisting of six items, and an 

“authority ranking” factor consisting of four items were identified. Table 2 shows the factor 

loadings after rotation from the pattern matrix of the three retained factors. Subsequently, a 

reliability analysis was conducted to test the internal consistency for the three factors. The 

analysis revealed that the “connectedness & identification”, “legitimate authority”, and “authority 

ranking” factors all showed a good reliability of α =.79, α = .81, and α =. 84 respectively. 

Table 2  

Exploratory Factor Analyses of the Appraisal Subscale: Factor Loadings from the Pattern Matrix 

Item Content Factor 1: Legitimacy Factor 2: Connection 
& Identity

Factor 3:  
Authority Ranking

The person deserves to be 
admired.

.87 -.26 .10

The person deserves strong 
respect from others.

.79 -.14 -.03

The person is someone I look 
up to.

.59 .30 .01

The person is someone who 
has achieved incredibly much.

.51 .29 .26

The person is humble. .47 .26 .12

The person is someone who 
has great significance.

.43 -.10 .23
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Note. N = 197, Extraction method: principal axis factoring, rotation method: Promax with Kaiser normalisation, Factor 

loadings > .40 appear in bold. 

 Motivations scale. An EFA was conducted on the six items of the motivation subscale. An 

initial analysis of eigenvalues showed that two factors had values over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and 

together explained 70.6% of the observed variance. An examination of the scree plot corroborated 

the two-factor solution. In this case, also the PA confirmed the two-factor solution. None of the 

item loadings were below .40. It has to be noted, however, that one item (“I wanted to express my 

admiration for the person”) had relatively high cross-loadings of .37 on the second factor 

(although still just below the criterion of .40). Since the present analysis was highly explorative 

and item reduction was not the first priority, the item was retained at this stage of the analysis. 

Examining the item content, a “following motivation” factor consisting of four items and a 

“sharing motivation” factor which was made up of two items were identified. Table 3 depicts the 

factor loadings after rotation from the pattern matrix of the two identified factors. Then the 

reliability of the two factors was calculated using Cronbach’s alpha. The results revealed 

I felt a strong connection to the 
person.

.11 .82 -.21

I share the world view of the 
person.

.04 .64 -.10

I felt part of something beyond 
myself.

-.21 .58 .27

I felt a strong connection to 
other people present in the 
situation.

-.20 .56 .13

The person represents 
something I believe in.

.12 .54 .06

The person is a role model for 
me.

.25 .43 .05

I perceived someone far above 
myself.

-.05 .11 .81

I felt I was in the presence of 
someone who has 
accomplished more than I ever 
could.

.15 -.14 .80

I felt I encountered someone 
greater than myself.

.24 -.01 .63

The person is morally superior. -.14 .38 .50

Eigenvalue 6.65 1.40 1.25

% of Variance 41.5% 8.7% 7.8%

Cronbach’s alpha .81 .79 .84
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acceptable levels of reliability for the “following motivation” factor, α = .76, and good reliability 

for the “sharing motivation” factor, α = .84. Additionally, the Spearman-Brown coefficient (=. 84) 

for the “sharing motivation” factor was calculated, which corroborated its good reliability. Based 

on the results, all items in the subscale were retained. 

Table 3  

Exploratory Factor Analyses of the Motivations Subscale: Factor Loadings from the Pattern 

Matrix

Note. N = 197, Extraction method: principal axis factoring, rotation method: Promax with Kaiser normalisation, Factor 
loadings > .40 appear in bold, a = Spearman-Brown coefficient. 

 Emotion labels scale. Lastly, an EFA was conducted on the 10 items of the emotion labels 

subscale. PA, again, resulted in too many factors, one of which consisted of only one item, and 

was therefore not considered. Examination of the eigenvalues showed that two factors had values 

over Kaiser’s criterion of 1. An examination of the scree plot corroborated the two-factor 

solution. Examining the individual item loadings, it was found that one item (“I felt intimidated”) 

loaded below .40 on both factors, so that it was decided to remove this item. After rerunning the 

analysis, all item loadings were above .40. After the second analysis, the two factors jointly 

explained 60.4% of observed variance. Based on item content, an “awe” factor and a “reverence” 

factor were identified. Table 4 depicts the factor loadings after rotation from the pattern matrix of 

the two identified factors. Subsequently, the reliability of the two factors was calculated using 

Items Motivations Subscale Factor 1 Following Motivation Factor 2 Sharing Motivation

I wanted to follow in the steps of 
the person

.80 -.13

I wanted to learn from the person .76 .04

I wanted to approach the person .62 .04

I wanted to express my 
admiration for the person

.43 .37

I was eager to tell my friends and 
family about the experience

-.12 .98

I felt like sharing the message of 
the person with others

.07 .77

Eigenvalue 3.02 1.20

Cumulative % 50 % 20.1%

Cronbach’s alpha .76 .84 (.84a)
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Cronbach’s alpha. The results revealed good levels of reliability for the “awe” factor, α = .84, and 

acceptable reliability for the “sharing motivation” factor, α = .74, which was corroborated by the 

Spearman-Brown coefficient (=. 74). Based on the results, all items in the subscale were retained. 

Table 4 

Exploratory Factor Analyses of the Emotion Labels Subscale: Factor Loadings from the Pattern 

Matrix 

Note. N = 197, Extraction method: principal axis factoring, rotation method: Promax with Kaiser normalisation, Factor 
loadings > .40 appear in bold, a = Spearman-Brown coefficient. 

  

 Valence. Since the valence subscale consisted only of two items, no EFA was conducted 

for this subscale. 

 Second-order EFA. In order to determine whether a set of items corresponds to a 

unidimensional construct, Gorsuch (1983) suggests to first extract obliquely rotated primary 

factors, and to subsequently conduct a second-order EFA with the identified factors to test for a 

higher-order factor. For this aim, the mean scores for each of the identified factors were 

calculated. These mean scores were then correlated with the scores of the positive and negative 

valence items. Table 5 shows the correlation matrix for the eight factors identified in the first-

order EFAs of the subscales and the two valence items. Since the majority of factors had 

moderate to high intercorrelations it was decided that a second-order EFA could be conducted 

(Gorsuch & Hao, 1993). However, because of the low correlations of the negative valence item, it 

Items Emotion Labels Sub-scale Factor 1 Awe Factor 2 Reverence

I was awed .85 -.14

I felt admiration .81 -.01

I was amazed .73 .02

I felt respect .72 -.10

I was impressed .68 .01

I felt humbled .60 .23

I felt inspired .56 .11

I felt deferential -.10 .81

I felt reverence .18 .64

Eigenvalue 4.15 1.28

Cumulative % 46 % 14 %

Cronbach’s alpha .84 .74  (.74 a)
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was decided to remove it from further analysis. 

 Next, the second-order EFA was conducted with the eight primary factors and the positive 

valence item. Barlett’s test of sphericity was significant, χ2 (36) = 705.87, p < .001, and the KMO 

= .85 was sufficiently high to carry out an EFA with the current sample. Based on PA, as well as 

the examination of the scree plot (see Appendix IX), and the eigenvalues, the results showed that 

all primary factors jointly formed one secondary factor (see table 6), which was in line with 

expectations. However, the bodily sensations factor had a relatively low factor loading <.40. 

Considering that the second-order factor explains less than 50% of observed variance, this might 

indicate that the bodily sensations factor is reflective of a different underlying construct than the 

remaining seven factors. 

Table 5 

Correlation Matrix for the Eight Identified Factors and the Valence Items 

 

Table 6 

Exploratory Factor Analyses of the Nine Identified Factors and the Positive Valence Item 

Factor/Item Second-order Factor Loadings

Labels: Awe .81

Appraisal: Connection & Identity .78

Appraisal: Legitimacy .77

Appraisal: Authority Ranking .70
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Note. *p < .05 (2-tailed); **p < .001 (2-tailed). 

Factor M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Legitimacy 6.07 .83 1

2. Connection & 
Identity 5.48 .99 .596** 1

3. Authority Ranking 5.14 1.35 .609** .509** 1

4. Following 
Motivation 5.35 1.30 .355** .561** .340** 1

5. Sharing Motivation 5.54 1.41 .507** .473** .365** .441** 1

6. Labels: Awe 5.92 .93 .676** .617** .576** .397** .577** 1

7. Labels: Reverence 3.73 1.72 .231** .156* .350** .226** .253** .368** 1

8. Bodily Sensations 3.58 1.55 .147* .282** .290** .119 .249** .356** .212* 1

9. Positive Valence 6.49 .83 .461** .525** .299** .306** .372** .565** .153* .115 1

10. Negative valence 2.14 1.47 -.010 -.108 .040 -.147* -.120 -.083 .093 .171 -.349** 1



Note. N = 197, Extraction method: principal axis factoring, rotation method: Promax with Kaiser normalisation, Factor 
loadings > .40 appear in bold. 

Descriptive statistics of the subscales. In order to assess the internal consistency of the 

subscales overall, reliability analyses were conducted for each of the subscales. The results 

showed good to very good reliabilities for the bodily sensations (α = .86), appraisals (α = .90), 

motivations (α = .80), and emotion labels (α = .82) scales. The mean scores and standard 

deviations for each of the subscales are depicted in Table 7.  

Criterion validity. In order to assess the association between the SAS subscales and the 

DPES, the mean scores for each of subscales were correlated with the mean score of the DPES 

(see Table 7). In line with expectations, the mean scores of all subscales had a significant positive 

correlation with the DPES mean score, which can be interpreted as evidence for the criterion 

validity of the SAS. The moderate correlations are likely attributable to the fact that the DPES is 

a trait measure while the SAS is designed as a state measure (Zagefska et al., 2005). 

Table 7 

Correlation Matrix for the Bodily Sensations, Appraisals, Motivations, and Labels Subscales, the 

Positive Valence Item, and the DPES 

Sharing Motivation .65

Positive valence .57

Following Motivation .55

Labels: Reverence .41

Bodily sensations .34

Eigenvalues 4.34

Cumulative % 48 %

M (SD) 5.30(.80)

M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.

1. Bodily Sensations 3.58 1.55 1

2. Appraisals 5.61 .88 0.29** 1

3. Motivations 5.45 1.15 0.23** 0.60** 1
4. Labels 5.44 .95 0.36** 0.70** 0.56** 1

5. Positive Valence 6.46 .83 0.12 0.49** 0.40** 0.49** 1

6. DPES 4.80 1.19 0.17* 0.38** 0.40** 0.46** 0.21** 1
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Note. *p < .05 (2-tailed); **p < .01 (2-tailed).



 Gender differences. To assess possible gender differences, an independent samples t-test 

was conducted. The results indicate that women had significantly higher total mean scores (M = 

5.0, SD = .80) than men (M = 4.6, SD = .60), t(195) = -2.10, p = 0.04, d = -0.33. However, the 

effect size points to a relatively small effect. 

Discussion  

 The current study’s main objective was to take the first steps in the development and 

evaluation a new self-report measure of social awe. Furthermore, the study aimed to explore 

whether the theorised components of social awe (i.e. appraisals, bodily sensations, motivations, 

emotion labels, and valence) measured by the different subscales would reflect the same 

underlying construct. To this end, the SAS was constructed based on findings obtained in the 

qualitative analysis in Study 1, as well as based on theoretical and empirical insights derived 

from the scientific literature. In order to investigate the factor structure and internal consistency 

of four of the five subscales of the SAS, EFAs were conducted for each of the subscales 

separately. It was found that the appraisals, motivations, and labels subscales were each 

represented by two to three intercorrelated factors, while the bodily sensations subscale formed a 

unidimensional construct. Both the retained factors in each of the subscales and the subscales 

overall had high reliability. Furthermore, each of the subscales were positively associated with 

the admiration proneness subscale of the DPES, which provides initial evidence for the construct 

validity of the SAS. After the analyses, the SAS now consists of 39 items in total, and five 

subsections measuring appraisals (16 items), bodily sensations (seven items), motivations (six 

items), positive valence (1 item), and emotion labels (nine items). 

 In line with findings in Study 1, it was found that the experience of social awe is 

chracterised by specific appraisal patterns which are subdivided into the legitimacy of the 

authority or superiority of the awe-inspiring individual, a sense of connectedness and 

identification with the awe-evoking person, as well as connectedness with other people and 

entities beyond the individual self, and the appraisal of a hierarchical ranking between the higher 

status individual evoking and the person experiencing social awe. In line with RMT (Fiske, 

1991), this hierarchy is conceptualised here as the salience of an authority ranking relationship. 

The items that formed the “authority ranking” factor all expressed a hierarchical ordering that 

placed the awe-evoking person in the superior position relative to the person experiencing social 

awe. The “legitimate authority” factor, on the other hand, consisted of items referring to the 

achievements or abilities of the awe-evoking person, the person’s deservingness to be admired 

and respected, as well as one item expressing social vastness. Interestingly, one of the items that 
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falls within the legitimate authority factor referred to the humbleness of the awe-inspiring 

individual, which corroborates findings from Study 1. The factor “connectedness and 

identification” suggests that feelings of connectedness with both the awe-inspiring person and 

other people are an important part of the experience of social awe. Furthermore, it was found that 

social awe is associated with motivations that were divided into the motivation to follow and 

approach the awe-inspiring individual, as well as to share the experience with other people. The 

labels that participants used to describe their emotional experience were divided into two distinct 

factors. Firstly, an “awe” factor which also included other awe-related labels such as admiration 

and respect, as well as amazement, an item which measured the failure to fully accommodate the 

experience. The latter finding lends some support for Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) theorisation of 

the need for accommodation as an element of awe. Secondly, a “reverence” factor emerged which 

consisted of reverence and deference. Interestingly, this “reverence” factor, had one of the highest 

positive correlations with the “authority ranking” factor, which might indicate that reverence and 

deference are linked to a sense of stronger subordination. Moreover, it was found that social awe 

is predominantly associated with positive affect and very little negative affect, which 

corroborates both findings from Study 1 and prior research on awe (e.g. Yaden et al., 2019). 

Lastly, the experience of social awe was associated with specific bodily sensations such as 

goosebumps, physical immobility, altered time perception, and crying, which again confirms 

findings of Study 1. However, it is noteworthy that the bodily sensations subscale had 

considerably lower mean scores than the other subscale. This was likely due to the design of the 

current study, which will be discussed below. 

 Moreover, the second-order EFA showed that seven out of the eight primary factors were 

clearly associated with a second-order factor, which can be interpreted as initial evidence for a 

common underlying construct that these factors reflect, i.e. social awe. Only the bodily sensations 

factor loaded badly onto this second-order factor. An explanation for this finding might be the 

design of the current study, in which participants were asked to recount social awe experiences 

retrospectively. Research has found that people tend to be comparatively bad at detecting their 

own bodily sensations, especially if they have to recall those sensations from memory (Robinson 

& Clore, 2002). It is therefore possible that it was more difficult for participants to recall specific 

bodily sensations than other components of the awe experience. This might explain why the 

bodily sensations factor had low associations with the other factors and subsequently loaded 

lower on the second-order factor. Therefore, in order to clarify the role of bodily sensations in the 

experience of social awe, future research should induce social awe in an experimental setting, for 
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example with videos, and assess physical sensations shortly after the emotional experience has 

taken place. 

 Another limitation of the current study is that the majority of participants were female. 

This is particularly relevant in the current study because it was found that female participants had 

significantly higher total scale mean scores than male participants. Although this effect was 

small, the gender imbalance in the current sample might have inflated the scale means somewhat, 

which weakens the generalisability of the present findings. Future studies should therefore assess 

the SAS in a more balanced sample. 

 Lastly, while not directly a limitation, it is important to point out that the current study 

represents only the first step in the development and assessment of the SAS. The SAS should 

therefore be administered in a different sample and the factor structure of the subscales and the 

measurement model overall should be validated through a confirmatory factor analysis technique 

such as structural equation modelling. This would also allow to gain more insights into the 

existence of a second-order latent variable that the majority of the first-order factors seem to reflect. 

Furthermore, since the SAS now consists of 39 items overall, the number of scale items should be 

further reduced to avoid respondent fatigue. 

General Discussion 

 The current thesis project employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design to 

explore the experience and consequences of social awe and to develop and assess a state-measure. 

Since no prior empirical research has specifically studied the experience of social awe, an important 

first step in the investigation was to gain deeper insights into this complex emotion with qualitative 

methods. The qualitative data obtained through thematic analysis of 11 semi-structured interviews 

in Study 1 allowed the exploration of social awe in rich detail and provided an informative 

overview of important elicitors and appraisals, as well as cognitive, motivational, affective, and 

physiological outcomes connected to social awe. The insights obtained in the qualitative analysis 

were then integrated in Study 2 to develop a quantitative state-measure, the Social Awe Scale, to 

explore social awe in a larger sample which allowed for greater generalisability. The resulting SAS 

consisted of five separate subscales measuring appraisals, motivations, emotion labels, valence, and 

bodily sensations of social awe. The factor structure of the SAS subscales were assessed through 

EFA and corresponded in large parts to the themes identified in Study 1. Furthermore, it was found 

that each of the subscales of the SAS were associated with a trait measure of admiration, an emotion 

of the awe family (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). The findings of Study 1 and Study 2 will be integrated 

and discussed in the following paragraphs. 
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 The present findings suggest that social awe is evoked by a number of specific appraisals. 

First, both the semi-structured interviews in Study 1 and the factor analysis in Study 2 provide 

evidence for the important role of the appraisal of a hierarchical ordering which places the person 

experiencing social awe in a subordinate position relative to an awe-inspiring individual. This 

supports prior accounts on awe as an emotional marker of an individual’s rank in a social hierarchy 

(Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Following Relational Models Theory (Fiske, 1991; 2004), this hierarchical 

ordering between the person experiencing and the person evoking social awe is conceptualised here 

in terms of an AR relationship. Prior research regarding the emotion of kama muta provides 

evidence for the assertion that different relational models are connected to distinct emotions which 

are evoked by and serve to reinforce different relationship modes (Fiske, 2004). The findings 

obtained in the present series of studies suggest that social awe is, at least in part, evoked by the 

salience of an AR relationship between the person experiencing and a higher status individual 

evoking social awe.  

 Second, the person who is experiencing social awe should be inclined to see the hierarchical 

difference as legitimate. Evidence for this proposition was found both in Study 1 and 2. 

Specifically, it was found that the superiority of the awe-inspiring individual was perceived as 

legitimate by the person experiencing awe based on the superior person’s abilities or achievements. 

In Study 1, the evaluation of superiority of the awe-inspiring individual was consistently 

contextualised in relation to extraordinary talent, achievements, or virtuous deeds ascribed to the 

person which distinguished and elevated this particular individual relative to others. This was 

corroborated in Study 2 in which a “legitimate authority” factor was identified, that contained items 

stating that the awe-inspiring person deserved admiration and respect and items relating to the 

person’s achievements and talents.  

 Third, in line with Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) theorisation about core elicitors of awe, the 

present series of studies found evidence that social awe is associated with the appraisal of social 

vastness. In their prototype approach to awe, Keltner and Haidt propose that social vastness is 

evoked by the perception of extraordinary ability, achievements, or fame. This was found in Study 

1, in which a number of participants related their awe-experience to the magnitude of abilities, 

accomplishments, or social influence of the awe-inspiring individual. In Study 2, an item measuring 

social vastness formed part of the legitimate authority factor. Thereby, the current series of studies 

was one of the first to provide empirical evidence for the association between awe and social 

vastness.  

 Finally, the present findings lend some support for Keltner and Haidt’s (2003) second 
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proposed core element of awe, the need for accommodation. In Study1, a number of participants 

reported that the encounter with the awe-inspiring person made them feel amazed or astonished, 

indicating that they had failed to assimilate the experience into existing mental schemas. In Study 2, 

an item assessing the need for accommodation (“I was amazed”) was included in the emotion 

labels subscale in which it formed part of the “awe” factor. This seems to indicate that the need for 

accommodation is part of the experience of social awe. However, the only other study which has 

investigated accommodation and awe in social contexts has failed to find this relationship (Schurtz 

et al., 2012). Since Study 2 assessed both accommodation and social vastness based on single items, 

the relation between social awe and these two core elements of awe proposed by Keltner and Haidt 

need to be more thoroughly assessed in future research. Overall, the present research was the first to 

identify and empirically assess a number of specific appraisals connected to social awe. However, 

because the present research was purely exploratory, the relationship between these different 

appraisal components relative to each other and their respective role in the elicitation of social awe 

is still unknown. Furthermore, in order to gain clearer insights about the causality and directionality 

of these appraisals, their relationship with social awe should be experimentally assessed in future 

research. 

 The present findings also suggest that the experience of social awe is associated with a 

strong sense of connectedness with other people and entities beyond the individual self. Based on 

findings in Study 1, in which connectedness to both the awe-inspiring person and other people 

emerged as a major theme, a number of items measuring connectedness were added to the 

appraisals subscale of the SAS. In the EFA of the scale, a “connectedness and identification” factor 

emerged, which corroborates the findings of Study 2. These findings are also in line with prior 

research on non-social awe which has found that feelings of oneness with entities beyond the 

individual self are a central feature of the emotion (Bai et al., 2017; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Shiota, 

Keltner, & Mossman, 2007). The findings of Study 1 suggest that the connection with other people 

was based on the sense of collectively experiencing a special emotional moment, as well as based 

on a shared admiration of an individual who represented an important aspect of the values or beliefs 

shared by the people present during the event. Connected to this, the results obtained in Study 1 

showed that social awe was most often evoked during a public event at which participants had seen 

an awe-inspiring person together with a crowd of other people. This was corroborated by findings in 

Study 2 in which the great majority of participants indicated that other people had been present 

when they observed an awe-inspiring person. This supports both conceptualisations of awe as a 

collective as well as a self-transcendent emotion which shifts individuals’ focus away from the self 
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towards a more collective identity (Bai et al., 2017; Stellar et al., 2017).  

 Similarly, the present research indicates that the experience of social awe is associated with 

strong feelings of identification and connectedness with the awe-inspiring person, often based on 

shared attributes (e.g. age or professional background), as well as values and beliefs which the awe-

inspiring person represents. This finding is particularly interesting because it points to an element 

that seems to differentiate social from non-social awe. While prior studies have found that the type 

of awe-eliciting stimulus can determine towards whom or what feelings of connectedness are 

directed (Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012), participants generally did not feel connected to the 

awe-evoking stimulus itself. An explanation for the present findings might be that in the case of 

social awe, the stimulus is per definition a social agent with which people can more easily identify 

than with an abstract idea or an inanimate object. In addition, Study 1 and 2 found that awe-

inspiring people tend to be appraised as role-models. This again can be connected to social 

functional accounts of social awe as an emotion that aids the formation of stable social hierarchies 

(Bai et al., 2017). Adopting this perspective, the sense of connectedness and identification towards 

an awe-inspiring person might make people more inclined to accept this specific person as a leader 

figure, because he or she represents values or beliefs that are important for the person’s or group’s 

identity. This in turn could strengthen people’s commitment and devotion. Importantly, because it 

was not possible to assess the directionality of the relationship between social awe and 

connectedness in the present studies, it is unclear whether connectedness is an appraisal 

contributing to the elicitation of social awe, or whether it is an outcome of the emotional 

experience. In prior studies on non-social awe (e.g. Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012), 

connectedness has usually been described as a consequence of awe. However, findings from Study 

1 suggest that many participants stood in awe of a person partly because they felt connected to and 

identified with this specific individual. Future research should therefore investigate social awe and 

feelings of connectedness in an experimental setting to clarify the directionality of the relationship. 

 Another characteristic of social awe found in both studies was its association with specific 

motivational patterns. In Study 1, the majority of participants reported the motivation to talk about 

their awe experience with other people, often friends and family members. This intention was 

frequently based on the wish to make the achievement or message of the awe-evoking individual 

known to others. Another core motivation that was found was participants’ wish to express their 

admiration to the awe-evoking person. Also, participants reported that they were motivated to 

pursue a goal that they felt was shared with the awe-evoking person. In these cases, the awe-

inspiring individual was often exemplary for what the participants wanted to achieve themselves 
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and thus felt motivated to follow in the steps of the person. Based on these findings, the SAS 

designed in Study 2 contained a motivations subscale which included items related to these 

motivational themes. Corroborating the findings of Study 1, the EFA in Study 2 revealed that the 

motivation items formed two separate but highly intercorrelated factors identified as the motivation 

to follow the awe-inspiring person and to share the experience with others. These findings add to 

the existing research on awe in that they show that social awe can lead to specific motivational 

outcomes. Furthermore, this finding lends some support to social functional accounts on awe, 

because orienting subordinate individuals’ attention to shared goals would help to stabilise social 

hierarchies. 

 Both Study 1 and Study 2 assessed how people label and describe the experience of social 

awe. Study 1 found that participants labelled their emotional experience most often as awe but also 

frequently used other emotion labels, mainly admiration and respect, to describe their experience. 

These emotion terms were subsequently added to the emotion labels scale in Study 2 and jointly 

formed a common “awe” factor. What these emotions have in common is that they are 

conceptualised as other-praising emotions which have the function to form and maintain social 

hierarchies (Henrich & Gil-White, 2001; Sweetman, Spears, Livingstone, & Manstead, 2013). It has 

therefore been theorised that admiration and respect overlap with awe (Keltner & Haidt, 2003) and 

research indicates that people tend to use the labels awe, respect, and admiration interchangeably 

(Li & Fischer, 2007). Keltner and Haidt (2003) suggest that awe can be differentiated from 

admiration based on the appraisal of social vastness or power. Findings in both Study 1 and Study 2 

suggest that social vastness was a common appraisal amongst participants. As the present findings 

indicate that social awe is associated with the appraisal of an authority ranking relationship, this 

might be another feature with which social awe could be identified and distinguished from other 

emotions independently of specific vernacular labels. In addition, many participants in Study 1 

mentioned that they felt humbled by the awe experience. An item measuring feelings of humbleness 

in Study 2 formed part of the “awe” factor. This is in line with prior research which has found that 

experimentally induced awe leads to increased feelings of humility (Stellar et al., 2018). Humility in 

turn has been associated with reduced self-enhancing and narcissistic tendencies (e.g. Kurman, & 

Sriram, 2002) and has therefore been described as an emotion that instigates people to submit their 

self-interests to those of the group (Stellar et al., 2018). This points to another pathway through 

which social awe might benefit collective interests and foster social cohesion and at the same time 

highlights the emotion’s far reaching personal effects. 

 Although the largest part of prior research on awe suggests that it is mainly associated with 
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positive valence, a number of other studies have found that awe can be both experienced as a 

positive and negative affective state (e.g. Gordon et al., 2016). Therefore, the present series of 

studies investigated both negative and positive instances of social awe. In Study 1, the positivity of 

participants’ social awe experiences was likely linked to the fact that none of the interviewees 

described encountering an awe-inspiring individual that they perceived as threatening. To test 

whether social awe experiences do include threatening connotations in a larger sample, the emotion 

labels subscale designed in Study 2 included the item “I felt intimidated”. However, because this 

item had very low mean scores and did not load highly on any factor, it was removed from the 

scale. Both Study 1 and Study thus found that social awe experiences are mainly perceived as 

positive and non-threatening.  

  Lastly, the present series of studies found evidence that social awe is related to specific 

bodily sensations. In Study 1, participants reported that the experience of social awe was 

accompanied by one or several of the following sensations: goosebumps and chills, a sharp intake 

of breath, increased heartbeat, physical immobility, altered time perception, and moist eyes or 

crying. Based on these findings, the sensations were included in the bodily sensations subscale of 

the SAS in Study 2 in which they formed one common factor. The majority of these bodily 

sensations had previously been associated with awe (Maruskin, Thrash, & Elliot, 2012; Schurtz et 

al., 2012). However, the present finding that crying co-occurs with social awe has not featured in 

prior research on non-social awe. This might suggest that crying is a physical response that is 

distinctive for social awe. An alternative explanation for this finding might be that the 

connectedness that participants felt to other people besides the awe-inspiring individual engenders a 

parallel kama muta experience, which evoked the tears. Because various studies have found that 

moist eyes and tears are a central physical marker of kama muta (e.g. Zickfeld & Schubert, 2018) 

and that kama muta is associated with increased feelings of closeness (Seibt, Schubert, Zickfeld, & 

Fiske, 2017), it is conceivable that participants felt kama muta towards other people who were 

present during the awe-event, which subsequently became blended in participants’ accounts of their 

social awe experience. To assess whether moist eyes and crying are really a bodily symptom 

associated with social awe, future research should evoke awe in a laboratory setting which allows 

for more experimental control and compare the bodily sensations of social awe with those of kama 

muta. Another important point which has to be mentioned here is that the bodily sensations are the 

emotion component for which the least compelling evidence was found in the present studies. 

Although the majority of participants in Study 1 reported that they had felt one or several of the 

sensations listed above, some commented that it was difficult for them to spontaneously recall their 
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physical reactions during the awe event. In Study 2, the bodily sensations scale had the lowest mean 

scores of all subscales in the SAS and had comparatively low correlations with the other subscales. 

An explanation for these findings might be that bodily sensations are relatively fleeting and 

therefore more difficult to detect through introspection (Robinson & Clore, 2002). This can be 

amplified if participants are asked to recall their bodily sensations concerning an emotional event 

that has taken place in the past. In order to find more conclusive evidence for the role of bodily 

sensations in the experience of social awe, future research should combine self-report with more 

objective psychophysiological measures such as skin conductance, heart and respiration rate. This 

latter point relates to the limitations of the present research which will be more closely discussed in 

the following paragraph. 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 The current series of studies had a number of limitations that should be pointed out. 

As alluded to above, the present findings are based on the recall of personal narratives of social awe 

experiences. Although emotion recall has been found to be effective in evoking awe in prior studies 

(e.g. Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007; Schurtz et al., 2012), this methodology is not without 

limitations. Specifically, emotion-recall can generate memories of the emotion state that differ from 

the original experience (Stone & Shiffman, 1994). Because emotion recall involves the 

reconstruction of the emotional experience, participants tend to rely more on heuristics and implicit 

theories which can lead to the retrieval of inaccurate information. Since awe is a complex emotion 

state with multiple experiential components, accurately remembering every aspect of the emotional 

event can be particularly difficult. However, since this was the first time social awe has been 

systematically studied, the exploratory mixed methods approach based on personal narratives 

adopted in this project was arguably a suited starting point to gain a broad overview over different 

experiential components of social awe.  

 The findings presented here can inform future research about elicitors and situational 

characteristics affording the experience of social awe and should be used to develop induction 

techniques that avoid the above mentioned problems of emotion recall. One particularly promising 

method of inducing awe which has received increasing attention in recent years is virtual reality 

(VR). While conventional 2D videos often result in low emotion intensities (Silvia, Fayn, Nusbaum, 

& Beaty, 2015), recent research has shown that VR can induce more intense feelings of awe 

(Chirico et al., 2017; Chirico, Ferrise, Cordella, & Gaggioli, 2018). This technique thus has the 

potential to evoke awe experiences in a controlled laboratory setting which enables researchers to 

carry out momentary emotion assessments. Based on the present finding that social awe was most 
!47



often evoked during public events in which people observed the outstanding performance of an 

awe-inspiring individual together with other people, immersive videos could be developed in which 

participants perceive themselves as part of a crowd while observing an extraordinary performance. 

However, the present findings also indicate that social awe might be more difficult to evoke in a 

controlled laboratory setting than non-social variants of awe. While awe in response to nature or 

large objects seems to be universally evoked by the appraisal of vastness, the present findings 

suggest that the evocation of social awe depends in parts on feelings of identification with the social 

awe stimulus (i.e. the awe-inspiring person) and is often tied to participants’ values and beliefs 

which are shared with or represented by the awe-evoking person. This might make it more difficult 

to create stimuli that evoke social awe across a large part of the population. For example, while a 

speech by Pope Francis might evoke strong feelings of social awe in a participant who is a Catholic 

Christian, a participant who is an atheist might feel considerably less social awe. Another alternative 

to emotion recall would be to carry out field studies at events that are likely to afford the experience 

of social awe, such as at a political rally or a large sports event. This would have the advantage that 

the people present at these events would presumably feel some affiliation with the potential awe-

eliciting person at the centre of the event which would make the induction of social awe more 

likely. At the same time, this would allow measures of social awe such as the SAS to be 

administered during or shortly after the awe experience has taken place. However, the 

generalisability of the results of such a study might be limited because of the inherent selection bias.  

 Another limitation of the present research is that the samples in both studies consisted 

entirely of Western, highly educated  participants, which might have shaped the present findings in 10

specific ways. Firstly, studies have found that people with lower socioeconomic status (SES) tend to 

experience awe more frequently than people higher in SES (Piff & Moskowitz, 2018). Given that 

the present findings suggest that social awe is felt by a lower towards a higher status individual, 

studying the prevalence of experiencing social awe in people with different SES backgrounds could 

provide intriguing insights into the functions of social awe in social collectives. 

 Secondly, the fact that most participants came from democratic, egalitarian societies in 

which power is distributed more evenly, might be especially important in the context of social awe 

as an emotion which potentially signals people’s subordinate hierarchical position. This is linked to 

cultural differences in the endorsement of dominance and prestige based social hierarchies. 

 Although no demographic data about participants’ education levels were assessed in Study 2, it is probable that the 10

majority of participants was highly educated because 75% of people who are registered at Prolific, the online platform 
through which participants were recruited, are either students or have completed a university education.
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Research suggests that both prestige and dominance are associated with higher social rank 

(Kuwabara, Yu, Lee, & Galinsky, 2016). However, dominance-based social rank is associated with 

more aggressive, intimidating, and threatening behaviour, while prestige-based rank is related to the 

attainment of culturally valued goals or the display of valued skills (Maner & Mead, 2010). 

Research further suggests that people in Western cultures tend to endorse prestige to coordinate and 

maintain social hierarchies (Li & Fischer, 2007) and that higher status in Western cultural contexts 

predicts decreased dominance of higher status individuals (Kuwabara, Yu, Lee, & Galinsky, 2016). 

Interestingly, both Study 1 and Study 2 found evidence for the role of humbleness attributed to the 

awe-inspiring individual in legitimising his or her superiority. Because a number of participants in 

Study 1 mentioned that their feelings of awe for a person was amplified by the person’s 

humbleness, this was integrated in the creation of the appraisals subscale in Study 2. In Study 2, it 

was found that perceived humbleness was part of the “legitimate authority” factor. Prior research 

suggests that prestige is related to feelings of humbleness in people with high social rank which in 

turn makes these individuals more well-liked than people high in dominance-based status (Cheng, 

Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, & Henrich, 2013). This is a further indication that the salient higher 

social rank of awe-inspiring individuals found in the present research was due to prestige rather 

than dominance. Based on the more threatening behaviour of dominant individuals, it is conceivable 

that social awe evoked by a dominant person would involve more negative affect than awe inspired 

by a person high in prestige. More ambiguous or even negative variants of social awe might 

therefore be more prevalent in collectivistic cultures where dominance-based hierarchies tend to be 

more prominent and socially accepted (Kuwabara, Yu, Lee, & Galinsky, 2016). Another cultural 

variable that might be linked to social awe is power distance which is defined as “the extent to 

which those in subordinate social rankings accept the rightness of their subordinate position” (p. 

112, Bond, Wan, Leung, & Giacalone, 1985). Research suggests that power distance is related to 

heightened respect and deference for formal authority figures and more dominance-based 

hierarchies (Basabe & Ros, 2005). Future research should therefore study social awe in non-

Western cultures and specifically in countries high in power-distance to investigate how different 

cultural values in general and dominance versus prestige based social hierarchies in particular affect 

the experience of social awe. 

 Lastly, the present findings can be used to further explore both the pro-social and the 

“darker” side of awe. Since social awe seems to redirect individuals’ focus towards more collective 

identities and motivates them to follow and defer to powerful, famous, or charismatic individuals, 

social awe could play an important role in the emergence of positive activism, as well as leadership 
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cults and populist or extremist movements. 

Conclusion 

 In sum, awe has been conceptualised as a social and collective emotion that likely evolved 

to aid individuals to form cohesive collectives and fold into stable social hierarchies. However, 

although awe has been described as “one of the hottest topics in contemporary psychology” (p. 3, 

Schneider, 2017), research on awe in social contexts is surprisingly scarce. The present series of 

studies attempted to take the first steps in the empirical investigation of social awe by 

systematically studying its elicitors, as well as its cognitive, motivational, affective, and 

physiological correlates. By employing a mixed methods approach, the present research adds a 

broad array of data to the growing body of awe research, partly corroborating prior findings on non-

social variants of awe as well as providing novel insights and perspectives on the experience of 

social awe specifically. The qualitative findings obtained through semi-structured interviews in 

Study 1 formed the starting point of the investigation and provided deeper insights into the emotion. 

The themes that had emerged in the qualitative analysis were integrated in Study 2 to design the 

SAS. Although the validation of the SAS has yet to be completed, the present findings provide 

initial evidence for the scale’s applicability as a useful tool for future research on social awe. 

Because the SAS assesses multiple components of social awe, it allows to explore different aspects 

of this complex emotion in greater detail. The present findings show that the study of social awe can 

provide useful new perspectives on how emotions shape social interactions and relations. Because 

just like the experience of awe itself, its potential implications for both individuals and collectives 

are vast and often profound. 
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Appendix I - Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Date of Interview

Participant Information and 

Consent to audio recording 

After having read the informed consent, do you have any questions about the 
interview or the handling of you data before we start? 
Is it ok if the interview is being audio recorded?

Intro First of all, thank you for your participation in this interview. I would like to ask you a 
number of questions about special emotional experiences in nature and social 
situations.

Demographic Questions First, I’d like to start with a couple of background questions. 
• How old are you? 
• Where are you from?  
• What is your current occupation

Part I: Awe in Nature 
Contexts

Can you describe the last time you’ve been out in nature? 
• Where were you? 
• What did you do? 

Now, can you tell me about a particular time, as recent as possible, when you 
encountered a natural scene that evoked strong emotions in you? 

• Can you describe how it made you feel? ➝ First, let participant talk freely. 
• Did you feel small, insignificant, humbled, inspired, threatened…? 
• Did time seem to pass slower?

Affective Experience • How would you label your emotional experience? How would you label the 
situation? 

• Were your feelings more positive, more negative, or both?

Appraisal/Cognitive aspects • Can you try to describe what made this experience so special?  
• What about the nature scene evoked these emotions in you? 
• Did you perceive your surroundings as vast? 
• Did you feel like something about the situation was hard to comprehend? 
• Can you describe the moment when you started to feel the emotion(s)? 
• Can you remember some of the thoughts that went through your head in the 

situation? 
• Did you feel connected to other people or nature? 
• Did you identify with the entity that evoked the emotions?

Motivations/Effects • Were you motivated to do anything specific after this experience? 
• Did you share your experience with someone afterwards 

• If yes, with whom? 

• How has this experience affected you in any way? 
• Did this experience have any long-term effects on you? 

* Summarize what participant has said before continuing with next set of questions 
(So, you just described…)

Bodily Sensations • Can you remember any bodily sensations that you had in this situation?  
* First, let interviewee freely describe. Then, ask for specific sensations that 
were not mentioned.  
• Did you have goosebumps 
• Did you have chills/shivers 
• Did you have a warm feeling  
• Did you feel paralyzed/immobile 
• Did your breath stop for a moment?

Part II: Social Awe Now, can you think of a social situation that was not related to nature in which you 
felt a similar emotion? (This could be during a concert, a sports event, a film, a 
speech… etc.)  
* If the interviewee has not talked about awe in nature/ describes a social situation in 
which he/she has felt another emotion, ask explicitly about awe
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Note. Text passages in italics marked with * are notes for the interviewer. 

Situational Characteristics • Please describe the situation in as much detail as possible? 
• Where did the situation take place? 
• When did it take place? 
• Where there other people present?

Affective Experience • Can you describe how you felt? ➝ First, let participant talk freely. 
• Did you feel small, insignificant, humbled, inspired, threatened…? 

• How would you label your emotional experience? 
• Were your feelings more positive, more negative, or both?

Appraisals/Cognitive aspects • Can you try to describe what made the experience so special?  
• Was there a specific person who made you feel the emotion? 

• If yes, what about the person was special? 
• Did you feel that the person was superior to you in any way? 

• If yes, why? 
• Can you describe the moment when you started to feel the emotion? 
• Can you remember some of the thoughts that went through your head in the 

situation? 
• Did you feel connected to other people or something beyond yourself? 
• Did you feel connected to someone specific? 
• Did you identify with the person?

Motivations • Were you motivated to do anything specific directly after this experience? 
• Did you share your experience with someone afterwards? 
• If yes, with whom? 

• Has this experience affected you in any way? 
• If yes, how? 
• Did this experience have any long-term effects on you?

Bodily Sensations • Can you remember any bodily sensations that you had in this situation?  
* First, let interviewee freely describe. Then, ask for specific sensations that were 
not mentioned.  
• Did you have goosebumps 
• Did you have chills/shivers 
• Did you have a warm feeling  
• Did you feel paralysed/immobile 
• Did your breath stop for a moment? 
• Did time seem to pass slower?

Follow up Can you think of another social situation in which you have experienced a similar 
emotion?  

* If participants describes two different social situations: 
Can you tell me what these situations have in common and how they differ? 

*Give a summary about the situation(s) that interviewee has described.

Ending the interview Is there anything you would like to add? 
How do you feel about the interview? 
Do you have any questions about the interview or the use of your data?

Post-interview tasks Write down impressions of how the interview went. 
e.g., if there were any aspects of the interview that were difficult for yourself or the 
interviewee; if anything in the surroundings was distracting, etc. 
Was there a good rapport with the interviewee? 
Note the impressions of the interviewee. 
e.g., did she/he find the interview meaningful, was it difficult for interviewee to recall 
events?  
Lastly, note down what should be improved in the next interview. 
e.g., try to be a more active listener, ask more follow-up questions in a specific area
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Appendix II - Informed Consent Study 1  

INFORMED CONSENT 

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH 

I would like to invite you to participate in a research project that explores special emotional experiences 
in different contexts, and their short- and long-term effects on motivations and behaviours. The study is 

conducted for the master’s thesis project of  Olivia Pich, a final year master’s candidate at the University 
of  Oslo. The study is jointly supervised by Dr. Thomas Schubert and Dr. Beate Seibt from the 

University of  Oslo. 

WHAT DOES THE STUDY ENTAIL? 

By means of  semi-structured interviews, I would like to gain a nuanced perspective on individual 

emotional experiences. The interview will take between 30 and 45 minutes. First, I will ask you a 
number of  background questions, followed by questions about emotional experiences in different 

situations. The interview will be audio recorded for further analysis. If  you experience any discomfort or 
distress during the interview, you may skip questions and decline to answer such questions. You can 

withdraw from the study at any point, for any reason. 

POTENTIAL RISKS AND BENEFITS FOR PARTICIPANTS 

Your participation in this study contributes towards a deeper understanding of  strong emotional 

experiences and their short- and long-term effects on motivations and behaviours. The research may 
benefit you by providing an opportunity for self-reflection, which might deepen your insights into 

specific emotional experiences you have had in the past. Depending on the memories that you are 
willing to share, the interview might trigger negative emotions due to recollection of  distressing 

experiences. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

The information provided in the interview will be kept confidential and will only be used for research 

purposes. The recording of  your interview will not be shared outside of  the institutions conducting this 
research. The interview will be audio-recorded in an encrypted format and later stored in a secure 

database at the University of  Oslo. This encrypted file will also have your name. The recording will be 
transcribed into text. After the transcription, and at the latest one year after recording, the audio 

recording will be deleted. The transcription would be coded and given a unique ID number to ensure 
anonymity. The transcription is thus not linked to your name. The transcripts would be kept securely in 

a secure data store in the University of  Oslo. In publications, your data will be combined with those of  
other participants. If  the publications contain verbatim quotes, they will be chosen in a way that they do 

not reveal your identity.  

RIGHT TO DECLINE OR WITHDRAW 

The participation in this study is completely voluntary. You can refuse to participate or freely withdraw 

from the study at any point. If  you withdraw during the interview, the recording will be immediately 
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deleted. If  you inform us later that you want to withdraw your consent, the recording and the transcript 

will be immediately deleted if  it still exists. 

In general, as long as you can be identified in the data, you have the right to  

• know which data are registered about you. 

• correct what data is registered about you.  

• have data about you deleted. 

• get a copy of  what data are registered about you.  

• complain to the Norwegian Data Protection Authority (datatilsynet.no).  

WHAT IS THE LEGAL BASIS OF OUR USE OF YOUR DATA? 

We process your data on the basis of  this consent form. 

RESEARCHER IDENTITY 

Kindly direct any further questions or doubts you may have about the study to the principal investigator, 
Olivia Pich. Contact information is given below.  

Olivia Pich 
Graduate Student 

Department of  Psychology 
University of  Oslo  

olivia.pich@psykologi.uio.no. 

If  you have any concerns about your rights as a research participant, have any further queries about the 

research project, or experience any distress related to the questions or topic of  this study, please contact 
Dr. Thomas Schubert at thomas.schubert@psykologi.uio.no. 

I understand the purpose of  the interview, the study policies and procedures as described above, and 

give my consent to participate in this study. I have had an opportunity to get answers to my doubts and 
questions, and I give my consent and agree to participating in this study with the condition of  

withdrawing at any time I want.  

Participant Signature:                                                                      Date: 
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Appendix III - Coding Scheme Social Awe 

Mother Nodes/Main Categories Child nodes 

S - Situations • SC - Concert 
• SS - Speech 
• SL - Lecture/Presentation 
• SR - Religious 
• SCon - Conversation 
• SO - Other

C - Context • CRL - Real life event 
• CNRL - Not real life 
• CNRLV - Video/film

E - Type of Event • EP - Public 
• ESP - Semi-privat (course/workshop) 
• EPR - Privat

P - Presence others • P1 - Yes 
• P2 - No

A - Appraisal • AH - Hierarchy/Authority ranking 
• AL - Legitimacy 
• AV - Vastness/ Social vastness 
• AA - Accommodation 
• AO - Other

Att - Attributes Social Agent • AttA - Ability/Talent 
• AttAch - Achievement 
• AttV - Virtue/Morality 
• AttD - Determination 
• AttS - Superiority  
• AttR - Role model 
• AttI - Inspiring 
• AttH - Humble 
• AttS - Shared attributes 

• AttSV - shared values/beliefs 
• AttD - shared demographics  

• AttO - Other

CI - Connectedness/ Identification • CIA - With social agent 
• CIO - With other people 

• CIOF - Family/friends 
• CIOP - People present during event 
• CIOI - People imagined present during event 

• CIB - With something beyond self 
• CIO - Specific other

L - Labels • LA - Awe 
• LAD - Admiration 
• LR - Respect 
• LI - Inspiration 
• LO - Other

CE - Co-emotions • CEH - Humbleness 
• CEHo - Hope 
• CEJ - Joy 
• CEO - Other

V - Valence • VP - Valence Positive 
• VA - Valence Ambiguous

M - Motivations • ME - Emulation/Be like agent 
• MA - Approach agent 
• MG - Pursue goal 
• MS - Social sharing 
• MO - Other
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BS - Bodily sensations • BSG - Goosebumps 
• BSC - Chills/shivers 
• BSH - Increased heartbeat 
• BSI - Immobility  
• BSB - Catch breath/Breath stops 
• BST - Tears/Moist eyes 
• BSO - Others
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Appendix IV - Thematic Map Study 1 

Figure 1. Thematic Map Depicting Main Themes and Corresponding Sub-Themes 
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Appendix V - Overview over Main Themes and Subthemes from the Thematic Analysis 

Table 8 

Cognitive, Affective, and Physical Aspects of the Experience of Social Awe: Main Themes and 

Corresponding Subthemes  

Cluster Themes and Descriptions

Cognitive Theme 1: Appraisals

Subtheme 1: Attributes of agent 
Great ability, devotion, virtue, accomplishments, humbleness, role model, 
inspiring

Subtheme 2:  
The appraisal of an authority ranking relationship in which the awe-inspiring 
person stands above

Subtheme 3: Social vastness and accommodation 
The person’s social, moral, political, or professional influence is seen as 
substantial 
The abilities, accomplishment, or influence of the awe-evoking person are seen 
as extraordinary or exceptional

Theme 2: Connectedness

Subtheme 1: With awe-inspiring person 
A deep sense of connection and identification with the awe-inspiring person 
based on common values, beliefs, or attributes

Subtheme 2: With other supporters 
A deep sense of connection with other people who are present in the situation 
or are seen as fellow supporters of the awe-inspiring person or the values and 
beliefs he represents

Theme 3: Motivations & Long-term Effects

Subtheme 1: Approaching the awe-inspiring person 
The wish to be physically close to or interact with the awe-inspiring person

Subtheme 2: Sharing experiences with other people  
The wish to tell others about the awe experience 
The wish to make the awe-inspiring person known to others

Subtheme 3: Pursuing shared goal 
Feeling encouraged to follow in the steps of the person and to work towards a 
goal that is shared with the awe-inspiring person

Affective Theme 4: Emotional Experience 

Subtheme 1: Labels 
Awe, admiration, respect 
Accompanying emotions: Humbleness, hope, joy, gratitude

Subtheme 2: Valence 
Positive, ambiguous
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Physiological Theme 5: Bodily Sensations 
Goosebumps and chills 
Increased heartbeat 
Physical immobility 
Altered time perception 
Moist eyes and crying
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Appendix VI - Admiration Proneness Scale 

Note. Likert scales, 1 = “not at all” to 7 = “a lot”. The order of items was randomised. 

Item Content

1 I often feel admiration 

2 I see excellence all around me 

3 I see excellence all around me

4 When I see someone performing well, I feel a powerful urge to admire them

5 I have many opportunities to witness skilled and talented people

6 I seek out people that have exceptional ability

7 I admire many people

8 I find it easy to admire others

9 I often notice the amazing things that other people have done

10 The degree of human ability often amazes me

11 I often feel bursts of admiration

12 On a typical day, others inspire admiration in me
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Appendix VII - Informed Consent Study 2 

 

Background and purpose

This is a request for you to participate in a research study that intends to investigate 

special emotional experiences in different social situations, and their short- and long-term 

effects on motivations and behaviours. Please note that you can only participate in this 

study once.  

This study is conducted by Olivia Pich, a final year master’s candidate at the University of 

Oslo. The study is jointly supervised by Dr. Thomas Schubert and Dr. Beate Seibt from the 

University of Oslo. You can contact Olivia Pich, olivia.pich@psykologi.uio.no, or Thomas 

Schubert, thomas.schubert@psykologi.uio.no for questions and comments.  

What does the study entail?

During the study you will be asked to describe a situation in which you felt strong respect, 

admiration, or awe for another person in at least 150 words. Afterwards you will be 

presented with a number of questions about your feelings and thoughts regarding the 

situation you described, as well as a number of more general questions about yourself.  

Potential advantages and disadvantages

Your participation in this study contributes towards a deeper understanding of strong 

emotional experiences and their short- and long-term effects on motivations and 

behaviours. The research may benefit you by providing an opportunity for self-reflection, 

which might deepen your insights into specific emotional experiences you have had in the 

past. There are no known disadvantages. 

What will happen to the information about you?

The samples and data that are registered about you will only be used in accordance with 

the purpose of the study as described above. All the data and samples will be processed 

without name, ID number, or other directly recognisable type of information. It will not be 

possible to identify you in the results of the study when these are published.

Voluntary participation 
Participation in the study is voluntary. You can withdraw your consent to participate in the 

study at any time and without stating any particular reason. This will not have any 

consequences for your further treatment. If you wish to participate, indicate your consent 

below before proceeding. If you agree to participate at this time, you may later on withdraw 

your consent without your treatment being affected in any way. If you later on wish to 

withdraw your consent or have questions concerning the study, you may contact Olivia 

Pich, olivia.pich@psykologi.uio.no, or Thomas Schubert, thomas.schubert@psykologi.uio. 
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Privacy

Information that is retained about you is only the answer you give in the questionnaire. No 

identifiable information, such as IP address, will be saved.

 Releasing material and data to other parties

Your answers are merged with the answers of the other participants in a large database; 

your answers cannot be traced back to you. This database might be shared with other 

researchers, which is recommended best practice in any psychological research. 

Right to access and right to delete your data and samples

If you agree to participate in the study, you are entitled to have access to what information 

is registered about you. You are further entitled to correct any mistakes in the information 

we have registered.   

Funding and the role of University of Oslo

The study is funded by research grants from the Department of Psychology at the 

University of Oslo, Norway. 

Information about the outcome of the study

You are entitled to receive information about the outcome/result of the study. Please 

contact the research team to do so. At the end of the study, we will inform you about the 

scientific rational for it. 
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Appendix VIII Descriptive Statistics of the Five Subscales of the SAS  

Table 9 

Summary Statistics for the Bodily Sensations Subscale 

Table 10 

Summary Statistics for the Appraisals Subscale 

Item Content M SD Skewness Kurtosis

My heart started beating faster. 3.96 2.035 -.887 -1.250

I had moist eyes. 3.86 2.190 .390 -1.449

I had goosebumps. 3.65 2.139 1.265 -1.350

Time seemed to slow down. 3.61 2.004 .730 -1.322

I inhaled sharply. 3.42 2.028 .214 -1.285

I caught my breath. 3.39 1.944 .282 -1.075

I felt immobile for a moment 3.14 2.065 .517 -1.111

Item Content M SD Skew Kurtosis

The person deserves strong 
respect from others.

6.30 .972 -1.541 2.384

The person deserves to be 
admired.

6.29 1.036 -1.799 4.203

The person is someone I look up 
to.

6.12 1.127 -1.236 .749

The person is someone who has 
achieved incredibly much.

6.12 1.135 -1.312 1.563

The person is a role model for me. 6.04 1.151 -1.114 .655

The person represents something I 
believe in.

5.93 1.152 -1.124 1.320

The person is humble. 5.88 1.294 -1.207 .904

I observed someone who has 
outstanding talent.

5.74 1.377 -.850 -.163

I felt a strong connection to the 
person.

5.59 1.421 -.915 .253
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Table 11 

Summary Statistics for the Motivations Subscale 

Table 12 

Summary Statistics for the Emotion Labels Subscale 

I felt I encountered someone 
greater than myself.

5.54 1.472 -1.073 .841

I felt I was in the presence of 
someone who has accomplished 
more than I ever could.

5.30 1.749 -.805 -.394

I perceived someone far above 
myself.

5.28 1.601 -.926 .326

I share the world view of the 
person.

5.24 1.417 -.712 .266

I felt a strong connection to other 
people present in the situation.

5.02 1.75 -.64 -.508

I felt part of something beyond 
myself.

4.95 1.667 -.595 -.359

The person is morally superior. 4.45 1.759 -.260 -.678

Item Content N M SD Skewness Kurtosis

I wanted to express my 
admiration for the person.

197 5.90 1.331 -1.409 1.778

I wanted to learn from the 
person.

197 5.76 1.329 -1.084 .763

I felt like sharing the message 
of the person with others.

197 5.43 1.712 -1.112 .413

I was eager to tell my friends 
or family about the experience.

197 5.29 1.950 -1.005 -.219

I wanted to follow in the steps 
of the person.

197 5.24 1.642 -.796 -.112

I wanted to approach the 
person.

197 5.07 1.836 -.810 -.296

Item Content N M SD Skew Kurtosis

I was awed. 197 6.46 .860 -1.801 6.928
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Table 13 

Summary Statistics for the Valence Subscale 

I felt respect. 197 6.43 .948 -1.963 4.083

I was impressed. 197 6.24 1.089 -1.744 3.552

I felt inspired. 197 5.84 1.338 -1.391 2.137

I felt admiration. 197 5.82 1.455 -1.204 .688

I was amazed. 197 5.58 1.542 -.972 .268

I felt humbled. 197 5.09 1.709 -.701 -.247

I felt reverence. 197 4.01 2.009 -.95 -1.119

I felt deferential. 197 3.46 1.869 .235 -.954

Item Content N M SD Skew Kurtosis

I had positive feelings. 197 6.50 .83 -1.701 2.319

I had negative feelings. 197 2.14 1.50 -1.502 2.011
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Appendix XI - Scree Plot Second Order Exploratory Factor Analysis 

Figure 2. Scree plot of the second-order exploratory factor analysis
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