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ABSTRACT 

The aim of the present thesis is to test a model of urban legend transmission by 

examining patterns of transmission, the interpersonal functions of transmission, and the 

role of affect. Urban legends are virulent and persist despite efforts to prevent, cease, or 

reduce their transmission. The thesis reviews existing explanations for urban legend 

transmission before presenting the current model to be tested. The model in the present 

thesis incorporates core social motives (Fiske, 2000, 2004), conversational pragmatics 

(Grice, 1975), and rationality of purpose (Evans, Over, & Manktelow, 1993) to examine 

the transmission process within the social context. The model proposes that urban 

legends are transmitted for the purpose of achieving core social motives such as 

belonging, by increasing social bonding and affiliation between known others. The 

model draws on rationality of purpose and conversational pragmatics to help explain the 

unusual behaviour of the teller (transmitting implausible stories as though they are true) 

and receiver (failing to question the plausibility of the legend) respectively, in the 

transmission process. 

Chapter 2 presents Study 1, which aimed to examine the primary motivation for 

transmitting an urban legend (meeting core social motives), the optimal social distance 

for transmission, the role of affect, and the likelihood of transmission of an urban 

legend when compared to a vivid and neutral story. Study 1 found a clear pattern of 

transmission of urban legends to particular characters, with close friends the most 

preferred receivers followed by acquaintances and then strangers. The legend was rated 

as more likely to be transmitted to the close friend than were the vivid or neutral stories; 

the legend was rated as equally likely to be transmitted to the acquaintance as was the 

vivid story, but the legend was rated as more likely to be transmitted to the acquaintance 

than was the neutral story. There were no differences in the rated likelihood of 

transmission between stories for the stranger. Further, the presence of negative affect 
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alone did not predict the likelihood of transmission. The legend was rated as the least 

believable story and the most likely to be told to the close friend (over the vivid story 

which was a more plausible account of danger), suggesting that warning others is not 

the primary motivation for transmission.  

Chapter 3 presents Study 2, in which the legend type was changed, using a fear 

based legend rather than the disgust based legend used in Study 1. However, the 

findings from Study 2 were generally consistent with Study 1. The main difference was 

that Study 2 found that the legend was rated the most likely story to be told to all 

characters, followed by the vivid, then the neutral, stories.  

Chapter 4 presents the qualitative information relating to the reasons for legend 

transmission obtained from Studies 1 and 2. Coding the open-ended responses provided 

valuable information about specific motivations of transmission that could be measured. 

This chapter outlines how the materials for Study 3 were developed.  

Chapter 5 presents Study 3, which aimed to test specific motivations of 

transmission based on the relationship the teller has with the receiver, and legend type. 

This study found that motivations of transmission such as gauging the other person’s 

reaction, sharing their own reaction, and the story being disturbing, shocking, or 

alarming were rated highly across all three characters. These motivations may be 

consistent with a social sharing of emotion explanation. This explanation suggests that 

people share emotional events with others because the sharing experience brings about 

interpersonal benefits such as the strengthening of social bonds and the improvement of 

interpersonal relationships (Zech & Rime, 2005). A teller sharing an urban legend and 

expressing their reaction to it or encouraging the receiver to share his or her own 

reaction, may lead to a positive social sharing experience, which may be beneficial for 

relationship maintenance. The diffuse transmission of legends and their spread across 

social networks may be explained by the receivers’ engaging in secondary social 
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sharing. Urban legend transmission becoming a form of social sharing in an interaction, 

would be beneficial in meeting core social motives, such as belonging, by developing 

and enhancing affiliation and social bonds. 

Chapter 6 presents the main findings and implications and the directions for 

future research. Overall, there was support for some aspects of the model. There was 

some support for the hypothesis that the motivation for transmission is the need to meet 

core social motives by enhancing affiliation and strengthening social bonds. This 

finding also supports the rationality of purpose component of the model which suggests 

that if people are meeting goals through transmission, then their behaviour is in fact 

rational. There was also support for the hypothesis that the presence of negative affect 

alone is not sufficient motivation for transmission. There was no support in any of the 

studies for the hypothesis that acquaintances would be preferred targets for 

transmission. The current thesis did not examine transmission from the receiver’s 

perspective and this would be a useful direction for future research.  

The pattern of transmission was clearly established in this thesis and it is clear 

that interpersonal relationships have an important role in urban legend transmission. It is 

hoped that future research examines further the functions and consequences of urban 

legend transmission to understand the role of transmission in the social context and 

ultimately to prevent the negative outcomes that can be associated with constant 

recirculation of these legends.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Affect, Interpersonal Relationships, and Urban Legend Transmission 

Social psychologists frequently examine the interactions and behaviour of 

individuals in the context of social groups. The development and transmission of urban 

legends is particularly interesting in this context. The rapid nature of their transmission 

and the apparent difficulty of fully suppressing urban legends has resulted in 

misinformation, overreaction, and unnecessary panic and fear. In the past, urban legends 

have flourished in both print media and direct social interaction. More recently, the 

Internet has presented a multitude of examples of legends and of their 

misrepresentations as accurate accounts of actual events. Legends have been rereleased 

in updated form after significant, disturbing events such as violent crimes or the terrorist 

attacks in the USA on September 11, 2001. However, the legends also appear to flourish 

in times of stability in which there is an apparent lack of an external trigger. The reasons 

for the transmission of these legends and the functions they may serve for individuals 

and social groups are still unexplained. Lay explanations for urban legend transmission 

have focused on the individual’s motivations and reasons for transmitting. As urban 

legends are so virulent, there is a need to understand what functions they serve for 

individuals in society and why they are transmitted. 

Overview of the Introduction 

This section provides an overview of the main sections of the introduction 

chapter and the main arguments contained within this chapter. 

Defining Urban Legends 

The introduction begins by defining urban legends through outlining the 

structure of an urban legend, the process of transmission, and the negative consequences 

of transmission. This section highlights that there is a need to have a clear 



 
 

 

2 

understanding of the functions of urban legend transmission and that despite this need 

minimal psychological research examining urban legends has been conducted.  

Examining Existing Accounts: Rumour Accounts and Warning Accounts 

An examination of existing accounts that are applied to urban legend 

transmission including rumour accounts and warning accounts is presented. The rumour 

section outlines rumour theories, which have changed over time from the classic 

experimental studies conducted by Allport and Postman (1947) to research outlining the 

sense making function of rumours (Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; Bordia & Rosnow, 1998; 

DiFonzo & Bordia, 1997, 2007). More recent research on rumours has outlined 

additional motivations for rumour transmission with a more social orientation (Bordia & 

DiFonzo, 2005). It is outlined that while there has been some very informative research 

conducted on rumour transmission, rumours and urban legends are significantly 

different from each other (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007). A comparison between rumours 

and legends that highlights clear differences between the two is presented. The 

differences between rumours and legends indicate that explanations of rumour 

transmission cannot adequately explain the functions of urban legend transmission. 

The section that follows outlines some of the existing accounts of the purpose of 

urban legends. Specifically, it examines the accounts that suggest that urban legends are 

transmitted to pass on warnings and rationalise fears that arise from living in a 

complicated social world (Best & Horiuchi, 1985; Seal, 1995). These societal warning 

accounts (Best & Horiuchi, 1985; Seal, 1995) do not adequately explain people’s need 

to transmit urban legends to warn others or to express social strain when transmitting 

reports of actual events would also meet these purposes. These accounts focus primarily 

on content related issues surrounding the message that is being passed on (the 

information in the message or the story itself) rather than process related aspects of 

transmission.  
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As urban legend transmission typically involves a social interaction, an account 

explaining the functions of urban legend transmission needs to examine the impact of 

the relationship between teller and receiver and the social context on the transmission 

process. Urban legends have entertainment value and hold the listener’s attention. 

Further, urban legend’s vividness, in addition to capturing the receiver’s attention at the 

time of transmission, makes the story quite memorable. A comprehensive explanation 

of the patterns and functions of urban legend transmission would need to take into 

account these social factors. The warning accounts section outlines the inadequacy of 

warning based explanations for urban legends in explaining these process aspects of 

transmission. 

Content and Process Explanations that may Explain Transmission: Persuasion 

The need for an explanation that takes into account both content and process is 

then outlined, with a specific focus on dual-process persuasive models. These models 

are introduced as they examine both content and process issues in communication 

(Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1996), which is particularly relevant for 

urban legend transmission. The dual-process models have not been examined in the 

context of urban legends. While these models overcome the issues that arise from 

examining urban legends from a content basis only, they fail to adequately explain 

aspects that are key to urban legend transmission. Dual-process models suggest that 

there are such factors as messages that are biased, contain weak arguments, or are 

personally relevant to the receiver that are associated with increased use of a central or 

systematic processing route (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1996; Petty, 

Wegener & Fabrigar, 1997). Urban legends typically contain these factors as they are 

almost always about personally relevant issues, one sided in presentation, and use too-

good-to-be-true arguments. The fact that urban legends are typically accepted suggests 

that receivers do not engage in systematic processing, or their analysis does not result in 
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them rejecting the legend. The actual plausibility and believability of the legend do not 

appear to impact on whether the legend is transmitted and this would not be the case if 

the receiver was processing according to the central route. This section highlights that 

while the dual-process models can be applied to urban legends by accounting for both 

content and process, they do not explain the receiver’s failure to reject the legend on the 

basis of systematic processing. The teller-receiver relationship plays an important role, 

other than the simple communication of the content of the story, in the transmission of 

urban legends.  This suggests that the transmission of urban legends may have social 

functions that need to be examined rather than focusing on individual perspectives. 

Accordingly, the following section discusses recent research conducted on urban legend 

transmission which examines potential social functions for urban legends. 

Recent Empirical Research Examining the Social Functions of Urban Legends 

In this section the most recent empirically based account put forward to explain 

the functions of urban legends is examined. The emotional selection account suggests 

that urban legends persist based on two key functions: emotional consumption (people 

enjoy consuming emotions) and social bonding (people bond with others sharing the 

same emotion) (Heath, Bell, & Sternberg, 2001). This approach suggests that urban 

legends persist because they elicit strong emotions which people enjoy consuming and 

because they evoke similar emotions across people and people want to bond with others 

who are experiencing the same emotion. This approach also emphasises the role of 

affect in urban legend transmission. While this new research does offer some new 

insights into possible explanations for the reasons urban legends are transmitted, the 

studies did not examine social interaction, which appears to be an important part of the 

transmission process. Further, while the approach outlines that people enjoy being with 

others who are experiencing the same emotion (social bonding) and that this enhances 

the interaction in some way, how and why this enhancement occurs is not explained.  
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Examining Urban Legends from a Social Perspective: Theories Included in the Current 

Model 

Following a critique of the emotional selection account the introduction then 

shifts to introducing other areas of research that will be drawn on in the current model. 

These areas include core social motives (Fiske, 2000, 2004), conversational pragmatics 

(Grice, 1975), and rationality (Evans, Over, & Manktelow, 1993), which are 

incorporated into the model tested in this thesis. By incorporating these areas into the 

current model, the influence of social context on the transmission of urban legends is 

examined.  

As there is a social and interaction element to urban legend transmission, the 

transmission process can be viewed in the context of being driven by core social 

motives (Fiske, 2000, 2004). That is, one of the functions of urban legend transmission 

is to meet core social motives (such as belonging) through the interaction. Having a 

positive interaction with a known other by sharing the legend and any affect related to it 

allows the teller and receiver to bond and increase affiliation, thus potentially meeting 

the need for belongingness.  

As urban legends are transmitted during conversation that occurs during social 

interaction, it is important to understand how urban legend transmission corresponds to 

conversational pragmatics (Grice, 1975). This section outlines that though urban legend 

transmission involves the teller violating or flouting some of the maxims of 

conversation, if the teller appears to be adhering to the cooperative principle, then the 

receiver will reconcile the apparent violations (Grice, 1975). Conversational pragmatics 

helps explain the receiver’s behaviour and continued interaction with the teller, despite 

the teller violating some maxims when transmitting the story.  

While conversational pragmatics provides a sound basis for understanding the 

behaviour of the receiver of an urban legend, the rationality of the teller’s behaviour is 
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not clear. The introduction of rationality of purpose highlights that the teller’s behaviour 

can be considered rational when viewing rationality from a broader perspective (Evans 

et al., 1993). That is, the teller’s behaviour is not rational when viewed from a 

traditional view of rationality, rationality of process (using formal logic), but can be 

considered rational when viewed from rationality of purpose (reasoning in such a way 

as to allow a person to meet their goals) (Evans et al., 1993). 

Current Thesis: A Model of Urban Legend Transmission and Predictions 

The model being tested in the current thesis incorporates core social motives, 

conversational pragmatics, and rationality of purpose to propose a model of urban 

legend transmission that examines the transmission process within the social context. 

The model proposes that urban legends are transmitted for the purpose of achieving core 

social motives such as belonging by bonding and increasing affiliation between known 

others. The model also suggests that rationality of purpose and conversational 

pragmatics help to explain the unusual behaviour of the teller (transmitting the legend as 

though it is a true story that happened to someone distantly connected to them) and 

receiver (often failing to question the plausibility of the legend) respectively, in the 

transmission process.  

Lastly, the model suggests that there is an optimal social distance for 

transmission. It is proposed that individuals in a close relationship have less need to 

increase affiliation and bond through the exchange of the legend as this can be achieved 

through other more suitable shared experiences. In contrast, there is a preexisting 

relationship with acquaintances or socially distant friends but there is also room for an 

increase in affiliation and bonding and less opportunity for other shared experiences 

with these people than with close friends. 

The final section outlines the predictions that will be tested. This thesis involves 

testing the model using three consecutive studies. The hypotheses presented in this 
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section will be tested in Study 1, with the hypotheses for Studies 2 and 3 being 

presented later in their respective chapters. The results from each study will inform the 

design of subsequent studies, with hypotheses revised as appropriate. 
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Urban Legends: Definition 

Urban legends are a form of folklore that contains specific elements (see Table 1 

for features of urban legends) that make them significantly different from yarns, 

rumours, and gossip. Urban legends vary from these other forms in the content, the 

format, the way they are transmitted, and the reasons for transmission. Urban legends 

usually consist of an unsuspecting character who is wronged by a foreign or evil person 

often masquerading as a normal or good person, in an odd and surprising twist. For 

example, in the story of the Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker (Brunvand, 1999) (see Table 2 for 

other examples of legends) an old woman (apparently benign person) asks a younger 

woman for assistance and a lift to the bus stop. The younger woman (unsuspecting 

character) notices the old woman strangely has very hairy arms. Deciding this is of 

concern, the younger woman raises the alarm. Consequently, the police find a rope and 

knife in the old woman’s bag that was left on the backseat when she fled (twist: the 

strange old woman was a man with the intent to kidnap and to kill). 
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Table 1 
 
Features of Urban Legends 

Structure 

An unsuspecting character (usually the protagonist) encounters an apparently benign but 
really evil person 

Explicit annotations that the story is true 

May or may not include identifying contextual details (e.g., specific locations, names, 
dates) 

Vivid details that arouse strong affective responses (e.g., food contaminated with bodily 
substances such as semen or HIV infected blood) 

The details are conveniently placed to reach the conclusion, giving the legend a too-
good-to-be-true quality 

Bizarre, sting-in-the-tail endings 

 

Transmission 

Predominantly transmitted through word of mouth 

Teller claims to be connected distantly to the protagonist (e.g., it happened to a friend of 
a friend) 

Usually to known others (e.g., close friends, friends in social group, acquaintances, 
colleagues) 
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Table 2 

Examples of Urban Legends 

 
Hold the Mayo 
A young, health conscious university student went into her local take away shop and 
ordered a chicken sandwich without mayonnaise. As she bit into her sandwich she 
tasted a strange sauce on the chicken so she looked at the area of the sandwich that she 
took a bite of and discovered a creamy looking sauce. She immediately returned to the 
counter and demanded a refund pointing out that she specifically requested that the 
sandwich was made without mayonnaise. The sandwich-maker insisted that the 
sandwich was made without mayonnaise and took the sandwich off the young woman 
so he could examine it. As the sandwich-maker opened the sandwich, the pair 
discovered a tumour in the chicken that was oozing pus-like fluid. The woman realized 
that as she bit into the sandwich she pierced the tumour and the pus exploded 
throughout her sandwich (Mikkelson & Mikkelson, 1997). 
 
 
Instant Noodles Kill 
I was chatting in the lunchroom with a fellow colleague who told me that his nephew’s 
friend had been staying in the US for the past few years. This friend had a daily ritual of 
eating instant noodles in the cup because he always awoke late and had no time to 
prepare anything else. After a year of this routine, he slowly began to experience 
stomach cramping and pains and presented to his doctor to investigate the cause of these 
stomach problems. After some investigation, the young man’s doctor found that he had 
a thick layer of wax on his stomach lining. They connected the build up of wax to his 
new eating habits and established that the edible layer of wax that is contained in the 
noodle cups had been accumulating in his stomach as his body was unable to break it 
down. The doctor informed the young man that the only way to remove the wax was to 
undergo surgery and that without this surgery he would continue to suffer from stomach 
complaints. The young man died during the surgery as a result of complications that 
arose when removing the wax. If you eat instant noodles, please remove them from the 
cup and place into a ceramic or glass bowl before adding the hot water otherwise you 
are risking your health (Mikkelson & Mikkelson, 2000). 
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Urban legends always have the explicit annotation that the story is true. Usually 

the story is reported to have occurred to someone distantly connected to the teller which 

gives the story greater credibility and makes it appear legitimate as the receiver has no 

reason to suspect that the teller would give them false information. Despite these links 

to the teller, the stories usually lack identifying contextual information such as names, 

dates, and specific locations, which would aid in the story being verified or refuted. The 

stories usually contain vivid details, such as food being contaminated by bodily fluids or 

foreign objects, or graphic violent acts such as people being decapitated or children 

being mutilated, that arouse strong affective reactions. In these instances the affect 

evoked may be disgust, revulsion, or horror whereas other stories may evoke affect such 

as pity (e.g., stories involving a dying child’s wish for cards to be sent so they can make 

the world record for most get well cards received). The stories are typically constructed 

in a way that leads to a bizarre, sting-in-the-tail ending, where finally all the details that 

were given in the story come together to reach a final surprising conclusion.   

Despite urban legends lacking details that would aid in the story being verified 

or refuted, they contain other key details. Details are provided in the stories that make 

the stories relevant for the group in which the story is being transmitted (e.g., names of 

franchises relevant to the local area, alluding to being in the general geographic 

vicinity). Further, the stories are told in many different cultures and countries all over 

the world (Stine, 1999). The legends are adapted so that they are relevant to those the 

legend is currently being transmitted to, and the protagonist/good person/victim in the 

story is usually described as similar to the particular group transmitting the legend, with 

the evil person/business typically considered to be outside the group. For example, in 

the legend about a gang castrating a child as a form of gang initiation, when told in 

predominantly Caucasian circles the gang is said to be African American, whereas when 

the legend is being told amongst African Americans the gang or villain is typically said 
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to be white or Mexican (Brunvand, 1987). The legends also adapt over time, evolving to 

fit current circumstances and changes in technology, with the underlying message or 

core themes in the legend staying the same.  

Ethnographic reports (Brunvand, 1987; Fernback, 2003; Llewellyn, 1996; 

Radford, 1999; Scott, 1996; Seal, 1995) suggest that urban legends are typically 

transmitted via word of mouth between known others, often acquaintances or friends. 

With Internet access becoming more accessible and an increasingly relied upon form of 

communication, urban legends are also being transmitted through this medium. Urban 

legends that are transmitted via email or Internet chat rooms and discussion boards still 

retain many of the elements they contain when transmitted orally (Fernback, 2003; 

Kibby, 2005). These elements include the format being a narrative, having a 

conversational tone, and having details that link to the teller which lends the story a 

sense of authenticity and makes it seem more legitimate (Fernback, 2003).  

Although urban legend transmission may seem fairly innocuous, transmission 

and constant recirculation can actually have serious consequences. Some legends result 

in loss of income for businesses and organisations which can lead to job loss and even 

business closure. Legends are frequently circulated about food based businesses such as   

restaurants, fast food outlets and specific food manufacturers. The frequent spread of 

legends, and their transmission across a wide range of people and cultures, may reflect 

the important role that food plays in many cultures. Food legends exacerbate fears that 

consumers have about the unknown (Kibby, 2005). Fears about food contamination, 

food handling practices, and unusual ingredients that may lead to illness or death are 

usually represented in food legends. Food legends often refer to warnings about 

particular products or organisations. The spread of food legends that refer to or 

implicate specific businesses may result in people avoiding particular franchises or 

businesses (Fernback, 2003; Llewellyn, 1996). Legends that create negative 
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associations for particular organisations can damage the image of businesses. This 

damage may be difficult for smaller businesses to overcome (Fernback, 2003).  

Legends that are fear based such as those involving violent attacks on adults or 

children, abductions, and the transmission of HIV may cause moral panics and 

unnecessary fear (Donovan, 2002; Radford, 1999). There have also been concerns about 

unprovoked retaliatory attacks due to misinformation occurring during surges of legend 

transmission (Radford, 1999; United States Information Agency, 1996). For example, 

after the spread of a legend about children being abducted to be harvested for black 

market organs in Guatemala, westerners were attacked and seriously injured after being 

accused of attempting to abduct children and infants (“Foreigners Attacked”, 1994; 

Radford, 1999; United States Information Agency, 1996).  

Organ snatching legends can have very detrimental effects particularly in 

relation to reducing the number of people willing to donate organs, creating a negative 

perception of the transplant and medical community, and increasing fear and mistrust of 

practitioners and medical practice (United Network for Organ Sharing, 1999). The fears 

arising from these legends can indirectly lead to death when there are reductions in the 

number of willing donors who may have otherwise saved people who are awaiting 

transplants. Legends that stipulate that children or adults are having their organs stolen 

by medical personnel whilst receiving medical treatment for other complaints can lead 

to reluctance to seek essential medical attention for illness or injury.  

Irrespective of the fact that legends are false by definition, when people act as 

though the story is true the consequences are the same as if the story were actually true. 

Further, attempts to debunk the legends through pointing out the logical flaws and lack 

of evidence have minimal effect. Popular discourse suggests that some people 

vehemently defend the legends and react very strongly when receivers question the 

veracity of the legends or point out the logical flaws (Brunvand, 1999; McKenna, 1998; 
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Murray, 2007). Legends typically have numerous logical flaws. For example, there are 

numerous difficulties with organ harvesting that are ignored in the legend about 

harvesting kidneys (Radford, 1999; United Network for Organ Sharing, 1999).  

Removing organs for transplants requires complicated medical equipment and a 

large surgical and recovery team, with the surgery itself taking numerous hours to 

complete (Radford, 1999; United Network for Organ Sharing, 1999). Further, the 

compatibility tests on blood and tissue type to ensure that the donor and recipient match 

are complicated and need to be done in advance (Radford, 1999; United States 

Information Agency, 1996). The story typically indicates that the victim is selected 

while at a bar, drugged and then taken to a hotel room where surgery is done quickly, 

with the patient surviving. Given the delicate nature of identifying an appropriate match, 

complicated surgery, the need for complex medical equipment, and the need for 

harvested organs to be kept in a completely sterile environment to be viable for 

transplant, the story is not plausible and is flawed in logic. Without an appropriate blood 

and tissue match and the organs being harvested safely there would be no gain by the 

perpetrators in the story.  

Statements by official sources to refute the legends also have minimal impact on 

preventing, reducing, or ceasing transmission. Further, media coverage, whether this 

consists of apparent belief or attempts to discredit the legends, aid in their transmission. 

Regardless of the direction of the media attention, the attention itself keeps the story in 

circulation and allows the story to flourish (Donovan, 2002; Llewellyn, 1996). 

Despite the potential dangers associated with urban legend transmission, their 

virulence, and the inability to prevent, reduce, or cease their transmission there has been 

minimal empirical research conducted on this particular type of folklore. A coherent, 

theoretical explanation of the reasons for transmitting urban legends has not been 

established by researchers. The current thesis aims to examine urban legend 
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transmission from a social psychological perspective. More specifically, the current 

thesis aims to test a model of urban legend transmission by examining patterns of 

transmission (the optimal social distance for transmission), the interpersonal functions 

of transmission, and the role of affect.  

Rumours: The Pursuit of Information 

Although there is minimal psychological research that examines urban legends 

specifically, there is a significant body of psychological research on rumours. Rumour 

research is quite varied and different explanations have been proposed over time from 

the early serial transmission procedure used by Allport and Postman (1947) to the recent 

sense making explanation of rumours (Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; DiFonzo & Bordia, 

1997, 2000). This section highlights some of the different functions researchers have 

proposed as well as potential consequences of rumour transmission. Lastly, a 

comparison between rumours and urban legends is provided to highlight that rumours 

and urban legends are significantly different. This comparison outlines that while there 

has been significant and informative research conducted on rumours, these theories, 

while valuable in explaining rumour transmission, do not adequately explain the 

functions of urban legend transmission.  

Rumours are a type of communication that involve a teller transmitting topical, 

unverified, and usually relevant information to another person. Allport and Postman 

(1947) conducted what were considered classic experimental studies on rumours and 

their transmission. They defined rumour as a “specific (or topical) proposition for 

belief, passed along from person to person, usually by word of mouth, without secure 

standards of evidence being present” (p. ix). 

Allport and Postman (1947) outlined three basic processes that may distort the 

message, including reducing the amount of details in the story (levelling), highlighting 

particular details (sharpening), and changing details to make the story make sense or fit 
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together more clearly (assimilation). Allport and Postman (1947) found that as the story 

progressed along the chain it became shorter, through these processes. These findings 

were replicated by Higham (1951). In contrast to this, studies of naturally occurring 

rumours have not found levelling and sharpening consistent with Allport and Postman’s 

work and found that some rumours are actually extended (Rosnow & Fine, 1976) or 

undergo minimal or no change (Prasad, 1935). The research conducted by Allport and 

Postman used a serial transmission procedure, which limited the results being 

generalised. In this procedure the participants were instructed to repeat the information 

they heard accurately and they were not able to interact or converse with one another. 

This process is quite different from what might be expected if the rumour was being 

passed in a dyad or in a group where people are free to respond to what they have heard. 

Despite potential problems in generalising the findings, Allport and Postman (1947) 

made a significant contribution to the study of rumours by identifying factors in rumour 

transmission that remain important in current research. These factors include personal 

relevance and ambiguity. Allport and Postman (1947) proposed that for a rumour to 

persist it must be important or personally relevant to those involved in the transmission 

process and that the event or situation being referred to must be ambiguous. 

Prior to the work of Allport and Postman an Indian researcher called Prasad 

(1935, 1950) conducted some key research on rumours. Prasad examined rumours 

following a natural disaster and proposed some key conditions involved in the rumour 

process. These include an environment or situation that triggers emotional instability 

such as the arousal of fear and anxiety; that is unusual or unexpected; that has 

unverified elements; that is important to the group; about which people lack 

information. Prasad (1950) indicated that natural disasters create an environment in 

which rumours can flourish as the environment often rapidly and unexpectedly changes 

from being stable to being chaotic and disorganised, which can lead to confusion and a 
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lack of accurate information about what is occurring. He suggested that in conditions 

where anxiety and uncertainty are high people experience a change in attitude aimed at 

responding to the situation. Prasad proposed that anxiety, uncertainty, and importance 

are all key factors in the rumour process. Further, these factors may interact and affect 

belief in the rumour. Prasad suggested that people create and transmit rumours to reduce 

uncertainty and to rationalise anxiety. 

Shibutani (1966) examined rumours from a sociological perspective. He 

proposed that rumours function as a way of problem solving by, helping people make 

sense of situations that lack certainty. Transmitting rumours is a way of gathering and 

sharing information until a logical explanation emerges (Shibutani, 1966). Sharing 

information and opinions through rumour is believed to allow people to find meaning in 

situations and make predictions about impending outcomes. This process is said to 

assist in interpreting what is currently occurring or what is about to occur. Further, 

rumour is viewed as a form of improvised news that people resort to when they do not 

have access to information from formal channels or official information (Shibutani, 

1966). This explanation is consistent with earlier accounts that suggest that rumours 

typically emerge in ambiguous or uncertain situations (Prasad, 1935, 1950).  

Numerous studies have outlined the significance of key factors in the rumour 

process, including anxiety, importance, uncertainty, and credulity. Rumours may 

increase anxiety but they may also be transmitted in an attempt to reduce anxiety. 

Anxiety is associated with increased knowledge of rumours and increased transmission, 

and those in high anxiety situations need less encouragement to transmit rumours than 

those in low anxiety conditions (Anthony, 1973, 1992; Anthony & Gibbins, 1995; 

Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; Bordia, Jones, Gallois, Callan, & DiFonzo, 2006; Bordia & 

Rosnow, 1998; Jaeger, Anthony, & Rosnow, 1980; Rosnow, 1991; Walker & Blaine, 

1991). Another key factor in people’s willingness to transmit rumours is the degree to 
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which the person finds the topic of the rumour important or personally relevant 

(Anthony & Gibbins, 1995; Bordia et al., 2006; DiFonzo, Bordia, & Rosnow, 1994). 

People are more likely to transmit rumours that they consider are important or 

personally relevant to them. Uncertainty is also a key factor in rumour transmission; 

rumours are typically created and transmitted in situations associated with a high level 

of uncertainty or ambiguity. In such situations, rumours may function as a way of 

making sense of a situation and reducing uncertainty (Bordia & DiFonzo, 2002; Bordia 

& Rosnow, 1998; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1997; Houmanfar & Johnson, 2003; Pendelton, 

1998; Rosnow, 1991). Last, people tend to be more willing to transmit rumours that 

they believe than rumours that they do not believe. However, this tendency is thought to 

be moderated by anxiety (Anthony & Gibbins, 1995; Jaeger et al., 1980; Rosnow, 

Esposito, & Gibney, 1988; Rosnow, Yost, & Esposito, 1986). 

Rosnow et al. (1988) divided rumours into two main outcome types which they 

referred to as wish and dread rumours. Wish rumours involve hoped for outcomes, 

through the additions of positive rewards, such as pay rises. They can also include the 

removal of potentially negative events, such as assessment items or fees for 

undergraduate university students. This is similar to the reinforcement paradigm where 

behaviour is positively reinforced through the provision of rewards or negatively 

reinforced by the removal of negative stimuli or events. In both instances, the aim is to 

increase the target behaviour. Dread rumours are those that contain feared outcomes 

such as increased crime (e.g., homicide, terrorist attacks, serial assault, or theft) in a 

particular population, loss of employment (e.g., downsizing in a large organisation), 

threat of natural disaster, or other such potentially negative changes. Dread rumours 

(negative rumours) are passed more frequently than wish rumours and are more virulent 

(Knapp, 1944; Walker & Blaine, 1991).  
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Consistent with other research highlighting the role of anxiety in the 

transmission of rumours, is the proposal that the reason dread rumours are more virulent 

is that they raise anxiety in individuals who receive the rumour (Rosnow, 1980, 1988; 

Walker & Blaine, 1991). Anxiety is evoked as the receiver believes that they do not 

have control or adequate resources to manage the negative outcomes (Walker & Blaine, 

1991). Thus, to reduce their anxiety, the receiver transmits the rumour to other listeners. 

Additionally, Rosnow (1991) suggests that dread rumours are passed owing to the belief 

that it is better to highlight the mere potential for negative change rather than to wait for 

ample information to establish if there is any truth to the rumour. This allows people to 

prepare for feared outcomes. Hence, anxiety plays an important role in the transmission 

of rumours, as rumours are thought to provide transmitters with a way of gathering 

information. Transmitters share what they have heard with other people (targets) who 

ought to be affected by the rumour and its potential outcomes and give the targets the 

opportunity to provide any extra information they may have. However, people may be 

outcast or treated with resentment and hostility if they transmit important or personally 

relevant information that is of questionable veracity, if the rumour is subsequently 

proven to be false (Rosnow, 1991).  

If information is ambiguous, people seek to gather more information to clarify 

the potential impact of the outcome and reduce confusion and uncertainty. The 

transmission of rumours is believed to create an exchange through a pooling of 

cognitive resources until a reasonable explanation becomes apparent or is accepted 

(Rosnow, 1991; Shibutani, 1966). From this view, people use rumours to generate 

information within an ambiguous situation or a situation that lacks enough information 

for valid conclusions to be accurately drawn (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1997, 2002, 2004; 

Houmanfar & Johnson, 2003; Pendleton, 1998). In some ways, this is similar to 

hypothesis testing behaviour exhibited by people solving difficult problems (e.g., 
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Nisbett & Ross, 1980). Individuals develop a hypothesis or explanation about an 

ambiguous situation and then transmit it to another person as a way of testing out their 

ideas. This also invites the receiver to add any extra information that they may have 

about the situation. Research has shown support for the sense making function of 

rumours (Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; Bordia & Rosnow, 1998; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1997, 

2007). In addition to this research, Bordia and DiFonzo (2005) have outlined some 

additional motivations for rumour transmission that have a more social orientation, 

including building and maintaining relationships and self-enhancement. 

Similar to consequences of urban legends, the consequences of rumour 

transmission can be negative (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2002; Michelson & Mouly, 2004; 

Rosnow, 1991). Negative rumours in organisations are associated with negative 

outcomes such as higher levels of change related stress for employees, employee 

nonattendance, loss of productivity, and effects on morale (Bordia, et al., 2006; 

DiFonzo & Bordia, 2000; DiFonzo et al., 1994). These and other negative effects of 

rumours in organisations (damage to an organisation’s image, profit losses, and high 

staff turnover) can be costly (DiFonzo et al., 1994; Kimmel, 2004). Rumour 

transmission related to terrorist attacks (including chemical, biological, or radiological 

incidents), natural disasters, wars or conflicts, and infectious diseases such as HIV may 

be associated with increased panic or the spread of misinformation (Homstedt-Mark, 

2001; Pendleton, 1998; Sacco, 2005; Stadler, 2003; Wessely, 2005). Further, some 

rumours can be used as a form of aggression, such as bullying (Archer & Coyne, 2005). 

Rumours about crime and legal proceedings can influence juries or jurors (Vidmar, 

2002). 

However, despite the terms rumour and urban legend being interchangeable in 

some studies, or stories considered as urban legends by some researchers being 

considered as rumours by others (Anthony & Gibbins, 1995; Renard, 2001; Rosenthal, 
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1971; Scheibel, 1999), urban legends are substantially different to rumours (see Table 

1). For example, a suggested event regarding campus crime such as I’m not sure if it’s 

true, but I heard that recently many women have been violently attacked on campus but 

the university are trying to keep it quiet and are not taking any action to deal with the 

problem, what have you heard? that is told and retold in a cohort of female 

undergraduate university students in response to a talk about safety on campus has the 

necessary elements to form a dread rumour. A rumour is passed within the specific 

group to which it is most relevant; to female university students safety on campus is 

specifically and personally relevant and an issue about which most students are made 

aware when first arriving at university. Further, the rumour is passed on with the 

explicit warning that some of the information has not been verified (I’m not sure if it’s 

true but…). As well, rumours are transmitted as a way of resolving the ambiguity of 

minimal information. As the students pass on this information to each other they invite 

people who have any extra information to add it or dispute what they have proposed. 

This will be particularly important in those instances in which those people considered 

to have the most power (the knowledge about rates of assaults on campus) are also those 

who are not expected to be forthcoming with information. In particular, people may 

perceive that official channels have a vested interest in not releasing particular 

information (i.e., to protect the image of the university).  

By contrast, there is an urban legend referred to as the Roommates Death 

(Mikkelson & Mikkelson, 2006; Brunvand, 1999). In this story two roommates stay on 

campus during the holidays as it is too far for them to travel home. One of the girls 

ventures out for the evening and the other retires to bed before her roommate returns. 

The girl awakens upon hearing strange scratching and banging noises at the door, along 

with a wet bubbling noise. Too frightened to investigate and feeling too embarrassed to 

call campus security, she barricades the door and does not venture out until the 
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morning. When she hesitantly opens the door in the morning, she discovers the bloody 

body of her roommate outside the door. Her roommate’s throat has been slashed and she 

slowly bled to death during the night, scratching the door in an attempt to summon help. 

This story is commonly told amongst students living on campus in America in their 

freshman year, despite a lack of evidence for the events in this story ever occurring 

(Brunvand, 1999). 

In contrast to rumours, urban legends are tangential and diffuse, are transmitted 

indiscriminately and often contain the explicit annotation that they are true events (e.g., 

the event is reported to have occurred to a friend of a friend; see also Table 1). Urban 

legends contain a specific format and are typically continuously in circulation, with 

variations of the same stories occurring across cultures, eras, and countries (Sacco, 

2005; Stine, 1999). Rumours however do not have the same story format; they are 

typically short messages about imminent events, making the rumours time limited. 

Further, rumours usually circulate only in specific groups where the rumour content is 

relevant. 

DiFonzo and Bordia (2007) outline key differences between rumours and urban 

legends in their purpose, message content, structure, and the spread of the 

communication, which they maintain make rumours and urban legends distinctly 

different. DiFonzo and Bordia (2007) suggest that urban legends function as a form of 

entertainment and a way to convey customs and values, through the narrative and the 

moral warnings. In contrast, rumours are believed to function as a way of making sense 

of unclear or obscure situations or events, and a way of coping with perceived or actual 

threat. The context for urban legends and rumours also varies; with rumours the context 

is typically uncertain or threatening situations, and with urban legends the context is 

storytelling (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007). The content of urban legends is often horrible or 

amusing and the story outlines a particular scene, a plot, and a bizarre ending, and 
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typically these stories are reported as having already occurred. Rumours tend to be 

about relevant events or situations, with predictions about imminent change. Lastly, 

rumours exist in particular situations and typically die naturally once the anticipated 

outcomes have occurred or failed to materialise. Legends, by contrast, circulate 

continuously, and are told across time, place, and culture. 

DiFonzo and Bordia (2007) had participants rate urban legends, rumours, gossip, 

and news across information dimensions and setting. Information dimensions included: 

evidentiary basis; importance; whether the information was about individuals; whether 

the information was slanderous; entertainment value; and usefulness (DiFonzo & 

Bordia, 2007). Participants were asked to rate how likely they would be to transmit each 

type of information in different types of settings. Settings included a serious discussion 

with their superior, talking to colleagues within 1 hour of hearing the information, and 

talking to friends enjoying themselves at a party (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007). Participants 

distinguished between the different information types. Urban legends were found to be 

low on evidentiary basis, importance, and usefulness, high on entertainment, and least 

likely to be told to participants’ superior. Rumours in contrast were essentially the 

opposite on these dimensions. Rumours and legends are sufficiently different such that 

it is not plausible to expect that they share the same means and motivations for 

transmission. Hence, to understand urban legend transmission it is important to look 

beyond rumour theories, as these explanations are not adequate for explaining the 

motivations for the transmission of urban legends. 

Urban Legends: Warning Others and Expressing Social Strain 

This section outlines some of the accounts put forward by researchers (Best & 

Horiuchi, 1985; Seal, 1995) who have examined urban legends specifically. The basis 

of these accounts is that urban legends are transmitted to pass on warnings and to 

rationalise fears that arise from living in a complicated social world. The societal 



 
 

 

24 

warning account, for example, proposes that the presence and transmission of urban 

legends arise in response to fears that are developing during a time of social unrest (Best 

& Horiuchi, 1985). This explanation suggests that there is a similarity between dread 

rumours and urban legends in terms of their motivations for transmission. Both dread 

rumours and urban legends (in this particular account) are communicating information 

in the form of warnings and are seen as a form of expression or response to strain or a 

perceived threat.  

These accounts suggest that urban legends reflect the fear and anxiety people 

feel about their own environment; they are an expression of the social strain that people 

are experiencing (Best & Horiuchi, 1985; Seal, 1995). Some legends are thought to 

contain moral warnings or messages that indicate how people should behave and the 

consequences of violating that code of behaviour. It has also been suggested that urban 

legends may be a symbolic representation of a collective response to a crisis within 

particular communities (Fernback, 2003). Transmitting these legends may then be seen 

as a way of expressing and reducing anxiety and perceived threat to social rules and 

barriers. The stories typically contain moral messages that warn of the negative 

consequences or sanctions for behaviour that violates moral principles.  

It has been suggested by Best and Horiuchi (1985) that urban legends may serve 

a warning function in times of discord in society. The legends are a representation of the 

collective fear and anxiety felt, and through them false threats are created. That is, the 

legends are not true; they are merely a symbol of the social strain by which people feel 

threatened. While people do not need to believe the legend to transmit it, some people 

may believe the legends are true accounts of actual events. For those that do believe the 

legend is true, there is a discrepancy between the fear that is produced and any response 

to the false threat. There appears to be no concerted effort to thwart the attacks or 

dangers outlined in the legends. The main defence against the threats appears to be 
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passing on the story containing the information to others, which offers no protection. 

Seal (1995) proposed that the purpose of urban legend transmission is to pass on 

warnings and to rationalise fears that result from living in a complex social world. 

In their societal warning account, Best and Horiuchi (1985) view a subset of 

urban legends that include horror content (specifically the Halloween sadism legends, 

see Appendix A) as a form of expression that arises in response to developing fears held 

in society. The fears they outlined include concern about the safety of children, the 

potential danger of crime, and a lack of trust of others. From their view, these legends 

formed following social strain felt in society that was heightened in the postwar period 

in the late 1960s and 1970s. During this time there was an increase in coverage of 

Halloween sadism in print media. Many of these stories were of questionable 

authenticity and later found to be hoaxes. The researchers proposed that urban legends 

provide moral messages and warnings to members of society during a time of increasing 

tension and fear about changes in society.  

For example, the societal warning account proposed that there was a growing 

fear about children’s safety being threatened in the changing society in the United States 

of America. These fears were believed to be precipitated by the awareness campaigns 

highlighting that child abuse was a serious social issue. These promotions indicated that 

as child abuse was widespread and present in areas of society, all children were 

potentially at risk of being harmed and therefore needed protection. Parents also 

perceived that they may also lose their children to other threats such as death as a result 

of war or drug abuse. This account also suggested that other prevention and awareness 

campaigns (e.g., child sexual abuse such as incest and child pornography) during the 

late 1970s and early 1980s added to growing safety fears for children. These fears were 

worsened by serial murder cases such as the Atlanta child murders and there was an 
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increase in concerns over the welfare of children and Halloween sadism during this 

time. 

The fear of crime was also believed to increase during this time of social unrest 

and tension and these fears were thought to contribute to the development of Halloween 

sadism legends. Despite statistical indications that violent crimes, particularly homicide, 

tend to involve perpetrators known to the victim (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003; 

Australian Institute of Criminology, 2006; Mouzos & Houliaras, 2006), fears about 

crime focused on anonymous perpetrators and potentially unpredictable violent attacks. 

These fears were believed to link into the last group of fears that the societal warning 

account outlined, which was a general mistrust of others. This account proposes that as 

society’s values and structure changed, there was an increase in doubt and mistrust of 

others (particularly strangers) which was not fostered previously. Strangers were 

perceived as nameless and faceless individuals who could abuse children or attack other 

members of society unprovoked. During this time there was also some loss in the sense 

of community and breakdown of neighbourhoods, which may have resulted in people 

feeling more isolated and distant from others. Although the societal warning 

explanation does account for some elements of urban legends such as the inclusion of 

look before you leap themes and some moral undertones, it leaves many more questions 

unanswered. For example, the continuation of legends beyond the period of unrest, the 

presence of legends prior to this period, the presence of legends in cultures which did 

not experience the same changes in social systems, and the use of legends to convey 

warning rather than accounts of actual crimes, are not explained by the societal warning 

account.   

Best and Horiuchi (1985) maintain that despite the period of social unrest 

ending, the fears underlying that strain persisted, which explains why Halloween sadism 

legends and potentially other legends continue to be transmitted. The difficulties that 
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arise from these accounts for the function of urban legends begin with the knowledge 

that there is evidence of folklore that are variations of existing urban legends before the 

social strain and tension of the late 1960s (Brunvand, 1999). Some urban legends are 

variations on stories that were present long before the social unrest in the 1960s and 

1970s which Best and Horiuchi (1985) contend was a primary urban legend motivation. 

Earlier versions of the Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker, which referred to travel by horse rather 

than car, were collected in the 1940s and 1950s. An English variation of this legend was 

found as far back as the mid 1800s. The presence of legends or variations of legends 

dating back long before the postwar period suggest that legends are not merely a 

response to the social unrest that followed World War II.  

Further, in contravention of the argument that urban legends function as warning 

messages in response to societal strain (Seal, 1995), other countries that may not have 

shared changes in social systems with the USA nevertheless provide reports of 

variations of urban legends. As well, within the USA, urban legends are not restricted to 

Halloween sadism and they can contain other content elements associated with food, 

travel, entertainment, religion, household products, college, pregnancy, medical 

procedures, and numerous other events and afflictions. Many urban legends contain 

content unrelated to warning messages concerning the ills of society. 

As well, if urban legends merely form a warning message function, then the 

tendency for legends to flourish between acquaintances as well as close friends is 

difficult to explain (Brunvand, 1987; Fernback, 2003; Llewellyn, 1996; Radford, 1999; 

Scott, 1996; Seal, 1995). It would be expected that people would be compelled to warn 

their close friends and family of potential danger rather than communicating such 

warnings to acquaintances or more distant social contacts. Further, warning messages 

and expressions of fear and anxiety need only include factual accounts of actual crime 

and child abuse; there is no need to fabricate stories if the only purpose is to remind 
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people to be careful about taking gifts from strangers, checking their backseat, or 

venturing out during Halloween. There are adequate actual accounts of crimes against 

innocents that could be told to remind people of the potential dangers of society and its 

inhabitants (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003; Australian Institute of Criminology, 

2006). Accounts of the numerous incidences of abduction, murder, torture, robbery, or 

terrorist attacks would serve this purpose. In addition, the fact that repeating reports of 

actual events and sharing an emotional reaction would essentially meet the same need 

calls into question why people would need to transmit legends to serve this purpose. 

Urban legends have entertainment value, they hold the listener’s attention, and their 

vividness captures not only their attention at the time of the story but also makes the 

stories memorable. Thus, these warning accounts of the purpose of urban legends fail to 

explain a substantial part of the domain of urban legends.  

Content versus Process Explanations of Urban Legends 

An important psychological distinction with regard to communication is that 

between process and content. Best and Horiuchi’s (1985) explanation for the reason 

urban legends are transmitted emphasises message content. That is, their explanation 

focuses primarily on the information obtained in the message, rather than the process 

that is being used to transmit the message and the relationship between the sender and 

the receiver. Best and Horiuchi (1985) also refer to urban legend transmission as a 

response to social strain, an expression of the fears and anxiety about changing and 

tense social conditions. While this explanation implies some links to process being 

significant in urban legend transmission, the focus is more on the individual using 

transmission as a form of expression rather than examining how transmission occurs 

and the impact of the social interaction in which it occurs. If the message or warning is 

all that is pertinent in the transmission of urban legends, then using vivid descriptions, 

the sting-in-the-tail format, and the claim of a personal connection to the protagonist 
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seem unnecessary. However, most importantly, this explanation overlooks the 

interaction component of urban legend transmission and focuses specifically on content 

without examining the process or the impact of social contexts. 

Process issues play a large role in the transmission of urban legends. As noted in 

Table 1, one of the main strengths of legends is that they are passed through word of 

mouth, between people who have a preexisting relationship (e.g., acquaintances, friends, 

close friends). This characteristic gives strength to the legend as the receiver generally 

would have no reason to believe that the teller would attempt to deceive them, and 

therefore they may give more credit to a story that is passed on by an acquaintance than 

a story passed on by a stranger. Further, urban legends are told as though they occurred 

to someone distantly known to the teller, which creates a connection between the teller 

and the protagonist in the story. The perceived link between the teller and the 

protagonist implies that the teller has exclusive information relating to the events to 

which the teller refers. Thus, the relationship between the teller and the receiver and the 

implied connections between the teller and the main character suggest that urban 

legends involve more than the content of the message and safety and moral warnings. 

The process issues that exist as part of urban legend transmission differ from other 

forms of folklore such as rumours and gossip. As urban legends contain elements 

unrelated to content there is a need for an explanation that can account for both content 

and process. 

Dual-Process Persuasive Models: Elaboration-Likelihood and Heuristic-Systematic 

Models 

Although it has not been examined in the context of urban legends, the classic 

persuasive communication paradigm (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Petty et al., 

1997) and dual process models of attitude change (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Wood, 

2000) do examine both content and process related issues by looking at communication 
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in the context of the source of the message, the actual message, and the intended 

audience. In contemporary social psychology, dual process models are favoured as 

explanations of persuasive communication. Rumours and urban legends can also be 

viewed in the context of the persuasion literature, as this literature examines the 

influence of content and process related issues. The two main models that are covered in 

the literature are dual process models of persuasion and these are the Elaboration 

Likelihood model (Petty & Cacioppo, 1996) and the Heuristic-Systematic model (Eagly 

& Chaiken, 1993). These two models share many similarities that are more relevant to 

the present discussion than are their differences. Thus, a combined overview will be 

provided in the present section.  

The classic persuasive communication paradigm proposes that persuasive 

messages are influenced by three main factors: the source (i.e., the sender of the 

message), the message (i.e., the information being shared), and the audience (i.e., the 

receiver of the information). A large body of research has demonstrated that variables 

associated with each factor affect the likelihood of persuasion of the target by a given 

message. The source factor is influenced by the source’s credibility and likeability 

(Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken & Eagly, 1983; Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Petty & 

Wegener, 1998; Petty et al., 1997; Pornpitakpan, 2004; Tormala, Brinol, & Petty, 2006; 

Ziegler & Diehl, 2001). The message factor is influenced by informational 

characteristics such as the length of the message, discrepancy of the message from the 

audience’s position, and the induction of negative or positive affect (Bohner, Chaiken, 

& Hunyadi, 1994; Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; DeSteno, Petty, 

Rucker, Wegener, & Braverman, 2004; Hale, Lemieux, & Mongeau, 1995; Petty et al., 

1997; Pierro, Mannetti, Kruglanski, & Sleeth-Keppler, 2004; Raghunathan & Trope, 

2002). There has been conflicting evidence for the role of mood or affect in persuasion 

(Crano & Prislin, 2006; Petty et al., 1997; Zuckerman & Chaiken, 1998). The audience 
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factor is influenced by the needs and expectations of the individuals receiving the 

message (Axsom, Yates, & Chaiken, 1987; Borgida & Howard-Pitney, 1983; Haugtvedt 

& Petty, 1992; Johnson & Eagly, 1989; Petty, Fleming, Priester, & Feinstein, 2001; 

Petty et al., 1997; Shestowsky, Wegener, & Fabrigar, 1998; Wood & Quinn, 2003). 

Persuasion is most likely when: sources appear credible (both competent and 

trustworthy) and likeable; messages are not too long but contain substantial arguments 

and are moderately discrepant from the audience’s position; and when the audience does 

not suspect that someone is trying to change their attitudes. There is an interaction 

among these factors which indicates that the impact the factors have is dependent upon 

the way the individual is processing the message (Petty et al., 1997). The dual process 

models were proposed to explain how different outcomes could occur as the influence 

of each factor would depend on which processing route was cued (Chen, Duckworth, & 

Chaiken, 1999; Crano & Prislin, 2006; Petty et al., 1997). 

As implied by the label, dual process persuasion models assert that there are two 

main routes to persuasion. The primary route involves emphasis on the presence of a 

well-constructed argument, scrutiny of this argument, and an emphasis on the content of 

the message (Petty et al., 1997). This route involves processing a large amount of 

information and often going beyond this to examine preexisting information to help 

contextualise and to assess the message. In this route the message is most important and 

elements such as the length of the message, presentation order, quality and amount of 

arguments, and discrepancy of the message from the audience’s position have an 

influence on the argument’s persuasiveness (Petty et al., 1997). 

The second route of persuasion relies on other cues such as heuristics and 

attribution, and involves less attention to the content of the message. This route leads to 

messages being seen as correct when the speaker talks fluently or has a good reputation, 

and when they are considered likable or credible (Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken & 
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Maheswaran, 1994; Ziegler & Diehl, 2001). If complex arguments or substantial 

complicated statistics are presented, then the receiver will tend to assume the 

information is correct rather than analysing and testing each claim. Rather than examine 

the content in any depth, the receiver may make attributions about the speaker’s 

intentions by, for example, assuming that apparently credible sources will objectively 

present information. In this route people use decision rules or rules of thumb to make 

judgements and decisions (Chaiken, 1980). This type of processing is not as demanding 

cognitively in terms of effort and resources as is the other route (Chaiken, 1980; 

Maheswaran & Chaiken, 1991). Heuristics need to be available, accessible, and reliable 

to be used and have a significant impact on judgement. In this form of processing the 

source can have a significant influence on the message’s persuasiveness, particularly if 

they are considered credible and likeable (Chaiken, 1980). Expertise alone will not 

always be persuasive as the source also needs to appear trustworthy. That is, the 

receiver needs to be assured that the source will be honest and present the facts without 

bias. Heuristic or peripheral processing is commonly used where people are not 

sufficiently motivated or able to process more systematically (Chaiken, 1980). 

The persuasion literature contains empirical evidence (Petty et al., 1997) that 

factors that are the hallmark of urban legend telling are actually associated with 

increased use of a central or systematic processing route. Aspects such as personal 

relevance, the quality of the argument (strong versus weak; objective versus biased), 

and distraction affect which route is taken. The literature (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty 

& Cacioppo, 1996; Petty et al., 1997) suggests that messages that are biased, contain 

weak arguments, or are personally relevant to the receiver will be scrutinized more than 

arguments that appear objective, contain strong arguments, or are not relevant to the 

receiver. This literature examines persuasive messages and does not cover urban 

legends specifically, although these concepts can be applied to urban legend 
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transmission. As urban legends are almost always about personally relevant issues, one-

sided in presentation, and use too-good-to-be-true arguments (Brunvand, 1999) it would 

be expected that the receiver would scrutinize the legends more closely using a central 

route of processing. They would then reject the legend when this scrutiny revealed the 

legend’s implausibility. Further, legends are not ambiguous (which could affect the type 

of processing used), and they have vivid details that cue strong affect and that are 

presented boldly with the assertion that they are true. The fact that legends are typically 

transmitted by known others, increases the likelihood of the receiver trusting the 

information, although there are other factors that suggest the receiver should scrutinize 

the story more carefully. For example, the story is being told as though it happened to 

someone distantly known to the teller (i.e., a friend of a friend). Thus, the receiver 

would be expected to process more systematically on the basis that the story would be 

of high importance to them as the events outlined may have some impact on them (e.g., 

personal safety or potentially being exposed to food contamination) making the story 

personally relevant. 

It would be expected that, given the nature of the arguments that are present in 

urban legends, individuals would engage in argument-based processing, as the 

individual would be expected to have the cognitive resources and motivation to process 

such salient stories to establish their validity. However, people do not appear to engage 

in critical thinking or thorough analysis of the legends, or if they do, this analysis does 

not seem to result in people rejecting the legends. People’s acceptance of the legends 

(Brunvand, 1999) suggests that there are other processes or factors influencing people’s 

receptiveness to the legends. 

Not surprisingly given their falsehood by definition, urban legends when 

analysed in any depth always appear implausible. When the story is systematically 

scrutinized the details appear suspiciously well placed and too unreal to believe. 
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However, some people do believe the legends and irrespective of whether or not they 

believe it many people transmit them. In urban legends such as the Kidney Heist 

(Brunvand, 1999; Radford, 1999) there are implications of the transmission of the 

legend for the individual as well as larger scale implications for organisations (Radford, 

1999). Individuals are affected when the legends cause unnecessary fear or panic and 

organisations (such as those involved in organ donations) are affected when their 

reputations are damaged without adequate evidence. The Kidney Heist legend has 

numerous variations but the central details remain the same. A business traveller is 

reported to have gone into a hotel bar for a drink. A stranger in the bar approaches the 

solitary traveller and buys him a drink. Consuming the drink is the last memory the 

businessman can recall when he wakes up in a hotel room bathtub with his body 

submerged in ice. A note written in lipstick on the mirror (or alternatively a note pinned 

to the wall) instructs him to remain still and call emergency services for assistance. A 

phone is located on a small table placed beside the bathtub and the emergency operator, 

already knowing the traveller’s kidneys have been harvested, asks the traveller to search 

for a tube protruding from his lower back. Like all good legends it comes with the 

warning that it is real, documented, and verifiable and neither a scam nor a hoax. It 

further warns all travellers to be careful of such dangers when travelling. The story 

often starts with the teller reporting how they received the information, for example: My 

sister-in-law works with a lady who had this happen to her son’s neighbour. 

Generally, events described in legends such as the Kidney Heist story are 

possible, although not very plausible. For example, given the limited amount of donors 

and the demand for organs, black market organs would appear to be a lucrative business 

opportunity. It is possible that someone could drug a person and then extract organs 

while they were unconscious or even kill the person and extract organs but there are 

numerous problems with the account suggested in the legend. The pattern of events in 
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the legend are so well choreographed to reach the conclusion that the story itself seems 

unlikely (i.e., complicated medical procedures being successfully executed in 

nonsterilised hotel rooms, the body surviving the shock of losing two vital organs being 

preserved solely by ice in a bath tub, the criminals leaving evidence such as notes, the 

placement of the phone, and concern for survival of the victim). Further, analysing the 

details of the story in depth leads to the detection of numerous flaws in the story itself. 

Hence, if the legend were analysed using a central route of processing it would be 

expected that the implausibility of the story would be easily detected and the legend 

would be rejected.  

The content theme of the legend does not necessarily have specific relevance to 

the receiver, although it is relevant in the sense that the receiver has been identified as 

someone to whom the legend should be passed on. Some of the themes of the legends 

may have relevance to the receiver, for example, safety when travelling or drinking, 

campus warnings for students, contaminated food, and computer viruses. Further, the 

plausibility and believability of the legend do not appear to have an impact on whether 

or not the legend is transmitted and this would not be the case if the receiver was 

processing according to the central route based on the persuasion model. In the central 

route, the receiver’s careful attention would certainly expose the flaws in urban legends 

almost each time they were told. As discussed above, it is the teller-receiver relationship 

that plays an important role in the transmission or urban legends rather than the content 

of the message. This suggests that the interpersonal processes and the potential role of 

affect in the transmission of urban legends ought to be considered when providing an 

account for the purpose of urban legends. 

Social Functions of Urban Legends: Eliciting Emotion and Social Bonding 

Existing accounts (e.g., the dread rumour perspective and the societal warning 

approach) that have been proposed for urban legends have focused on individual and 
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interpersonal perspectives. Approaches based on an individualistic perspective have 

proposed that legends and other forms of folklore are transmitted on the basis of 

meeting individual needs such as gathering information or minimising anxiety and fear. 

By contrast, interpersonal approaches have proposed such various reasons for legend 

transmission; as legends being used as a way to transmit information or to change 

beliefs as indicated in the societal warning account (Best & Horiuchi, 1985).  

Some rumour accounts have suggested more of a collective perspective, a group 

based way of problem solving or making sense in ambiguous and uncertain situations 

(Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; Bordia & Rosnow, 1998; DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007). These 

accounts include evidence which indicates that within the rumour discussion, people 

take on transient roles, for example, the role of suggesting possible explanations for the 

rumour and then later taking on an information providing role (Bordia & DiFonzo, 

2004). This explanation suggests that people are attempting to problem solve within a 

group setting and that other group dynamics may be important in the rumour process 

(Bordia & DiFonzo, 2004; Bordia & Rosnow, 1998). Despite this more collective 

perspective, there is no evidence to suggest that rumours and urban legends are 

sufficiently similar to expect that this account could explain the purpose of both. 

More recently, Bordia and DiFonzo (2005) have proposed that rumours have 

additional socially driven functions such as building and maintaining relationships and 

creating a favourable self-image. DiFonzo and Bordia (2007) suggest that in addition to 

other functions, rumours may aid in initiating or building relationships, enhancing self-

esteem by strengthening the appearance of one’s social identity, or justifying self-

serving ingroup attitudes. There are contextual determinants for rumour transmission, 

which affect the degree and type of motivation, including the content contained in the 

rumour, the relationship between teller and receiver, and other characteristics of teller 

and receiver (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2007).  
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The model proposed in the current thesis has similarities to Bordia and 

DiFonzo’s (2005) suggested additional functions for rumours (socially driven functions 

such as building and maintaining relationships). The model proposes that a primary 

function of urban legends includes facilitating bonding and increasing affiliation with 

known others or building and maintaining relationships. Despite key differences 

between rumours and urban legends, the social interaction within which they both occur 

suggests that there are socially driven functions for each. That is, typically both rumours 

and legends are transmitted within conversation during a social interaction. More 

recently there have been less direct ways of transmitting rumours and legends via, for 

example, emails. However, the teller is still making choices about who to forward the 

information on to, suggesting that the relationship between teller and receiver is 

important. The current model builds on the suggestions of additional functions for 

rumours put forward by these researchers (Bordia & DiFonzo, 2005) by empirically 

examining the idea of socially driven functions for urban legend transmission. This 

model will be outlined in more depth in a later section. 

In addition to the work outlined above on the social functions of rumour 

transmission, recent research examining urban legends specifically, has also outlined a 

more socially driven explanation. Recently, Heath et al. (2001) conducted three 

empirical studies on urban legends and emotional selection, providing a new account for 

the purpose of urban legends in the social environment. They proposed that urban 

legends are forms of memes, which are ideas or cultural practices that are disseminated 

in the social world. It is suggested that these memes persist owing to emotional 

selection. According to this view, urban legends are memes that are moulded through a 

selection process based on their ability to produce shared emotional responses in people. 

Therefore, those legends that consistently evoke shared affective reactions such as high 

levels of disgust or fear are retained. Heath and colleagues’ (2001) emotional selection 
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approach has three main advantages over other approaches used to explain negative 

rumours (and legends for those researchers who group the two types of communication 

together as one). 

First, literature reviews indicate that the bulk of earlier theories on rumours and 

legends fail to account for positive emotions of which there are numerous examples, 

and only attempt to explain rumours and legends associated with negative emotions 

(e.g., anxiety). Rumours are often viewed according to their anticipated outcome. For 

example, rumours are divided into dread and wish categories. Wish rumours tend to be 

associated with positive emotions and events. Rumours about pay rises, increase in 

services provided by workplace cafeterias, and reduction in university fees are all 

examples of rumours associated with positive emotions (and hoped for outcomes). 

Urban legends that are associated with positive emotions have been collected. For 

example, the Mourning Stranger involves a passer-by signing the guest-book at the 

funeral of a stranger and later receiving the deceased’s estate. Another legend involves 

the promise of monetary rewards from software companies (e.g., Microsoft) for 

forwarding emails to multiple recipients under the guise that this is helping to test email 

tracing programs (Brunvand, 1999; Mikkelson & Mikkelson, 2005). Legends that 

contain positive affect are not well explained by existing theories that emphasise 

negative emotions. By contrast, the emotional selection approach is not restricted to 

negative emotion, in that negative or positive emotions can be evoked as long as the 

emotion is widely shared. 

Second, the emotional selection approach is proposed to account for memes that 

induce new emotions rather than ones that merely tap into a person’s current emotional 

state or emotions that are typically aroused in them (preexisting emotions). The 

previous literature (Allport & Postman, 1947; Shibutani, 1966) focused on the concept 

that rumours and legends confirm prepreexistingexisting emotions in people, with an 
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emphasis on rumours arising in external situations such as conflicts, natural disasters, or 

other chaotic and affect raising events. That is, if a person was anxious about a 

particular issue such as personal safety, rumours and legends about threats to personal 

safety were thought to tap into this anxiety, rather than creating a new emotion such as 

anxiety in individuals with minimal concern about personal safety. However, urban 

legends are present in everyday life situations that lack the common emotions that are 

caused by significant aversive events (as in wartime, earthquakes, and riots). There does 

not have to be a negative external event affecting people for legends to flourish.  

Third, the emotional selection approach proposes that not all memes elicit 

diffuse emotions like anxiety. This is the most significant difference between this 

approach and other approaches. Emotional selection indicates that memes that produce 

more concentrated emotions such as anger or disgust are more likely to be retained as 

these emotions tend to be more widely elicited and shared between people. In legends it 

is the vivid details implanted in the story to evoke strong affect that often endure and 

persist when the stories are recalled or transmitted across people. Although previous 

theories have proposed that rumours and legends involve diffuse emotions, the 

emotional selection approach emphasises emotions such as fear that are overlooked 

when relying on accounts that focus on general anxiety. 

Further, Heath et al. (2001) proposed that rumours and legends can actually 

create emotions and that this may be beneficial in social interactions. This approach 

suggests that urban legends have social functions which make them useful when 

interacting with others. The researchers outline two key concepts connected to potential 

social functions of urban legends: emotional consumption and social bonding. 

Emotional consumption suggests that people enjoy consuming emotions; this concept 

suggests that legends are functional when they produce emotion in people. The idea of 

emotional consumption would account for legends that induce both positive (such as 
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happiness, hope, and good fortune that may be elicited in the Mourning Stranger story) 

and negative (such as disgust, anger, and the fear elicited in the Hairy-Armed 

Hitchhiker story) emotions. When selecting a meme on the basis of emotional 

consumption, the key is in the meme eliciting a common emotion shared between 

people. The vivid descriptions and references contained in the stories allow legends to 

elicit high levels of affect in receivers. 

In addition to consuming emotions, the emotional selection approach proposes 

that rumours and legends that produce emotion may facilitate an increase in the level of 

connection among people who are sharing a common emotion. This process is referred 

to as social bonding. Social bonding is seen as a way that an interaction is improved 

through being with another person who is experiencing the same emotion, rather than an 

extension of emotional consumption. Social bonding suggests that people transmit 

rumours and legends because the messages/stories evoke emotion which improves the 

social interaction through the shared experience of this emotion, rather than through the 

consumption of the emotion directly. Similar to emotional consumption, social bonding 

suggests that the ultimate condition for emotional selection is when legends and 

rumours produce emotions shared between people. That is, social bonding proposes that 

people bond with other people who are sharing the same emotion as them. Legends that 

produce varied reactions across people are less likely to be propagated. Social bonding 

is not restricted to positive emotions or negative emotions such as fear. Even anger 

directed at an outgroup member may occur as the result of social bonding as long as the 

legend evokes anger that is consistent across the ingroup. 

Heath et al. (2001) tested the emotional selection approach in three empirical 

studies using the emotion of disgust. The use of disgust was based on a pilot study they 

conducted which found that it was a common emotion evoked by legends. Further, 

disgust has been studied thoroughly by other researchers who have determined specific 
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motifs that may produce disgust (Haidt, McCauley, & Rozin, 1994; Rozin & Fallon, 

1987). The first study involved assessing whether stories that contained higher levels of 

disgust were more likely to be transmitted. Participants were required to rate the 

emotional content of the legends, rate their willingness to transmit them, rate 

information based characteristics such as whether the story was true, plausible, 

contained practical information, and contained moral messages, and rate whether the 

story would influence their behaviour. Lastly, the participants were also asked to rate 

story characteristics such as the characters’ authenticity and the believability of their 

behaviour, and the story’s plot and ending. The results indicated that stories were more 

likely to be transmitted when participants thought that they were true and when 

participants felt more disgusted. It was found that the ratings of believing the story was 

true and rating that it could occur were highly correlated, so these categories were 

collapsed into a single measure (plausibility). The inclusion of practical information or 

moral messages did not lead to greater willingness to transmit, which was inconsistent 

with prior accounts of legends that have claimed that legends are passed on as they 

contain safety warnings and moral messages. 

The second study involved manipulating affect by providing varying levels (low, 

medium, high) of disgust in the stories, as the emotional selection approach suggests 

that those legends eliciting higher levels of disgust would be more likely to propagate. 

The results indicated that legends with the highest level of disgust were most likely to 

be passed on and these stories were also found to be the least plausible. The participants 

were also likely to transmit legends that were plausible or those that they felt would 

result in a change in their behaviour, however, in terms of overall means, the most 

disgusting stories were also considered least plausible. Thus, while informational 

factors had some influence, emotional selection was of greater importance. 
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The final study involved a web survey aiming to establish if stories that 

contained greater disgust motifs had a greater chance of being retained in the social 

environment as indicated by their inclusion on numerous urban legends websites. The 

results of the third study indicated that the inclusion of more than one disgust motif 

significantly increased the likelihood that a website would include that particular 

legend. Although this study aimed to seek evidence for emotional selection in a more 

naturalistic setting, by using the legends people submitted to urban legend websites and 

debunking sites, the use of these catalogued sites is not optimal for this purpose. In 

particular, people submitting legends to debunking sites may have different motivations 

when compared to those transmitting the story to another person. In summary, Heath 

and colleagues’ (2001) empirical studies concluded that people were more likely to pass 

on legends that elicited high levels of disgust and those legends containing disgust 

motifs were found more widely on urban legend websites than those with no disgust or 

minimal disgust motifs. The researchers propose that these results indicate that urban 

legends are memes that persist in the social environment through emotional selection.  

However, there are some key limitations in all three studies conducted by Heath 

et al. (2001). First, the studies focused on emotional selection for disgust rather than 

examining other emotions such as fear and surprise. Second, the studies did not examine 

the reason behind emotional selection. Further, the studies did not examine social 

interaction. Although legends are now present on the Internet and transmitted through 

the use of email, the process of transmission is essentially derived through social 

interaction. Even in instances of transmission via email, the teller is still making choices 

about the intended receivers, a process that is not captured through the accumulation of 

legends that are sent to urban legends websites. In particular, the motivations behind 

sending legends to debunking sites (as in Study 3) would be expected to be quite 
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different to the motivations of tellers who transmit the legend to a known person as 

though it were true.  

Thus, although this research has provided a new approach to examining legends 

and some possible explanations for the reasons legends are transmitted, it has also 

indicated the need to examine social interaction and social bonding and whether these 

elements lead to the success of emotional memes. Heath and colleagues’ (2001) studies 

focused on the stories themselves rather than the way they are transmitted, who they are 

transmitted to, and the relationship between teller and receiver. Heath et al. (2001) 

acknowledged that one of the limitations to their three studies was not examining social 

interaction and the influence of emotional consumption and social bonding on the 

interaction. They suggested that future research that examines the interaction and 

associated psychological processes that occur in the transmission of urban legends 

would provide a valuable contribution. However, they proposed that the social 

interaction in urban legend transmission may be an extension of the emotional selection 

approach, suggesting that urban legends are selected because they elicit emotion that 

people enjoy consuming and provide opportunity for people to bond with others by 

sharing the same emotion. Social bonding does not explain the function of the 

interaction in the transmission of legends in any depth; it merely proposes that 

individuals enjoy being with others who are experiencing the same emotion and that this 

may enhance the interaction in some way (how and why this enhancement occurs is not 

explained). 

The emotional selection account does not examine why the teller chooses 

particular targets, or the nature of the relationship between teller and receiver. The 

studies did not examine the exchange that occurs between teller and receiver during the 

transmission process. Probabilistically, urban legends are too diffuse in their 

transmission not to be occurring among acquaintances or distant friends as well as close 
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friends. Ethnographic evidence suggests that there is an optimal social distance for the 

transmission of legends (Brunvand, 1987; Scott, 1996; Seal, 1995), showing that 

legends are regularly transmitted to acquaintances. Thus, for an account of urban 

legends to be adequate it would necessarily include an explanation for transmission 

between acquaintances and other distant network members. Sharing emotional reactions 

and consuming specific emotions together would be experiences that would be desirable 

with those who are close to the individual (i.e., close friends and loved ones) rather than 

those to whom the individual is emotionally distant (i.e., acquaintances or strangers). As 

close friends are not typical targets for transmission, the reasons that individuals would 

elect to consume emotions and bond with acquaintances or more distant friends in 

preference to close friends is unaccounted for in Heath et al.’s (2001) research. All prior 

accounts for the transmission of urban legends (e.g., the dread rumour account, the 

societal warning account, and the emotional selection account) suggest that those with 

whom we are closely connected ought to be targets, despite evidence that legends 

flourish more between acquaintances. Most of these approaches have emphasised 

individual and interpersonal factors and they have overlooked the influence of social 

context on transmission. This omission is significant given that generally urban legends 

rely on social interaction to propagate.  

In summary, the majority of the existing research conducted on urban legends 

and rumours has primarily focused on individualistic approaches to explain the 

existence and transmission of these forms of folklore. Individual approaches have 

included viewing urban legends and rumours as a way of gathering information; giving 

warnings; and meeting interpersonal needs such as reducing anxiety, rationalising fears, 

and increasing knowledge; and have examined urban legends and rumours in the 

context of an individual’s receptiveness to persuasive messages. Viewing urban legends 

from a social perspective allows a broader approach by moving beyond the individual 
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and examining the social context in which urban legends are transmitted. Social 

perspectives allow urban legends to be viewed in the context of social motives and how 

the transmission of legends may aid in the achievement of these goals. 

Examining Urban Legends from a Social Perspective: Core Social Motives, 

Conversational Pragmatics, and Rationality of Purpose 

The following sections outline the theories that will be used in the model 

proposed in the current thesis to explain urban legend transmission. These theories help 

to explain the functions of urban legend transmission (core social motives), the reasons 

the receiver continues to listen to the story despite the teller violating conversational 

rules (conversational pragmatics), and a basis for understanding how the teller’s 

behaviour could be considered rational (rationality of purpose). Thus, an account that 

incorporates contextual factors, such as core social motives, conversational pragmatics, 

and rationality may provide more insight into the influence of social context on the 

presence and transmission of urban legends. Each section outlines the relevant theory 

and then how it relates to urban legend transmission. 

Core Social Motives 

As urban legends form a part of communication and interaction with others, they 

can be viewed in the context of being driven by certain social motives (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; Carvallo & Pelham, 2006; Fiske, 2000, 2004; Stevens & Fiske, 1995). 

From this view, people require interactions with others to ensure their survival. They 

are, therefore, driven to seek interactions to prevent the detrimental effects that would 

result from isolation. When people identify as group members, they interact with other 

group members in ways that ensure their continuation in that group, in order to keep the 

gains that accompany group membership (Fiske, 2000). Core social motives outline key 

psychological processes that drive people’s thought processes, emotional responses, and 

behaviour in social interactions (Fiske, 2004). The core social motives include the 



 
 

 

46 

motive of belonging, which is cohesion and affiliation in the individual’s group. The 

more cognitively based motives are understanding (having a common view of the social 

world) and controlling (controlling aspects of the social environment) (Fiske, 2000). 

Finally, the affective motives are enhancing self-esteem and trusting other members of 

one’s own group (Fiske, 2000).  

A need for belonging suggests that people are driven to initiate and maintain 

affiliation and connection with other individuals (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Carvallo 

& Pelham, 2006; Fiske, 2000, 2004; Stevens & Fiske, 1995). Further, by attending to 

and reflecting the beliefs of individuals in the group, a person can improve the 

relationships with those on whom they depend. This motive suggests that individuals 

seek to improve relationships with people similar to them, which may enhance 

interaction and survival in their social world (Fiske, 2000). Holding shared beliefs is a 

fundamental aspect of belonging, as shared beliefs indicate connection to the individual 

through similar views. Fiske (2000, 2004) proposes group membership is essential and 

that five core social motives are directed at assisting successful belonging. 

The present thesis views the act of sharing an urban legend with an acquaintance 

or distant friend as being partially driven by the motive of belonging. The teller is 

motivated to connect with an acquaintance through sharing the legend in an attempt to 

bond with the receiver and increase affiliation in the relationship. The individual may 

categorise the acquaintance as similar to him or her and therefore seek to enhance their 

relationship with the acquaintance. Further, if social survival is enhanced through 

belongingness, individuals may wish to increase the number of individuals they are 

affiliated with. The act of telling an urban legend indicates interest or concern in the 

well-being of the receiver and invites them to identify with the teller. Further, this act 

widens the teller’s social network and allows the individuals to connect through the 

exchange of the legend, which takes a novel and attention-seeking story format. By 
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using a belief-based story, the teller is communicating a belief, and the receiver may 

need to share or accept this belief to increase the level of belongingness. The receiver 

also needs to look beyond the content of the message to establish that by sharing the 

legend the teller is indicating interest and concern in the receiver as well as engaging in 

more surface level motivations such as sharing strong affect (e.g., experiencing fear or 

disgust together).  

Having frequent, positive, and stable interactions with close friends (as well as 

acquaintances) would also be consistent with facilitating the need for belonging. That is, 

the positive interaction through sharing the story and affect related to the story may 

increase affiliation with those to whom the individual is close as well as those that are 

more distant (e.g., acquaintance or distant friend). However, it would be expected that 

there would be other means and opportunities to have positive interactions with close 

friends as compared to acquaintances. Thus, it would be expected that seeking positive 

interactions (enhancing belongingness) through the exchange of the legend would be 

more common between acquaintances than close friends. 

The current thesis also suggests that telling an urban legend may be a test of 

understanding for the receiver. The rejection of the legend or skepticism about its truth 

may damage any potential affiliation or bond between the two individuals. This also 

hinders achieving the motive of understanding as the individuals’ contrasting views of 

the social world and each other would be highlighted. In this way, questioning the 

veracity of the legend may in fact indicate to the teller that their attempts to enhance the 

relationship are unwanted, and also suggest the receiver perceives the teller as gullible 

or deceitful as they are transmitting incorrect or untrue information. In contrast, the 

acceptance of the legend indicates a shared interest in each other and the enhancement 

of the relationship. The motive of understanding suggests that people seek a shared 

view of the world and in situations of uncertainty turn to others to make sense of events. 
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When understanding is lacking people turn to others to find some agreement about what 

is occurring (Fiske, 2004). Having a shared understanding allows individuals in 

uncertain situations to make sense of what is occurring quickly and also to make 

predictions which are adaptive in group life. This process is consistent with the sense 

making explanations in the rumour research which suggest that individuals are driven to 

seek input from other people as a way of gathering information and making sense of 

what is occurring in uncertain or ambiguous situations. Sharing a legend, and doing so 

in a way that indicates belief in the story, invites the receiver to engage in discussion of 

the usually vivid and surprising story. Perhaps this is an attempt to uncover the mystery 

of such disturbing stories and to ensure that those people whom the individual wishes to 

associate with have a shared understanding of them. 

Consideration of core social motives suggests that the teller of an urban legend 

will pay close attention to the responses of the receiver. The theme of the legend 

generally implies that those things foreign, different, or difficult for the individual to 

understand are dangerous and should be avoided (e.g., contamination in foreign food or 

products; people who look unusual as in the case of the Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker). 

Recounting the legend warns a similar and valued individual about foreign dangers 

through a distant source (note here that familiar or similar people or objects are 

considered as positive, whereas those outside of one’s perceived ‘group’ are considered 

volatile and dangerous which enhances one’s feelings of belonging within one’s own 

group). If the receiver questions this information they alert the teller to their 

unwillingness to share and identify with them, preventing the teller from increasing 

their sense of belongingness. This may change the teller’s perceptions of the receiver as 

being similar to them and suggest that the receiver is therefore not an appropriate target 

for them to increase affiliation with. Further, as the teller’s motive is to enhance the 

relationship with the acquaintance or known other, pointing out the logical flaws in the 
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legend may insult or call into question the intentions of the teller. In this way, the 

receiver’s reaction to the legend becomes a gauge for the teller to establish whether the 

transmission of the legend will improve the quality and closeness of the relationship.  

Fiske (2004) outlines that urban legend transmission can control behaviour by 

communicating norms within groups. The legends may indicate how an individual 

should behave and the consequences for inappropriate behaviour; further they may 

impact on actual behaviour if people respond to them as though they are true. Fiske 

(2004) further outlined that the transmission of legends and rumours may be used as a 

process for reducing uncertainty and that there is a role for belonging and understanding 

in the transmission of rumours and legends. Understanding the role of core social 

motives in urban legend transmission aids in understanding the behaviour of the teller, 

however it is also necessary to understand the behaviour of the receiver in the 

transmission process. As urban legends are typically transmitted during a conversation, 

examining the role of conversational pragmatics may provide an explanation for the 

receiver’s behaviour and the reasons they ignore the teller’s violation of conversational 

rules. 

Conversational Pragmatics: The Cooperative Principle and the Four Maxims 

Urban legend transmission often occurs via conversation during a social 

interaction. During this interaction, the teller often breaks conversational rules while 

conveying the story (e.g., provides details that do not appear relevant, states unverified 

information as true, and places details in such a way as to give the conclusion the 

biggest impact rather than in the most logical order). Despite these apparent violations, 

the receiver usually continues in the interaction with the teller. By drawing on the 

concepts proposed by Grice (1975) in the area of conversational pragmatics, the 

behaviour of the receiver can be better understood. An outline of the cooperative 
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principle and the four maxims is provided, followed by the relevance of these concepts 

to the urban legend transmission process. 

Germane to an examination of social interaction in recounting urban legends, is 

Grice’s (1975) proposal that conversation is guided by four central, logical maxims. 

These maxims facilitate the overriding principle of conversation, which he called the 

cooperative principle. The cooperative principle outlines that people are required to 

give an adequate amount of input into the conversation to facilitate the achievement of 

the aim of conversation, or to aid the direction of the conversation. In particular, Grice 

proposes that individuals assume that this principle will hold and that those they are 

communicating with ordinarily will approach interactions without intending to deceive 

or confuse. However, certain special interactions (e.g., persuasive sales tactics) are 

assumed to fall outside such a system, as such interactions do not meet the basic 

conditions of the cooperative principle. The communication exchange needs to contain 

the following for the cooperative principle to apply: a common goal currently operating; 

mutually dependent input from each party; and the expectation the exchange will 

continue unless they are in agreement that it should end (Grice, 1975).  

Grice’s (1975) work has been used in a wide variety of contexts to examine the 

dynamics of conversation for people with aphasia, gender differences in communication 

in indirectness and distortions of truth, pragmatics in human-computer conversations, 

maxim violations in humour, and social context (Ahlsen, 1993; Attardo, 1993, 2003; 

Kong, 2003; Michell, 1984; Norrick, 2003; Rundquist, 1992; Sarangi & Slembrouck, 

1992; Saygin & Cicekli, 2002; Yus, 2003). Although it has not been applied to examine 

urban legends specifically, the Gricean perspective has been applied to numerous areas 

in psychology, for example, developmental psychology, cognitive psychology, and 

social psychology, as well as other disciplines (Ariely & Loewenstein, 2000; Korta & 

Perry, 2006; Lee & Eskritt, 1999; Lillard, 1999; Lindblom, 2001; Schwarz, 1996). 
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Conversation is facilitated by four maxims (quantity, quality, relation, and 

manner) outlined by Grice (1975). The maxim of quantity indicates that individuals are 

required to provide enough input to meet the goal of the interaction and not to provide 

an excess of information. That is, people are expected to avoid providing information 

that is redundant in that context. For example, when two friends are dining together and 

one asks the other whether they have tried that day’s special, the maxim of quantity 

would be violated if the other diner were to provide a detailed, culinary account of the 

last three times they tried the special; although this may be appropriate in other 

contexts, such as conversation between two food critics. 

The maxim of quality indicates that individuals should not contribute 

information which is thought to be untrue or for which the individual does not have 

adequate proof. Hence, according to this maxim individuals should not lie or deceive or 

present unverified information as fact. There are two distinct forms of quality violation. 

First, it is a violation of the quality maxim to state anything that is known to be false, 

such as a woman telling her husband she had to stay back late at work when she actually 

went out for drinks with a colleague. The second type of violation involves sharing 

information for which there is still inadequate evidence. For example, in the scenario 

above, the maxim of quality would be violated if the woman’s husband told one of his 

friends that she had not really worked back late and was cheating on him, unless the 

husband had actually seen the woman elsewhere or she had explicitly told him she 

deceived him (i.e., he had adequate evidence for his belief). 

The maxim of relation proposes that individuals ought to only provide 

information that is relevant to the goal of the conversation, unless the information 

comes with the qualifier that states it is not relevant to the goal. This maxim also 

involves the timing of contributions, as some information may be relevant to the topic at 

hand but it may be inappropriate to introduce it at that particular time. In the dining 
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example above, it would violate the maxim of relation if the diner informed their 

companion about their enjoyment of the meal and then went on to tell them that after 

the meal they returned home and spent five hours steaming wallpaper off the lounge 

room walls so they could redecorate. This extra information is not relevant to the 

immediate conversation in which they are engaged with their companion, although the 

information would be relevant to introduce in a later conversation about home 

improvements. 

Lastly, the maxim of manner indicates that individuals are to be clear and 

unambiguous, and to keep the information concise and present it in a logical and 

organised way (Grice, 1975). For the maxim of manner Grice (1975, p. 47) expects “... a 

partner to make it clear what contribution he is making, and to execute his performance 

with reasonable dispatch”. 

Grice (1975) describes different ways in which conversational partners may fail 

to uphold a maxim. These include violating a maxim, opting out of a maxim and/or the 

cooperative principle, a clash of maxims, and flouting a maxim. A person may 

discretely violate a maxim which may give the other party the wrong impression. 

Opting out indicates to the other party that they are not willing to fulfil the maxims or to 

cooperate as required by the interaction. A clash involves violating one maxim by 

meeting another, for example by providing as much information as is necessary 

(quantity) a person includes information that has not been verified or may lack evidence 

(quality). Flouting a maxim involves clearly failing to fulfil a maxim and not because of 

a clash of maxims, not because of opting out, and not because of attempting to mislead 

or deceive. The overt nature of the failure to fulfil the maxim indicates that the person is 

not attempting to mislead or deceive the conversational partner. Grice (1975) suggests 

that in circumstances where maxims are flouted, conversational implicatures are 

generated. 
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The importance of the Gricean maxims for a psychological analysis of 

information exchange is evident in their apparent violation. Grice (1975) highlights that 

people do not always hold conversations that strictly follow each of the above 

guidelines. In particular, listeners tend to reconcile apparent violations of the maxims 

based on the assumption that the cooperative principle will hold. These inferences, 

called conversational implicatures, are not based on the semantic meaning of what is 

being said. Rather, they are based on the context of what has been said as well as beliefs 

about the characteristics of typical verbal interactions (Grice, 1975). That is, people 

refer pragmatically to context and implicatures based on the content of the conversation 

to reach conclusions. They do not come to conclusions merely on the basis of logical 

implications of the information they receive. Conversational implicatures allow people 

to make indirect messages by implying meaning without making an explicit point. For 

example, “A and B are talking about a mutual friend, C, who is now working in a bank. 

A asks B how C is getting on in his job, and B replied, oh quite well, I think, he likes his 

colleagues, and he hasn’t been to prison yet” (Grice, 1975, p. 43). In this example, there 

is a clear difference between what B stated and that which is implied. Grice (1975) 

indicates that B may have been suggesting that C’s colleagues are malicious people that 

are difficult to endure; alternatively B may be implying that C is likely to be tempted by 

working in close proximity to large amounts of money. Person A may not need to ask 

person B what was meant by the statement as this may be obvious to person A given the 

context and their knowledge of person C’s character. Although B’s comments appear to 

violate the maxim of relevance, if A assumes that the cooperative principle still holds, 

the meaning of seemingly irrelevant information is apparent if A believes that C may 

engage in compromising behaviour. If A is able to establish this connection between the 

character of C and B’s comments, B is implicating that C may be untrustworthy.  
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The Gricean perspective is particularly relevant to urban legends as they rely 

primarily on transmission within groups through conversation or verbal interactions that 

are guided by the conversational maxims. Although the teller typically violates the 

maxim of quality through saying that for which they lack evidence (even if they believe 

it to be true) it must be remembered that listeners nevertheless will attempt to reconcile 

the apparent violation or may not even suspect it since they believe the cooperative 

principle holds. 

When considering the Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker legend the adherence or 

violation of certain maxims can be demonstrated. Details such as the old woman having 

hairy arms would initially suggest the provision of unnecessary and irrelevant 

information (given that the amount of body hair a person has is rarely pertinent to the 

goal of the conversation). However, if the listener believes that the cooperative principle 

is still in operation, they reconcile this violation with the belief that this information is 

in some way related to the story being told. It is implied that the presence of overly 

hairy arms is not normal for an old woman which suggests that either this is a 

particularly unusual old woman or it is not an old woman at all. It is further implied that 

this oddity is the reason the young woman became suspicious. When it is revealed to the 

listener that this detail helped the protagonist uncover the man’s disguise, it becomes 

both relevant and necessary information for the listener to know. 

The maxim of quality appears to play a particular role in the transmission of 

urban legends. Legends always come with a statement that they are true, usually with 

the added information that the teller is privy to exclusive information told by someone 

who was involved in the stated events. The annotation that the legend is true is in fact a 

quality violation as the teller is really passing on that for which they lack adequate 

evidence. Owing to the cooperative principle, the receiver may be misled by the teller’s 

claims of a connection to the protagonist. However, the connection between the teller 
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and the protagonist is often so distant (e.g., My sister-in-law works with a lady who had 

this happen to her son’s neighbour) that the receiver would be unable to obtain any 

details about the identity of this person or verify further details about the story without 

interrupting the conversation and intentionally casting doubt on the cooperative 

principle.  

In terms of the maxim of relevance the contents of the old woman’s handbag 

would normally be irrelevant. However, this information relates to the imminent danger 

the young woman was facing and to the conclusion of the story itself. Without this 

information the listener may have viewed the incident as the result of the behaviour of 

an overly suspicious young woman who uncovered the identity of a poorly presented 

transvestite rather than a potential killer. Further, it is implied (by reconciling the 

apparent quantity and relevance violations) that the man intended to use the rope and 

knife to kidnap and to harm the young woman after using his disguise as an old woman 

to allow him to get into the car with her without raising suspicion. 

Lastly, legends generally adhere to the maxim of manner in that they are 

structured in a way that guides the listener to a particular conclusion based on the 

presentation of a specific sequence of events. Narrative vividness and clarity of the 

hitchhiker story would be lost if the story began with the police finding a rope and knife 

in an old woman’s bag in the car of a young woman who was a friend of a friend, and 

only then informed the listener that the old woman had elicited assistance and a lift from 

the young woman who later had become suspicious of the old woman’s appearance. 

The listener would wonder why the police searched the bag in the first place and why 

the young woman still proceeded to provide assistance despite the potential danger she 

could be in. Despite the necessary ordering of the details presented in the story, at times 

the details are placed in a way that makes them seem irrelevant (though later the 
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relevance becomes apparent), so as to give the biggest impact when the conclusion is 

revealed. 

While ever the teller appears to adhere to the cooperative principle, the receiver 

is not alerted to question the information the teller has provided. This will particularly 

be the case where there is a preexisting relationship in which there is no reason to 

believe that the person will violate the cooperative principle. However, although 

conversational pragmatics provide a sound basis for the behaviour of someone receiving 

an urban legend, there remains doubt over the rationality of the teller of the legend. This 

is particularly the case when considering a traditional definition of rationality in which 

people are expected to behave in a rational, logical, and purposeful way. 

Rationality: Purpose versus Process 

Despite the behaviour of the teller appearing irrational when using a definition 

of rationality based on reasoning using formal logic, the teller’s behaviour can be 

viewed as rational when viewed within a broader perspective. That is, the teller’s 

behaviour can be viewed as rational where it involves facilitating the achievement of 

their goals. This section outlines two different types of rationality (purpose and process) 

and highlights that the teller’s behaviour is rational when viewed using rationality of 

purpose. 

Occhipinti and Siegal (1996) suggested that rationality needs to be considered as 

a function of both culture and content. Thus, when considering the case of urban 

legends, it is necessary to go beyond formal logic and questions regarding the strict 

validity of the specific argument contained in the legend, and to consider the wider 

context within which the legend exists. Current accounts for urban legends cannot 

explain how the transmission of these legends is rational and purposeful behaviour. 

From these views individuals appear to transmit implausible and flawed stories as 

though they are true events to others who accept the story and who may also elect to 
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transmit them as true stories. Thus, despite legends being commonly transmitted and 

received in many countries around the world, existing accounts cannot establish 

adequate evidence for a rational basis for urban legends. The societal warning account 

(Best & Horiuchi, 1985) proposes that individual goals are met through rationalising 

fear and warning others of danger, however, this account fails to adequately present 

how these goals can be achieved through urban legend transmission. However, this kind 

of behaviour may not be irrational if it were to result in the achievement of goals 

derived from the interaction through the sharing or accepting of the legend.  

The key research on deductive reasoning that was developed in the 1960s led to 

the assumption that logicality was connected to rationality (Shafir & LeBoeuf, 2002). 

Individuals who behaved or responded in an illogical way in experiments were 

considered irrational (Evans, 2002). Cohen (1981) outlined three key aspects to support 

the proposal that irrationality could not be proven by the psychological research being 

conducted. Evans (1993) referred to these three criticisms as the “normative system 

problem” (the participant may not use the same system, such as the type of logic, as the 

experimenter, and the system may not be the most appropriate gauge for rationality in 

real life situations), the “interpretation problem” (the participant and experimenter do 

not share the same interpretation, so the participant’s reasoning may be logical based on 

his or her own differing interpretation), and the “external validity problem” (being 

unable to use conclusions drawn from studies conducted in artificial situations that may 

not be representative of real world reasoning) (Evans, 2002, p. 989). The normative 

systems argument raised questions about the use of formal logic to determine rational 

reasoning, which led to some theorists developing definitions of rationality that consider 

differences between a normative form of rationality and other possible types (Evans, 

2002; Evans & Over, 1996).   
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In this connection, Evans et al. (1993) proposed two different types of 

rationality. The first is rationality of purpose, which indicates that people reason in a 

way that is conducive to them being able to accomplish their goals (sometimes referred 

to as personal rationality). The second type is rationality of process, which is similar to 

the traditional definition of rationality that indicates that people reason in a way that is 

consistent with a preestablished normative system of reasoning like formal logic 

(normative rationality). Evans et al. (1993) argue that research studies indicate that 

rationality is evident and an established principle in human behaviour only when 

considering rationality of purpose and not process. Further, they suggest that people’s 

rationality is constrained on the basis of cognitive ability. That is, people attempt to 

achieve their objectives and when this is unsuccessful it is the result of cognitive 

limitations. Individuals do not adopt a reasoning process in an attempt to be logical, 

although they may use logical processes in order to accomplish their set goals (Evans et 

al., 1993; Evans & Over, 1996). Other researchers have proposed rationality that is 

based on adaptive behaviour such as the ecological and evolutionary approaches, but 

rationality of purpose is individually based (Evans, 2002; Stanovich & West, 2000). 

Although transmitting implausible and provocative stories such as urban legends 

initially seems to lack meaning and purpose and suggests irrational behaviour, a closer 

examination of the possible goals that could be achieved through this interaction 

highlights potential explanations for this behaviour. The research of Heath et al. (2001) 

has provided evidence for the position that telling urban legends evokes strong affect 

that is shared between people. Additionally, urban legends tend to be transmitted 

commonly between acquaintances, which suggests that an overriding goal in 

transmitting urban legends is building or enhancing the relationship between the teller 

and the receiver. During the transmission of urban legends the teller is indicating 

interest and concern for the receiver, and both the teller and receiver identify with each 
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other through sharing strong affect. On the basis of this process it can be argued that the 

transmission of legends allows for known others to improve their existing relationship. 

This may be even more relevant for acquaintances as they may have less opportunity for 

interaction and relationship building than close friends. Where the interaction allows for 

one party to indicate interest and concern for the other, and for both parties to identify 

with each other through sharing strong affect, the achievement of core social motives 

such as belonging and understanding is aided. Thus, the transmission of urban legends 

can be regarded as goal directed and rational when it improves the quality and closeness 

of a relationship between acquaintances, and when it allows for another form of sharing 

and positive interaction, which can be viewed as beneficial in ongoing relationships, 

between close friends. As rationality of purpose indicates behaviour can be considered 

rational when it aids in the achievement of goals, urban legend transmission can be 

viewed as rational when it aids in achieving core social motives. 

Current Thesis: Affect, Interpersonal Relationships, and Urban Legend Transmission 

Previous accounts for the purpose of the transmission of urban legends do not 

consider the influence of social context and the interaction in the transmission process. 

Each account fails to explain the motivation for transmission, the influence of the 

interaction, and the reasons that transmission occurs primarily between acquaintances 

(rather than just between close friends and family). For example, research on rumours 

suggests that legends are distinctly different to rumours. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

expect that the process of transmission and motivation for transmission also differ. The 

societal warning account (Best & Horiuchi, 1985) does not explain how the goals of the 

individual transmitter (i.e., to rationalise their own fear and to send warning messages) 

are achieved effectively through transmission, or why legends are transmitted frequently 

between acquaintances rather than simply and directly to those individuals closest to the 

sender. Another perspective, based on dual-process models of persuasion, suggests that 
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characteristics that are the hallmark of urban legends ought to cue central or systematic 

processing, which would allow the receiver to easily identify the implausibility of the 

legend and reject it. Thus, this account does not explain the reasons that receivers do not 

use a central or systematic route (given the legend characteristics) and why the legends 

are transmitted even though they are highly implausible. Further the dual-process 

models of persuasion do not adequately explain the teller’s motivation for transmission 

and how and why they would attempt to persuade the receiver. 

The emotional selection account presented recently by Heath et al. (2001) also 

fails to explain the role of social context in the transmission of urban legends. The 

emotional consumption and social bonding concepts put forward to explain the 

existence and transmission of urban legends do not explain the goals or the motivations 

associated with the social interaction itself. The emotional selection account does not 

clearly explain the motivation for emotional consumption and social bonding. The 

reasons that the teller would transmit the legend so they can consume emotions or spend 

time with others who are sharing the same emotional state are unclear. This account also 

fails to explain the reasons that urban legend transmission occurs frequently between 

acquaintances, especially given that the concepts of emotional consumption and social 

bonding would seem more appropriate between close friends or loved ones. 

The current thesis tests explanations for the transmission of urban legends by 

examining the motivations of the teller to transmit the legend, accounting for the 

reasons receivers often fail to question the actual plausibility of the legend, and 

exploring the optimal social distance for transmission. This explanation emphasises the 

importance of viewing urban legend transmission from a social perspective. As 

transmission occurs in the context of a social interaction it is important to consider this 

context when examining the functions that urban legend transmission serve. 
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The model proposes that urban legend transmission allows for the achievement 

of core social motives through the interaction. The teller aims to improve the quality of 

the relationship with an acquaintance or known other by sharing a highly affective story 

and indicating interest and concern for the receiver and their relationship. If the receiver 

accepts the legend, the teller’s sense of belonging is enhanced through the interaction 

and connection and affiliation with the receiver. When the receiver disputes the veracity 

of the legend or rejects it, the teller becomes aware that the core social motives will not 

be met and therefore the acquaintance is not a suitable target for transmission or 

possibly even interaction. Further, when it is viewed in the context of the enhancement 

of the relationship through the achievement of core social motives, the teller’s 

behaviour is considered goal-directed and rational. As legend transmission improves 

relationship quality by increasing affiliation and bonding through positive interactions 

and raising the teller’s sense of belonging through shared affect elicited by the story, 

then it also explains why legends are transmitted primarily between acquaintances. 

Additionally, the stories’ vivid, interesting, and entertaining nature makes them even 

more appealing in an exchange. While there are typically many opportunities and ways 

for close friends to share positive interactions, these are more limited for acquaintances. 

The use of a legend is entertaining, attention grabbing, and memorable and involves 

minimal risk on the part of the teller when compared to personal disclosures. 

Grice’s (1975) cooperative principle in conversation explains aspects of the 

receiver’s behaviour toward the legend in an interaction. Although some of the 

characteristics of urban legends and the way they are transmitted appears to violate 

some of the Gricean maxims (i.e., particularly the maxim of quality) the receiver will 

overlook or may not even detect these violations as they assume the cooperative 

principle will hold. Further, questioning the details of the legend would interrupt the 

flow of the conversation and intentionally cast doubt upon the cooperative principle. 
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The receiver has a preexisting relationship with the teller and no reason to believe that 

the teller would violate the cooperative principle, so the receiver does not question the 

implausibility of the legend. 

The current thesis emphasises that there is an optimal social distance for urban 

legend transmission. It is proposed that individuals in a close relationship have less need 

to increase the level of affiliation and closeness through the exchange of the legend as 

this can be achieved through other more suitable means or shared experiences. By 

contrast, transmitting the legend to an acquaintance or socially distant friend allows for 

a shared experience between individuals who have a distant but preexisting relationship. 

This is in contrast to the emotional selection account as the present approach does not 

suggest that the legends are being transmitted merely to allow individuals to consume 

emotions or bond with others based on the emotional state they are experiencing. 

Instead, the goal of transmission is to bond and raise the level of affiliation between the 

teller and the receiver, and affect may be a mediator that aids this goal. Legends elicit 

affect which may make them more appealing to transmit, but the story’s eliciting high 

levels of affect is not the primary reason for transmission.  

Accordingly, the aim of the current thesis is to test a model of urban legend 

transmission. This model proposes that urban legends are transmitted for the purpose of 

achieving core social motives by increasing affiliation and bonding between 

acquaintances or known others. The model asserts that increasing affiliation in the 

relationship between acquaintances (i.e., the teller and the receiver) is the primary goal 

of transmission and that the affect elicited may be a mediator that aids this goal. As the 

emphasis in this thesis is on the motivation for transmission, the focus in the studies will 

be on the teller’s behaviour (the reasons, and to whom, they transmit the legends), rather 

than the receiver’s behaviour.   
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Hypotheses 

This thesis involves testing the model using three consecutive studies. This 

section presents a set of general hypotheses for the entire work, followed by 

operationalised predictions for Study 1. The hypotheses and predictions for Studies 2 

and 3 will be presented later in their respective chapters. The results from each study 

informed the design of subsequent studies, with hypotheses revised as appropriate. 

General Hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 outlines that the motivation to transmit the 

urban legend is driven by a need to meet core social motives such as belongingness (to 

increase affiliation with the receiver).  

Hypothesis 2 outlines that there is an optimal social distance for the transmission 

of urban legends, with acquaintances being chosen as the most suitable targets to 

receive the legend.  

Hypothesis 3 specifies that the presence of negative affect alone is not adequate 

motivation to transmit the urban legend. Negative affect may act as a mediator for the 

primary goal of transmission, which is to increase affiliation in the relationship to meet 

belongingness needs as outlined by Hypothesis 1. Finally, it is also predicted that the 

urban legend will be rated as more likely to be transmitted compared to the vivid and 

neutral stories (Hypothesis 4). 

Predictions for Study 1. Consistent with Hypothesis 1 outlined above, it is 

predicted that a desire to increase affiliation in relationships with known others will 

predict the rated likelihood of transmission of the urban legend, as indicated by ratings 

specifying a high level of desired future closeness for the free choice target. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, it is predicted that the acquaintance will be 

selected as the most likely target of transmission for the urban legend. Consistent with 

Best and Horiuchi’s (1985) societal warning account, it is also expected that there will 

be a high rated likelihood of transmission of the vivid story to the close friend. 
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Additionally, it is expected that the person chosen to receive the legend in the free target 

section will be an acquaintance. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, it is predicted that the presence of negative affect 

(as measured by the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule) alone will not predict the 

rated likelihood of transmission for the urban legend. 

Lastly, consistent with Hypothesis 4, it is predicted that the urban legend will 

have higher rates for the likelihood of transmission overall compared to the vivid and 

neutral stories. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Study 1 

Method 

Predictions for Study 1 

Consistent with Hypothesis 1 outlined above, it is predicted that a desire to 

increase affiliation in relationships with known others will predict the rated likelihood 

of transmission of the urban legend, as indicated by ratings specifying a high level of 

desired future closeness for the free choice target. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, it is predicted that the acquaintance will be 

selected as the most likely target of transmission for the urban legend. Consistent with 

Best and Horiuchi’s (1985) societal warning account, it is also expected that there will 

be a high rated likelihood of transmission of the vivid story to the close friend. 

Additionally, it is expected that the person chosen to receive the legend in the free target 

section will be an acquaintance. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, it is predicted that the presence of negative affect 

(as measured by the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule) alone will not predict the 

rated likelihood of transmission for the urban legend. 

Lastly, consistent with Hypothesis 4, it is predicted that the urban legend will 

have higher rates for the likelihood of transmission overall compared to the vivid and 

neutral stories. 

Participants 

The participants were 87 first year undergraduate university students studying 

psychology at Griffith University. A total of 6 people were excluded from the sample 

owing to language difficulties that prevented them from understanding the instructions 

and the materials. These participants indicated their difficulties with the English 

language to the investigator. The remaining 81 participants were included in analyses. 
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The sample contained 72 (89%) females. As there were so few males in comparison to 

females the variable of gender was not included in any analyses. However, analyses 

were repeated excluding the males and there was no difference in the results. 

Consequently, the entire sample was retained for analysis. The mean age of participants 

was 25.62 years with a standard deviation of 10.83 years, which suggests skewness 

typical of an undergraduate student sample.  Each student received partial course credit 

for their participation.  

Materials and Procedure 

The study was a 3 (Story type: legend vs. vivid vs. neutral) X 3 (Character type: 

acquaintance vs. stranger vs. close friend) within-subjects design. Participants were 

welcomed in groups to the social psychology laboratory and were informed that the 

study, examining communication and relationships, involved the completion of written 

questionnaire materials. Each participant was given a consent form, indicating that their 

participation was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any 

time without penalty. Appendix B provides a complete copy of the materials. All tasks 

were completed individually, anonymously, and confidentially. 

Character vignettes. Prior to the main experimental tasks, the participants were 

provided with three character vignettes that would be used later in the story tasks. These 

vignettes included a brief description of three separate characters whom the participants 

were asked to assume they knew. The gender of the characters was varied, with half of 

the materials booklets containing three male characters and the other half containing 

three female characters. All of the characters were described as being aged between 18 

and 20 years old and attending classes for the same university degree as the participants. 

The character vignettes varied according to the social distance that they each had with 

the participants.  
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The contact with the first character as an acquaintance was limited to time spent 

in a shared class the previous semester (this character was met 6 months ago) and to 

being greeted by the character in passing when on campus. The second character was a 

stranger who had been seen in lectures but had not shared classes with the participants 

and had not been noticed around campus. The stranger had never had verbal contact 

with the participants. By contrast, the participants were informed that they had met the 

close friend character in first semester. They had shared many of the same classes, spent 

time with their mutual friends, and had socialised together outside of university. 

At this stage, the participants were required to rate how much they would like to 

get to know each of the three people outlined, in real life. The participants were asked to 

rate “How much would you like to get to know this person in real life” on a 7-point 

scale (anchors: 1 = greatly dislike to 7 = greatly like). 

Urban legend task. For this task each participant was provided with three stories 

that were reported to be excerpts taken from a local newspaper. No actual newspaper 

names were used. The stories included: a) an urban legend; b) a vivid story; and c) a 

neutral nonvivid story. See Appendix A for an example legend. The urban legend story 

was based on a common urban legend (a food and contamination urban legend) cited in 

folklore books as well as on the Internet, at sites such as the Urban Legends Reference 

Pages (Brunvand, 1999; Mikkelson & Mikkelson, 2002). In 1998, the mainstream press 

in Queensland, Australia (i.e., The Sunday Mail) reported that there was a false story 

circulating about a local Brisbane restaurant. The false story claimed that staff at the 

restaurant had contaminated food with bodily fluids. This false story was very similar in 

content and structure to the urban legend used as the basis for the legend story in this 

study. The legend story was constructed using typical urban legend structure (i.e., 

unsuspecting characters encountering an apparently benign but really evil person, lack 

of identifying contextual details such as names and places, vivid details that arouse 
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strong affective responses, details conveniently placed to reach the conclusion, and a 

sting-in-the-tail ending). The legend was about a couple out dining who were 

dissatisfied with undercooked steaks and argued with staff about their meals. The 

couple later became ill after eating their meals which were found to be contaminated by 

the chef’s semen.  

The vivid story was about food handling practices in a local restaurant. It 

contained vivid details (diners’ gastrointestinal symptoms described and food being 

contaminated by vermin) to arouse strong affective responses as well as themes of 

danger (many people becoming ill from spoiled and contaminated food eaten at a local 

restaurant). The content of the vivid story was similar to the urban legend in that it had 

vivid details and danger themes, although it did not have details choreographed to 

enhance the conclusion or a bizarre sting-in-the-tail ending that legends typically 

contain. The neutral story referred to a new restaurant opening serving Australian 

cuisine such as crocodile, kangaroo, and barramundi. All stories included content 

related to food consumption. Each story was identified by a one-word title relating to 

the story content so that the participants could distinguish between stories (legend = 

steak, vivid = handling, neutral = eatery). 

The participants were asked to read each story and then indicate how likely (1 = 

very unlikely to 9 = very likely) they would be to transmit the story to each of the three 

characters outlined in the vignettes. For example, “How likely would you be to tell this 

story to Julie (the student you worked with occasionally in class last semester)?” 

Participants were also asked an open-ended question requiring them to identify the 

reasons behind their ratings of intention to transmit. The aim of this task was to 

establish whether the urban legend would have higher likelihood of transmission to 

targets than the vivid or neutral story, as well as establishing which characters the 
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stories were most likely to be transmitted to. No stories were actually passed on to any 

one at any time during the study.  

PANAS. The positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & 

Tellegen, 1988) was used to measure mood, as it is a standardised, widely used mood 

scale. The PANAS is a 20-item measure, with a 5-point scale (not at all, a little, 

moderately, quite a bit, extremely). The PANAS was completed after the participants 

had read each story and rated the likelihood of transmission to each of the three 

characters (a total of three times). The internal consistency was acceptably high in the 

current sample for both the positive and negative scales, ranging from .89 to .93 for the 

positive scale and .82 to .86 for the negative scale. An additional item was added to the 

PANAS to obtain a rating of how disgusted participants felt. This was included as the 

legend and vivid stories contained disgust motifs expected to elicit disgust. The mood 

ratings immediately followed the ratings of the likelihood of transmission to each 

character, so that the participant’s mood was rated before they were asked to complete 

any other tasks, such as selecting a person they actually know (free target) that they 

would transmit the story to. The aim was to establish whether there was a relationship 

between current affect and the choice of target for transmission. It was also necessary to 

measure mood as previous research has indicated that anxiety influences the 

transmission of other forms of folklore. 

Free target ratings. After completing the PANAS, the participants were asked to 

select someone with whom they had had actual contact within the past 24 hours to 

transmit the story to. This was completed for each of the three stories. Participants had 

the option of choosing the same target for each story or a different target for each story. 

After selecting this target they were asked to provide some basic demographic 

information for this person and complete ratings of various relationship characteristics. 
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They were required to provide ratings of likeability (1 = highly unlikeable to 7 = highly 

likeable) for the person selected to eliminate likeability as a potential confound. 

Participants were asked to describe the nature of their relationships with their 

chosen targets, including the perceived current closeness (1 = very distant to 7 = very 

close) of the relationship, and their desired level of future closeness (1 = much less 

closer to 7 = much closer), and how well (1 = not very well to 7 = very well) they know 

the person. They were also asked to rate their familiarity with their chosen targets, 

including indicating how long (0-1 month, 2-5 months, 6-9 months, 10-12 months, more 

than a year) if at all they had known the person and the amount of prior contact (no 

contact, contact in classes, see socially, in class and socially) they had with them. 

Finally, they were asked an open-ended question about their reasons for selecting the 

people to whom they chose to transmit the story. Participant responses to these 

questions provided information relating to relationship characteristics, target selection, 

and motivation to transmit without actually requiring participants to transmit any 

stories. This section was included to gather information about transmission and measure 

target selection and characteristics in a more naturalistic way (i.e., asking participants to 

identify a known person to whom they would transmit the stories and provide details 

about that person) to provide additional information to that obtained in other sections.  

Believability ratings. Finally, all participants were required to rate on a 7-point 

scale (anchors: 1 = completely unbelievable to 7 = completely believable) the degree to 

which they believed the three stories with which they were presented. The aim was to 

eliminate believability as a potential confound. 

Counterbalancing. All participants received materials containing the same basic 

content, however, the materials booklets differed in the order of presentation of 

character vignettes and stories. The materials were counterbalanced to eliminate order 

effects confounding the data. This involved having 72 different combinations (36 with 
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male characters and 36 with female characters) for the order of the materials varying the 

order by story and character. At the end of the testing session all participants were 

informed that the apparent newspaper articles they had read were fictitious stories. 



 
 

 

72 

Study 1 

Results 

Data Screening and Cleaning 

Prior to analysis the data were screened to detect missing data and outliers and 

to examine the assumptions of normality and linearity. As some of the variables were 

skewed transformations were conducted. These transformations improved only half of 

the skewed variables. The variables that did not improve through transformations were 

likelihood of telling the legend to the close friend, likelihood of telling the vivid story to 

the stranger, likelihood of telling the neutral story to the stranger, the total PANAS 

score for the negative scale for the legend, and total PANAS score for the negative scale 

for the vivid story. Skewed variables that improved through transformation included 

likelihood of telling the legend to the stranger, likelihood of telling vivid story to the 

close friend, likelihood of telling the neutral story to the close friend, believability for 

the vivid story and the neutral story, and the total PANAS score for the negative scale 

for the neutral story. Skewed variables were skewed in the expected direction (e.g., low 

likelihood of telling any of the stories to the stranger).  As GLM procedures are known 

to be robust when dealing with nonnormal data the original data were retained and used 

for the analyses (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). 

There was only one item in the data set that was missing; this was an item from 

the positive scale on the PANAS completed after the vivid story. Since the percentage 

of missing data was very low with only one participant missing one item the effect of 

the missing data was minimal. When the percentage of missing data is less than 5% 

procedures for addressing the missing data such as complete case analysis or imputation 

produce similar results (Schafer & Graham, 2002). Accordingly, complete case analysis 

was used in the present study where appropriate. In dealing with the item missing from 

the positive scale on the PANAS the following procedure was used. The sum of the 
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positive scale on the PANAS was computed by finding the mean of the items on the 

scale and multiplying this by 10 to provide a total score for the positive scale for that 

participant. 

Statistical Analyses 

Overview of main analyses. Hypothesis 1, which predicted that the desire to 

increase affiliation in relationships with known others will predict the intention to 

transmit, was tested using a one factor within-subjects design ANOVA on the free 

target ratings, specifically, the desired level of future closeness. Hypothesis 2, which 

predicted that there is an optimal social distance for transmission, was tested within a 3 

(Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) x 3 (Character type: acquaintance, stranger, close 

friend) within-subjects ANOVA which examined the likelihood of transmission. 

Hypothesis 4, which predicted that the legend would be more likely than the other 

stories to be transmitted, was also tested using the 3 x 3 ANOVA. Hypothesis 3, which 

predicted that the presence of negative affect alone is not adequate motivation to 

transmit the legend, was tested within a 2 (Valence: positive, negative) x 3 (Story type: 

legend, vivid, neutral) within-subjects ANOVA. Additionally, this hypothesis was 

tested further by specifically examining disgust (the legend was disgust based) using a 

one factor within-subjects design ANOVA. 

Main analyses. In order to examine transmission across story and character, a 3 

(Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) x 3 (Character type: acquaintance, stranger, close 

friend) within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted in which likelihood of 

transmission was the dependent variable. An alpha level of .01 was adopted for all 

statistical tests. There was a significant interaction between story and character (see 

Table 3 and Figure 1). Although Mauchly’s test was significant at p = .013 for the 

Character variable, indicating that the sphericity assumption had been violated, for this 

independent variable the pattern of results was unchanged by inspection either of the 
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multivariate approach or the Greenhouse-Geisser or Huynh-Feldt corrections. 

Therefore, the uncorrected F values are reported.  

 

Table 3 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story and Character Type on Likelihood of 

Transmission 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 63.62 2.00 31.81 5.85 .004 

Error 870.82 160.00 5.44   

      

Character 3207.91 1.81 1771.36 384.26 <.0005 

Error 667.87 144.88 4.61   

      

Story by Character 43.70 4.00 10.93 6.31 <.0005 

Error 553.86 320.00 1.73   
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Figure 1. Likelihood of transmission as a function of story type and character type. 

 

Follow-up analyses showed that there was a significant simple effect of story for 

the close friend (F(2, 79) = 12.31, p <.0005) and a marginally significant simple effect 

for the acquaintance (F(2, 79) = 3.49, p <.05). Pairwise comparisons indicated that the 

acquaintance was significantly more likely to be told the legend than the neutral story 

(Mean Difference = .80, Standard Error = .30, p <.05), with no difference between the 

vivid and neutral stories, or the legend and vivid story. For the close friend there was a 

significant difference between the legend and the vivid story (Mean Difference = 1.09, 

Standard Error = .29, p  <.01), and the legend and the neutral story (Mean Difference = 

1.31, Standard Error = .29, p <.0005) with the legend more likely to be told. There was 

no significant difference for the vivid and neutral stories for the close friend. The 

stranger was equally likely to be told all three stories with no significant difference 

between stories.  Table 4 displays the means for likelihood of transmission by story to 
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each character. The significant main effect of story (see Table 3) suggests that the 

legend (Mean = 5.00, Standard Error = .16) was more likely to be transmitted than the 

vivid (Mean = 4.55, Standard Error = .19) and neutral stories (Mean = 4.28, Standard 

Error = .18). However, this main effect was qualified by the interaction which, when 

followed up, suggests that it is only true for the close friend. 

In order to examine separately the difference in likelihood of transmission of 

each story across characters, the interaction was reexamined in terms of simple effects 

of character within the story variable. There was a simple effect of character for the 

legend (F(2, 79) = 324.01, p <.0005), vivid (F(2, 79) = 114.16, p <.0005), and neutral 

(F(2, 79) = 116.65, p <.0005) stories. Pairwise comparisons indicated that within each 

story the close friend was most likely to be told, followed by the acquaintance, and then 

the stranger. The legend was significantly more likely to be told to the close friend than 

the acquaintance (Mean Difference = 3.10, Standard Error = .25, p <.0005) and stranger 

(Mean Difference = 5.98, Standard Error = .23, p <.0005). The legend was also more 

likely to be told to the acquaintance than the stranger (Mean Difference = 2.88, 

Standard Error = .23, p <.0005). For the vivid story the close friend was significantly 

more likely to be told than the acquaintance (Mean Difference = 2.43, Standard Error = 

.22, p <.0005) and stranger (Mean Difference = 4.73, Standard Error = .31, p <.0005). 

The vivid story was also significantly more likely to be told to the acquaintance than the 

stranger (Mean Difference = 2.30, Standard Error = .23, p <.0005). Lastly, the neutral 

story was significantly more likely to be told to the close friend than the acquaintance 

(Mean Difference = 2.59, Standard Error = .24, p <.0005) or stranger (Mean Difference 

= 4.70, Standard Error = .31, p <.0005). The neutral story was also more likely to be 

told to the acquaintance than the stranger (Mean Difference = 2.11, Standard Error = 

.22, p <.0005). Table 4 displays the means for likelihood of transmission of each story 

to each character. 
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Table 4 

Summary of Means for Likelihood of Transmission by Story to Each Character 

Story Character M SD 

Legend Acquaintance 4.93 2.37 

 Stranger 2.05 1.70 

 Close Friend 8.02 1.56 

Vivid Acquaintance 4.51 2.15 

 Stranger 2.21 1.97 

 Close Friend 6.94 2.29 

Neutral Acquaintance 4.12 2.16 

 Stranger 2.01 1.85 

 Close Friend 6.72 2.35 

 

 

To examine any differences in the amount of affect evoked across stories a 2 

(Valence: positive, negative) X 3 (Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) within-subjects 

ANOVA was conducted. Valence (positive and negative) was determined by using the 

total scale scores of the positive and negative scales of the PANAS for each story.  

There was no significant interaction effect between valence and story. The stories did 

evoke affect but the only significant effect was that all the stories evoked more positive 

than negative affect (see Tables 5 and 6).  
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Table 5 

Summary of ANOVA for Effect of Story Type on Valence 

Source SS df MS F p 

Valence 20586.98 1 20586.98 162.04 <.0005 

Error 10163.93 80 127.05   

      

Story 44.95 2 22.47 2.34 .10 

Error 1538.58 160 9.62   

      

Valence by Story 33.93 2 16.96 1.75 .18 

Error 1551.01 160 9.69   

 

 

Table 6 

Summary of Means for Valence by Story 

Valence Story M SD 

Positive Legend 26.58 7.81 

 Vivid 25.66 7.87 

 Neutral 26.06 8.52 

Negative Legend 13.42 5.02 

 Vivid 13.35 4.67 

 Neutral 12.48 3.75 
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Inspection of the frequency distribution for the disgust item on the PANAS for 

each story indicated there was strong bimodality present for this item, in contrast to 

other scale items. Participants were either not disgusted at all, or had some disgust (with 

participants spread fairly evenly across the other ratings). Due to the nature of the 

responses the variable was converted into a dichotomous variable (no disgust vs. some 

disgust). Lunney (1970) states that ANOVA can be used with dichotomous variables. 

There was not enough power to use more sophisticated statistical procedures for 

repeated measures given the sample size, therefore these variables were still analysed 

using an analysis of variance. A one factor within-subjects design ANOVA was 

conducted to examine any differences in the amount of disgust evoked across stories. 

The stories differed significantly in the amount of disgust they evoked (see Table 7). 

Pairwise comparisons indicated that the legend evoked the most disgust followed by the 

vivid and then the neutral stories. See Table 8 for the means for the amount of disgust 

evoked by each story. When disgust was examined as a potential mediator for 

transmission, the nonsignificant results indicated that amount of disgust evoked did not 

predict the degree to which the participants wanted to tell the legend and vivid stories (p 

= .80 and .25 respectively). Further, the original interaction between story and character 

remained substantial and significant (p = .006). Accordingly, there was no evidence for 

mediation by disgust of rated likelihood of transmission.  
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Table 7 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story Type on Disgust 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 5.56 2 2.78 21.05 <.0005 

Error 21.11 160 .13   

 

 

Table 8 

Summary of Means for the Amount of Disgust Evoked by each Story 

Story M SD 

Legend .531 .502 

Vivid .346 .469 

Neutral .160 .369 

 

In order to examine any differences in believability across story types a one 

factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. Table 9 shows that the stories 

differed in believability for the participants. Despite being the story the most likely to be 

transmitted, the legend was found to be the least believable. Pairwise comparisons 

indicated that the legend and the vivid story were significantly different from each other 

in their believability (Mean Difference =  –1.41, Standard Error = .22, p <.0005), as 

were the legend and the neutral story (Mean Difference = –1.37, Standard Error = .24, p 

<.0005). The neutral and vivid story did not differ significantly from each other in their 

believability. Table 10 displays the means for believability of each story. 
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Table 9 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story Type on Believability 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 104.22 2 52.11 27.45 <.0005 

Error 303.78 160 1.90   

 

 

Table 10 

Summary of Means for the Believability of Each Story 

Story M SD 

Legend 4.40 1.68 

Vivid 5.80 1.33 

Neutral 5.77 1.45 

 

A one factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted to determine the 

degree to which participants wanted to get to know each character. As Mauchly’s Test 

of Sphericity was significant at p =.001, the assumption of sphericity was violated and 

the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. The characters differed significantly in 

the degree to which the participants wanted to get to know them (see Table 11). 

Pairwise comparisons indicated that each of the characters was significantly different 

from each other in the amount the participants wanted to get to know them. Participants 

wanted to get to know the close friend over the acquaintance (Mean Difference = 1.10, 

Standard Error = .11, p <.0005) and the stranger (Mean Difference = 2.68, Standard 

Error = .16, p <.0005). They wanted to get to know the acquaintance more than the 

stranger (Mean Difference = 1.58, Standard Error = .14, p <.0005). Table 12 displays 

the means of the extent to which the participants wanted to get to know each character. 
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Table 11 

Summary of ANOVA for How Much Participants Would Like to Get to Know Each 

Character  

Source SS df MS F p 

Like 293.80 1.73 170.29 191.30 <.0005 

Error 122.86 138.03 .89   

 

 

Table 12 

Summary of Means for Wanting to Get to Know Each Character 

Character M SD 

Acquaintance 5.07 1.08 

Stranger 3.49 1.18 

Close Friend 6.17 0.95 

 

A series of within-subjects design ANOVAs were conducted to examine the 

relationships between the free choice target ratings. None of these ANOVAs yielded 

significant results. Specifically, ANOVAs were conducted on how likeable participants 

found the target they selected (F(2, 160) = .33, p = .72), the current level of closeness 

(F(2, 160) = 1.75, p = .18), desired level of future closeness (F(2, 160) = 2.42, p = .09), 

and how well they know the target (F(2, 160) = 1.16, p = .32). Table 13 displays the 

means for the free target variables. 
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Table 13 

Means and Standard Deviations for Free Target Variables 

 Legend Vivid Neutral 

Free Target Variables M SD M SD M SD 

Likeable 6.31 .98 6.20 1.13 6.20 1.03 

Current Closeness 5.69 1.35 5.44 1.52 5.26 1.60 

Future Closeness 6.06 1.20 5.72 1.27 5.72 1.32 

How Well Know 5.65 1.64 5.43 1.76 5.28 1.81 

 



 
 

 

84 

Study 1 

Discussion 

Summary of Results  

Hypothesis 1 predicted that the motivation to transmit the urban legend is driven 

by a need to meet core social motives such as belongingness. It was predicted that a 

desire to increase affiliation in relationships with known others would predict the 

intention to transmit the urban legend, as indicated by ratings specifying a high level of 

desired future closeness for the free choice target (Hypothesis 1). This hypothesis was 

partially supported. All of the one way ANOVAs testing the variables from the free 

choice targets section were nonsignificant. However, the 3 x 3 ANOVA (story by 

character) indicated that the legend was rated as the most likely to be told to the close 

friend and then the acquaintance. The differences in the rated likelihood of legend 

transmission based on social distance suggest that transmitting the legend meets a need 

which relates to the relationship itself. If transmitting the legend was simply about the 

story then it would be expected that the legend would be rated as equally likely to be 

transmitted to each character. The present finding might suggest that the transmission of 

the legend aids in meeting core social needs, through the shared interaction that occurs 

when the legend is transmitted between known others.  

Although it seemed that the relationship was an important factor in transmission 

and had some connection to the motivation for transmission, the fact that legend 

transmission occurred between known others where there was some degree of 

relationship is open to interpretation. It is possible that people’s willingness to transmit 

the legend the most to the close friend was due to the nature of the close friendship, 

where the relationship suggests that most things will be shared with the close friend. 

However, the interaction showed that even here, the legend was rated as more likely to 
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be transmitted than the vivid story, despite the latter being significantly more 

believable. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that there is an optimal social distance for the 

transmission of urban legends, with the acquaintance predicted to be the most likely 

target of transmission for the urban legend. Consistent with Best and Horiuchi’s (1985) 

societal warning account, it was expected that there would be a high likelihood of 

transmission of the vivid story to the close friend. There was minimal support for this 

hypothesis. There was a significant interaction and significant main effects for story and 

character. However, the close friend was rated as most likely to be transmitted to and 

the legend was rated as the story most likely to be transmitted to the close friend. The 

close friend and the acquaintance were rated as more likely to be transmitted to than the 

stranger. 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that the presence of negative affect alone is not adequate 

motivation to transmit the urban legend. This hypothesis was supported. There was no 

interaction between valence and story and it was indicated that the stories evoked 

different levels of affect but the amount of affect evoked did not predict the likelihood 

of transmission to each character or likelihood of transmission for each story. 

Participants were more likely to feel positive affect than negative affect after each story.  

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the urban legend would be rated as most likely to be 

transmitted when compared to the vivid and neutral stories. This hypothesis was 

partially supported. The results relating to the likelihood of transmission indicated that 

for the close friend the legend was more likely to be told than the vivid and neutral 

stories. For the acquaintance the only differences were between the legend and the 

neutral stories (with the legend more likely to be told) and there were no differences 

between stories for the stranger.  
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Emotional Consumption 

The results support the hypothesis that the presence of negative affect alone is 

not adequate motivation to predict the likelihood of transmission for the legend. 

Although the stories differed in the amount of disgust they evoked (with the legend 

evoking the most disgust) the level of disgust did not predict how much the participants 

wanted to tell the legend or the vivid story. The amount of affect evoked did not predict 

how much the participant wanted to tell each story (including the legend), and this 

finding supports the hypothesis that the presence of affect alone is not adequate 

motivation for transmission of the legend. In fact, the type of target moderated 

likelihood of transmission, irrespective of affect. This is inconsistent with the emotional 

consumption and social bonding aspects of Heath et al.’s (2001) emotional selection 

account. This account suggests that urban legends are transmitted as they evoke strong 

affect which people enjoy consuming and also allow people to bond, as people enjoy 

being with others who are experiencing the same emotion. The concept of emotional 

consumption as a primary motivation for transmission is not strongly supported by the 

results in this study. While the legend did evoke affect (including disgust) the presence 

of this affect did not predict transmission, so people are sharing the stories not simply 

because they enjoy consuming emotions. 

Societal Warning and Rumour Accounts 

The results also fail to support the societal warning account proposed by Best 

and Horiuchi (1985), which indicates that legends and stories are transmitted to friends 

and acquaintances to pass on warnings and rationalise fears that arise from living in a 

complicated social world. The results do not support this as they show that the 

participants did not want to tell the vivid story (which is the most plausible account of 

danger) the most even to the close friend and acquaintance despite this story being quite 

believable. The vivid story has themes of food poisoning and poor food handling 
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practices in the local area which, according to Best and Horiuchi (1985), suggests that 

the story would have a high need to be passed on to others to share information about 

potential dangers.  

Additionally, the rumour theories, which propose that urban legend transmission 

can be explained by viewing transmission as a way to reduce anxiety or seek 

information, is not supported. The amount of affect evoked did not predict the 

likelihood of transmission, which indicates that people cannot be transmitting legends 

solely to reduce their anxiety. In addition to this, although different stories evoked 

different amounts of affect, the means indicated that after reading the stories positive 

affect was greater than negative affect. As the presence of affect does not predict the 

likelihood of transmission, accounts which rely heavily on affect being a motivation for 

transmission are not supported. Such accounts include rumour theories that report that 

stories are transmitted to reduce anxiety, and Heath and colleagues’ (2001) emotional 

selection account which proposes that legends are transmitted based on emotional 

consumption (wanting to consume emotions) and social bonding. 

The hypothesis that the urban legend would be rated as most likely to be 

transmitted was partially supported. For close friends the legend was most likely to be 

told. For acquaintances the legend was more likely to be told than the neutral story but 

there was no difference between the legend and the vivid stories. This suggests that for 

the close friend, the story having vivid details (which may then stand out and be 

remembered) is not adequate motivation to transmit the legend. If vivid elements 

formed a lasting impression in the teller, which cued them to repeat the story, then it 

would be expected that the vivid story would be rated as equally likely to be transmitted 

as the legend and this was not the case with the close friend. The finding that the 

likelihood of transmission for the vivid story was not high for all characters indicates 

that it is not simply the vividness of the story, or having content related to personal 
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safety or danger, that motivates people to transmit urban legends. This finding means 

that people transmit urban legends for reasons beyond the basic content contained in the 

story. 

Believability 

The results related to believability indicated that despite participants rating the 

legend as less believable than the other two types of stories, this did not impact on their 

willingness to transmit the story. The legend was rated as the least believable but it was 

also the story rated as most likely to be transmitted to the close friend. For the 

acquaintance the legend was rated as equally as likely to be transmitted as the vivid 

story and for the stranger all stories were equally likely to be transmitted. Therefore, 

people are willingly and knowingly transmitting stories they find unbelievable, which 

suggests that the motivation for transmission is not related to perceived threat and 

warning those close to them about a real danger. If the motivation to transmit the stories 

is simply to share information or to warn others about potential danger, then it would be 

expected that the vivid story (which contains relevant information that could be shared 

and information relating to safety) would be rated as likely to be transmitted as the 

legend and for the close friend this did not occur. Additionally, the rating of the legend 

as the least believable of the three stories fails to provide support for other accounts 

(e.g., societal warning account, and some rumour accounts) that suggest that 

transmission is motivated by the need to warn others of danger and rationalise fears, or 

share information and reduce anxiety. This finding also indicates that the teller can 

recognise that there is no real danger about which to warn the other person.  

Further, participants wanting to transmit the legend most to the close friend (and 

finding it the least believable story) raises questions about the rationality of their 

behaviour. Most accounts attempting to explain the motivation for people to transmit 

urban legends do not explain the findings that the legend is rated as likely to be 
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transmitted and rated as the least believable. These explanations do not account for the 

apparent lack of rationality in this behaviour, nor do they account for the clear 

violations of Grice’s (1975) maxim of quality (knowingly transmitting information of 

questionable veracity). The reasons why people would be driven to knowingly transmit 

a story they find unbelievable as though it was a true story remain unclear. However, 

this behaviour could be deemed as rational if through the interaction in which they 

transmit the story other needs are being met. Further, these explanations do not account 

for the receiver’s willingness to accept the legend despite it being low in believability. 

The receiver often fails to detect or ignores the apparent flaws in the legend and accepts 

it rather than challenging it.  

Dual-Process Persuasive Models  

Factors that are the hallmark of urban legend telling are generally associated 

with increased use of a central or systematic processing route. Messages that are biased, 

contain weak arguments, or are personally relevant to the receiver are expected to be 

scrutinized more closely than arguments that appear objective, contain strong 

arguments, or are not relevant to the receiver. The urban legend in the present study was 

about personally relevant issues (food contamination at a local restaurant), was one 

sided in presentation, used too-good-to be true arguments (saving the leftovers and 

having them analysed in a laboratory), and contained unambiguous content with vivid 

details. Given these factors, it would be expected that participants would engage in 

systematic argument-based processing which would reveal the legend’s implausibility 

and result in the receiver rejecting it. Despite this, participants were most likely to 

transmit the urban legend to the close friend, compared to other more plausible stories 

(e.g., the vivid and neutral stories). Further, participants rated likelihood of transmission 

equally for the legend and vivid stories to the acquaintance, despite the vivid story being 

more plausible. It is possible that participants were influenced by source information as 
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they were informed that all of the stories were extracts taken from separate newspaper 

articles printed in their local newspaper. However, participants also rated the urban 

legend as the least believable story, so while they may have been cued to rely on the 

source information (assume the newspaper is providing accurate and verified 

information) participants were still able to recognise that the legend was less believable 

than the other two stories. In addition to this, legends are typically transmitted through 

word of mouth and not under the guise of legitimate and verified stories in print media.  

Given that the participants are more likely to transmit the story they find the 

least believable the most frequently to the close friend (and that the legend and vivid 

story are rated equally likely to be transmitted to the acquaintance), it can be concluded 

that accuracy motivation is not what is driving their behaviour. As accuracy motivation 

is not supported, other motivations must be influencing behaviour and information 

processing. Research conducted by Chen, Shechter, and Chaiken (1996) on receivers’ 

information processing behaviour is also relevant to the present results. According to 

Chen et al., if the receiver is more impression motivated than accuracy motivated, they 

are likely to process information in a way that facilitates their interpersonal goals rather 

than focusing on being objective, accurate, and thorough. Impression motivated 

individuals will rely heavily on basic decision rules such as “go along to get along” 

(Chen et al., 1996, p. 263) where their aim is to be liked or to have a pleasant 

interaction. On the basis of Chen et al.’s results it can be predicted that the teller in the 

present study has the expectation that the receiver will be impression motivated (in 

contrast to accuracy motivated) given that the story rated as most likely to transmit to 

the close friend (and frequently to the acquaintance) has the weakest argument and is 

presented in a way that is not accuracy oriented. While the dual-process models explain 

some of the behaviour in which the receiver engages, they do not adequately explain the 
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motivation behind the teller’s behaviour (i.e., wanting to persuade a receiver into 

believing or listening to an urban legend). 

Limitations of Study 1 

Study 1 was designed to measure the motivation underlying transmission in two 

ways. Participants were able to indicate how likely they would be to transmit each story 

to each character (outlined in the vignettes) and the reasons for their choices. In 

addition, participants were also able to report who they would be most likely to transmit 

each story to in their real lives and the reasons for this, in the free target section. Despite 

utilising different approaches in gathering this information, through analysing the data it 

became apparent that there were some limitations in the methodology. These limitations 

are outlined below. 

Character vignettes: defining the relationships. Despite the characters being 

labelled according to social distance as acquaintance, stranger, and close friend, it is 

possible that the characters were not clearly defined according to those labels. The close 

friend character is actually more consistent with an acquaintance or possibly a distant 

friend or friend in the social group rather than a close friend. The character is labelled a 

close friend in the character vignette but the description of the nature of contact and the 

length of time known may be more consistent with an acquaintance rather than a close 

friend. The vignette indicates that the close friend is seen regularly but that contact 

usually occurs in class at university or on campus with other mutual friends. It is also 

indicated that there is socialising outside of university but the friendship is quite 

attached to the university setting and contacts. The vignette indicates that the close 

friend was met in class in the previous semester indicating that the length of the 

relationship is approximately 6 months. These descriptions possibly fall in between an 

acquaintance and a close friend in terms of the nature of the relationship. Other than 

being described as a close friend, there are no other characteristics that suggest that the 
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quality of the relationship includes mutual sharing, trust, confiding in each other, or 

maintaining contact when apart (e.g., when university breaks are on), all of which are 

elements that would be associated with close friendships. There is regular contact but 

some of this is produced by the need to be at university to study, the sharing of 

particular classes, and being on campus at the same times.  

The close friend character is not consistent with Lydon, Jamieson, and Holmes’ 

(1997) definition of a close friend, which states that close friendships are defined by 

closeness, mutuality, proximity, and recognising similarities between each other. This 

may have implications for how the results are interpreted. Two of the hypotheses relate 

to the social distance or relationships between the teller and receiver, as well as the 

motivation for transmission being related to core social motives such as belongingness 

being met. If the close friend character is really more consistent with an acquaintance or 

a friend in the social group rather than a close friend, the results could be interpreted 

differently given that the close friend was most likely to be told all stories and the 

legend in particular. Changing the relationship descriptions in the character vignettes to 

ensure they are consistent with the relationships that need to be examined will be 

important for Study 2. 

Free target selection. The free target section was included to attempt to measure 

target selection in a more naturalistic way. This section allowed participants to choose, 

from people with whom they have had recent contact, the person to whom they would 

transmit the legend. This was expected to provide valuable information about target 

selection and characteristics. It was expected that this method would provide more 

detailed information about the relationship between the teller and the target and the 

basis for target selection than would the relationship manipulation.  

The free target section of the materials did not provide useful information about 

transmission or target selection. This may have been due to the way this section of the 
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materials was designed as it may have limited the participants’ responses. Asking the 

participants to think of a person to whom they would be likely to transmit the story and 

then asking them to complete a page of questions about this person may have inhibited 

the participant from choosing someone they do not know very well. It would be much 

more difficult for the participant to answer the questions if the person they selected was 

someone they did not know very well. Therefore, the methodology may have influenced 

the participants into choosing targets for transmission that they knew well so that 

answering the multiple questions would be easier. This may have occurred even though 

participants were asked to identify the free target prior to answering the series of 

questions.  

In addition, asking participants to think of a person for whom they could answer 

all the questions may have imposed a different process of selection for the target than 

would occur in a more natural setting, where the person may not have insight into why 

they made their choice. Finally, the participants were asked to choose, from people with 

whom they had had actual contact in the past 24 hours, a person to whom they would 

transmit the story. The reason for this request was that recent contact with the person 

would reduce the likelihood that the participant would be heavily reliant on memory. 

However, this request may have cued participants to think of those people close to 

them, with whom people usually have regular contact (e.g., family members, partners, 

and close friends) rather than acquaintances, workmates, or more distant friends. 

Legend content. Most of the participants in this study were young and female. 

Some of these participants indicated in their responses that the content of the legend 

influenced the degree to which they were willing to transmit the story, particularly when 

the materials to which they were responding contained male characters. This was also 

true for some participants when transmitting to female characters. The legend makes 

explicit reference to bodily fluids, and as this reference is related to the sting-in-the-tail 
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ending, the participant would need to include this when hypothetically telling the 

receiver. This legend was chosen as it is commonly circulated and therefore it was 

expected that there would be no issues relating to the legend’s content. However, some 

of the female participants reported they would feel uncomfortable sharing the legend 

with a male, as doing so would mean they would need to refer to bodily fluids, which 

they felt was socially inappropriate, particularly if they did not know them very well. 

The character vignettes had quite low levels of closeness and intimacy in the 

relationship descriptions that may have made transmitting such details even more 

difficult. It is possible that the content of the legend inhibited the participants’ 

responses, particularly in those cases where female students responded to materials 

containing male characters. 

Given the information obtained from the data and the limitations discussed, 

Study 2 needed to address the issues relating to the relationship parameters and how 

these were defined for the participants. Further, other avenues for examining the 

motivations underlying transmission needed to be explored. Last, Study 2 needed to 

consider the content chosen for the legend to ensure that participants are not being asked 

to consider transmission that would make them feel overly uncomfortable or breach 

social norms.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Study 2 

Introduction 

Study 1 highlighted several issues which needed to be addressed prior to 

conducting further studies. The most important of these issues was the need to address 

the relationship manipulation. Other issues included needing to reduce the impact of 

social desirability on responses. It was important to ensure that participants were not put 

in a position where reporting their behaviour would make them appear irrational or 

where the content of the material made them feel uncomfortable (e.g., where 

transmitting the story would lead to participants feeling that they were breaching social 

rules).   

Lydon et al.  (1997) conducted research on the transition from being an 

acquaintance to becoming a friend. They described three types of relationships: 

established friends, potential friends, and acquaintances, and labelled them unit, preunit, 

and nonunit respectively. They described the unit relationship as one where there is 

closeness and mutuality, regular contact, and the perception of the other as similar to 

oneself, although not as close as family members. The preunit relationship consists of 

acquaintances with whom there is potential for a friendship to develop. There is no 

current closeness but there is potential for this to be established. Some similarities are 

identified but there is also recognition of differences within the relationship. Preunit 

relationships are perceived as having potential to grow into unit relationships if the 

acquaintances are able to get to know each other further. Nonunit relationships have no 

closeness or connection and while they may have proximity, such as in the case of 

neighbours or fellow students, there is no emotional connection. There may be 

similarities between these acquaintances but these will be more general such as gender, 

age, or job type.  
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Preunit and nonunit relationships are viewed as similar in many ways, with the 

main difference being that nonunit relationships are considered stable, and preunit 

relationships are seen as having less stability where change may lead to friendship 

developing. These relationship descriptions are consistent with the type of relationships 

that need to be represented in the present study. It is expected that the change in the 

descriptions of the nature of the relationship will more adequately reflect the differences 

in transmission based on social distance. As such, it is expected that redefining the 

relationships in this way will more accurately test the hypothesis relating to optimal 

social distance for urban legend transmission. 

The materials were changed to ensure that participants were not being asked to 

engage in behaviour that may appear irrational. To ensure this and to ensure that the 

potential for participants to contaminate the data based on social desirability was 

avoided, the perspective in the scenarios was modified in the materials for Study 2. 

Using a format that allowed participants to report on the actions of someone similar to 

them rather than their own actions ensured that the participants were not overly 

influenced by social desirability and the desire to present themselves in a favourable 

(i.e., not irrational) light. It was expected that participants would use their own actions 

as a guide to how they expected someone similar to them to act. Changing the 

perspective by asking questions about what someone else similar to the participant 

would do, rather than what they themselves would do, was less personally threatening 

and allowed the participant to distance themselves, which reduced the likelihood that 

they were compelled to respond in a socially desirable way (Barter & Renold, 1999; 

Finch, 1987). 

The legend content was also changed to ensure that participants were not 

constrained by feeling overly uncomfortable about the content of the story or the nature 

of the vignettes. As some female participants from Study 1 reported feeling 
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uncomfortable about passing on a story that contained a sexual reference, the content of 

the story was changed to ensure that this did not have an impact on Study 2.  

Along with disgust legends (particularly in the case of legends involving food), 

fear legends are also quite common. Based on this, as well as the concept that the 

motivations for transmission should be similar across legend types, the content of the 

stories (including the legend) was changed to fear based stories. Further, as other 

explanations have suggested that legends are transmitted to rationalise fears and to warn 

others of possible dangers, changing the content of the stories to fear based tested this 

further. It would be expected that the participants would be just as likely to want to tell 

the vivid story as the legend as both will contain fear elements (which presumably will 

cue people to attempt to rationalise the fear or to warn of potential dangers). As there 

were no significant differences based on the sex of the characters in Study 1 and as it 

was expected that female participants would predominate in the sample, the characters  

in the vignettes were changed to all female. Female participants were expected to 

predominate in the sample due to the gender bias in psychology students. 

Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 2 from Study 1 was tested further, following the change in the 

relationship manipulation and this formed the first hypothesis for Study 2. This 

hypothesis predicted that there would be an optimal social distance for the transmission 

of urban legends. In Study 2 it was predicted that the preunit (acquaintance) would be 

the most likely target of transmission for the urban legend. Consistent with Best and 

Horiuchi’s (1985) societal warning account, it was expected that there would be a high 

likelihood of transmission of the vivid story to the close friend (indicating a desire to 

pass on information or warnings about personal safety to those to whom we are closest). 

The second hypothesis regarding affect was also carried over from Study 1. The 

present Hypothesis 2 predicted that the presence of negative affect is not adequate 



 
 

 

98 

motivation to transmit the urban legend and that negative affect alone will not predict 

the likelihood of transmission for the urban legend. The affect in this study was 

different from that in Study 1 as the current legend was fear based rather than disgust 

based. 

Finally, it was also predicted that the urban legend would have higher rates of 

likelihood of transmission overall compared to the vivid and neutral stories (Hypothesis 

3). 
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Study 2 

Method 

Participants 

The participants were 59 first year undergraduate students studying psychology 

at Griffith University. The sample contained 49 (83.1%) females. As in Study 1, as 

there were few males in comparison to females, the variable of gender was not included 

in any analyses. The mean age of participants was 22.10 years with a standard deviation 

of 5.30 years. Each student received research credit for their participation, which 

contributed to the undergraduate research subject they were required to complete as part 

of their degree. 

Materials and Procedure 

The study was a 3 (Story type: legend vs. vivid vs. neutral) X 3 (Character type: 

preunit vs. nonunit vs. unit) within-subjects design. Participants were welcomed in 

groups to the social psychology laboratory and were informed that the study, examining 

communication and relationships, involved the completion of written questionnaire 

materials. Each participant was given a consent form indicating that their participation 

was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty. See Appendix C for a complete copy of the materials. All tasks were completed 

individually, anonymously, and confidentially.  

Scenario. To ensure that the participants did not contaminate the data based on 

social desirability they were asked to report on the actions of someone similar to 

themselves rather than reporting their own actions. At the beginning of the materials 

booklets the participants read a scenario which asked them to take the perspective of 

another person and imagine how they would behave if they were that person. This 

person was described as being the same age and sex (by using a gender neutral name) as 

the participant and described as having similar interests (Imagine that you are Sam. Sam 
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is the same age and sex that you are and has similar interests). Instead of reporting their 

own actions, the participants were asked to respond as though they were the other 

person (Sam). 

Character vignettes. Prior to the main experimental tasks, the participants were 

provided with three character vignettes that would be used later in the story tasks. These 

included a brief description of three separate characters whom the participants were 

asked to assume that they knew. These character vignettes varied according to the 

character’s social distance from the participant. These character vignettes were taken 

from Lydon et al.’s (1997) relationship manipulation in their study on transitional 

relationships. The three relationships varied in the description of the closeness of the 

relationship (close friend versus casual friend/acquaintance), the degree to which the 

participant enjoyed spending time with the character, and for the casual 

friend/acquaintance vignettes whether the participant wanted to become closer to the 

character and develop the friendship further or whether they expected the relationship to 

remain the same. 

The first character was described as a casual friend or acquaintance with whom 

the participant had things in common, someone with whom the participant enjoyed 

spending time, and with whom the participant may potentially develop a relationship 

through getting to know them better (preunit). The second character was also described 

as a casual friend or acquaintance with whom the participant had some things in 

common. This character was described as someone with whom the participant did not 

plan to go out and do things or spend time, and their relationship was described as not 

being expected to change (nonunit). The third character was described as a close friend 

with whom the participant had many important things in common. This character was 

described as closer than a casual friend and someone to whom the participant feels more 

connected than other friends (unit). 
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At this stage, the participants were required to rate how likeable they found each 

character, as a check of the relationship manipulation. The participants were asked to 

rate “How likeable you, as Sam, would find this person” on a 7-point scale (anchors: 1 

not likeable at all to 7 greatly likeable). 

Urban legend task.  Consistent with Study 1, for this task each participant was 

provided with three stories that were reported to be excerpts taken from a local 

newspaper. No actual newspaper names were used. The stories included: a) an urban 

legend; b) a vivid story; and c) a neutral nonvivid story. The urban legend story was 

constructed based on a common urban legend (a fear and danger to safety urban legend) 

cited in folklore books as well as on the Internet, at sites such as the Urban Legends 

Reference Pages (Brunvand, 1999; Mikkelson & Mikkelson, n.d). The legend was about 

a young woman who assists an apparent elderly woman at a shopping centre by offering 

to give her a lift in her car. When the young woman notices that the old woman has an 

unusual appearance and suspects something is amiss, she makes an excuse to leave the 

woman at the car and returns to the shopping centre to alert security. A security guard 

accompanies the young woman back to her car. The old woman is missing but her bag 

containing a weapon and restraints is found on the floor of the car. It is then realised 

that the old woman was really a man in disguise. 

The vivid story was about a series of nonviolent thefts occurring in the local 

area. The thefts involved the loss of valuables that were typically handbags left 

unattended in shopping trolleys at the local supermarket. The content of the vivid story 

was similar to the urban legend in that it had danger themes and warning themes 

relating to being aware of personal safety. The neutral story was about a new Police 

Beat shopfront being opened in a local shopping centre. All stories included content 

relating to personal safety and crimes and all stories were primarily set in the context of 

a local shopping centre. Each story was identified by a one-word title relating to the 
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story content so that the participants could distinguish between stories (legend = 

hitchhiker, vivid = valuables, neutral = shopfront).   

The participants were asked to read each story and then indicate how likely 

(anchors: 1 = very unlikely to 9 = very likely) they (as Sam) would be to transmit the 

story to each of the three characters outlined in the vignettes. For example, “How likely 

would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Julie (the casual friend or acquaintance you 

like to spend time with)”. Participants were also asked an open-ended question requiring 

them to identify the reasons behind their ratings of intention to transmit. The aim of this 

task was to establish whether the urban legend would have higher rated likelihood of 

transmission to targets than the vivid or neutral story, as well as establishing the 

characters to whom the stories were most likely to be transmitted. No stories were 

actually passed on to any one at any time during the study. 

PANAS. The positive and negative affect schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 

1988) was used to measure mood, as it is a standardised, widely used mood scale. The 

PANAS is a 20-item measure, with a 5-point scale (not at all, a little, moderately, quite 

a bit, extremely). The internal consistency was acceptably high in the current sample for 

both the positive and negative scales, ranging from .76 to .86 for the positive scale and 

.78 to .93 for the negative scale. The PANAS was completed after the participants had 

read each story and rated the likelihood of transmission to each character (i.e., a total of 

three times). The mood ratings immediately followed rating the likelihood of 

transmission to each character, so that the participant’s mood was rated before they 

were asked to complete any other tasks. As the legend was fear based, the scared item 

from the PANAS would be examined to obtain a rating for how scared the participant 

felt. 

Believability ratings. Finally, all participants were required to rate on a 7-point 

scale (anchors: 1 = completely unbelievable to 7 = completely believable) the degree to 
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which they believed the three stories with which they were presented. The aim was to 

eliminate believability as a potential confound. 

Counterbalancing. As with Study 1, the present study ensured that all 

participants received materials containing the same basic content, however, the 

materials booklets differed in the order of presentation of character vignettes and 

stories. The materials were counterbalanced to eliminate order effects confounding the 

data. This involved having 36 different combinations for the order of the materials 

varying the order by story and character. There were fewer combinations (half the 

amount compared to Study 1) for this study as the booklets contained only female 

targets. At the end of the testing session all participants were informed that the apparent 

newspaper articles they read were fictitious stories. 
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Study 2 

Results 

Data Screening and Cleaning 

Prior to analysis the data were screened to detect missing data and outliers and 

to examine the assumptions of normality and linearity. All cases with outliers on any 

variables were excluded from any analyses using those variables respectively. As some 

of the variables were skewed transformations were conducted.  The variables that were 

skewed were the likelihood of telling the legend to the close friend, the likelihood of 

telling the vivid story to the close friend, the likelihood of telling the neutral story to the 

stranger, believability for the neutral story, and the total score for the negative scale and 

positive scale on the PANAS for the neutral story. These transformations improved only 

half of the skewed variables. The variables that remained skewed were the likelihood of 

telling the legend to the close friend, disgust for the neutral story, and the negative scale 

on the PANAS for the neutral story. The variables that showed significant skew were 

skewed in expected directions (e.g., there was skew indicating the participants strongly 

wanted to tell the legend to the close friend). As GLM procedures are known to be 

robust when dealing with nonnormal data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) the original data 

were retained and used for the analyses. 

As for Study 1, there were very few missing data points in Study 2. The items of 

missing data included 1 participant missing the likelihood for telling the vivid story to 

the stranger, 1 participant missing the whole PANAS for the neutral story, and 3 

participants missing a single item on the PANAS, resulting in missing data for the total 

scale scores as well. In dealing with the single items missing from the PANAS the 

following procedure was used. The sum of the scale on the PANAS (negative or 

positive) was computed by finding the mean of the items on the scale and multiplying 

this by 10 to provide a total score for that scale for each of the three participants who 



 
 

 

105 

were missing only a single item on one of the scales. Since the percentage of missing 

data was very low the effect of the missing data was minimal. As for Study 1, complete 

case analysis was utilised. 

Statistical Analyses 

Overview of main analyses. Hypothesis 1, which predicted that there is an 

optimal social distance for transmission, was tested within a 3 (Story type: legend, 

vivid, neutral) x 3 (Character type: preunit, nonunit, unit) within-subjects ANOVA 

which examined the likelihood of transmission. Hypothesis 3, which predicted that the 

legend is more likely than the other stories to be transmitted, was also tested using the 3 

x 3 ANOVA. Hypothesis 2, which predicted that the presence of negative affect alone is 

not adequate motivation to transmit the legend, was tested within a 2 (Valence: positive, 

negative) x 3 (Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) within-subjects ANOVA. This 

hypothesis was tested further by specifically examining rated scariness (the legend was 

fear based) using a one factor within-subjects design ANOVA.  

Main analyses. The results of Study 2 replicated the pattern of findings in Study 

1. An alpha level of .01 was adopted for all statistical tests. In order to examine 

transmission across story and character a 3 (Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) x 3 

(Character type: preunit, nonunit, unit) within-subjects design ANOVA in which 

likelihood of transmission was the dependent variable was conducted. There was a 

significant interaction between story and character (see Table 14 and Figure 2). 

Mauchly’s test was significant for story by character (p =  .001) and character alone (p 

< .0005), indicating that the sphericity assumption had been violated. The Greenhouse-

Geisser correction was applied. Follow-up analyses showed a significant simple effect 

of story for the preunit (F(2, 56) = 89.35, p <.0005), the nonunit (F(2, 56) = 65.22, p 

<.0005), and the unit (F(2, 56) = 78.04, p <.0005).  
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Table 14 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story and Character Type on Likelihood of 

Transmission 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 1272.99 2.00 636.50 123.47 <.0005 

Error 587.67 114.00 5.16   

      

Character 709.77 1.28 553.15 107.53 <.0005 

Error 376.23 73.14 5.14   

      

Story by Character 19.46 3.24 6.00 3.85 .009 

Error 287.88 184.77 1.56   
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Figure 2. Likelihood of transmission as a function of story and character type. 

 

Pairwise comparisons indicated significant differences across all stories and all 

levels of character. The preunit was significantly more likely to be told the legend than 

the vivid (Mean Difference = .91, Standard Error = .28, p <.01) or neutral (Mean 

Difference = 3.76, Standard Error = .29, p < .0005) stories. The vivid story was 

significantly more likely to be told than the neutral story (Mean Difference = 2.85, 

Standard Error = .29, p < .0005). With the nonunit the legend was significantly more 

likely to be told than the vivid (Mean Difference = 1.48, Standard Error = .29, p < 

.0005) or neutral (Mean Difference = 3.41, Standard Error = .30, p < .0005) stories. The 

vivid story was significantly more likely to be told than the neutral story (Mean 

Difference = 1.93, Standard Error = .27, p < .0005). For the unit the legend was 

significantly more likely to be told than the vivid (Mean Difference = 1.07, Standard 

Error = .27, p < .01) or neutral (Mean Difference = 4.03, Standard Error = .32, p < 



 
 

 

108 

.0005) stories. The vivid story was significantly more likely to be told than the neutral 

story (Mean Difference = 2.97, Standard Error = .36, p < .0005). Table 15 displays the 

means for the likelihood of transmission by story to each character. 

In order to examine separately the difference in likelihood of transmission of 

each story across characters, the interaction was reexamined in terms of simple effects 

of character within the story factor. There was a simple effect of character for the legend 

(F(2, 56) = 48.60, p <.0005), vivid (F(2, 56) = 51.21, p <.0005), and neutral (F(2, 56) = 

24.10, p <.0005) stories. Pairwise comparisons indicated that within each story the close 

friend was most likely to be told, followed by the acquaintance and then the stranger. 

The legend was significantly more likely to be told to the close friend than the 

acquaintance (Mean Difference = 1.35, Standard Error = .18, p <.0005) and stranger 

(Mean Difference = 2.91, Standard Error = .31, p <.0005). The legend was also more 

likely to be told to the acquaintance than the stranger (Mean Difference = 1.57, 

Standard Error = .25, p <.0005). For the vivid story the close friend was more likely to 

be told than the acquaintance (Mean Difference = 1.19, Standard Error = .20, p <.0005) 

and stranger (Mean Difference = 3.33, Standard Error = .33, p <.0005). The vivid story 

was also more likely to be told to the acquaintance than the stranger (Mean Difference = 

2.14, Standard Error = .25, p <.0005). Lastly, the neutral story was most likely to be told 

to the close friend than the acquaintance (Mean Difference = 1.07, Standard Error = .23, 

p <.0005) or stranger (Mean Difference = 2.29, Standard Error = .34, p <.0005). The 

neutral story was also more likely to be told to the acquaintance than the stranger (Mean 

Difference = 1.22, Standard Error = .19, p <.0005). See Table 15 for the means for the 

likelihood of transmission.  
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Table 15 

Summary of Means for Likelihood of Transmission by Story to Each Character 

Story Character M SD 

Legend Preunit 7.17 1.58 

 Nonunit 5.60 2.44 

 Unit 8.52 0.92 

Vivid Preunit 6.26 2.00 

 Nonunit 4.12 2.29 

 Unit 7.45 2.19 

Neutral Preunit 3.41 1.76 

 Nonunit 2.19 1.58 

 Unit 4.48 2.46 

 

 

To examine any differences in the amount of affect evoked across the stories a 2 

(Valence: positive, negative) x 3 (Story type: legend, vivid, neutral) within-subjects 

ANOVA was conducted. There were no significant interaction effects between valence 

and story. The stories did evoke affect but the only significant effects were that all the 

stories evoked more positive than negative affect and that the legend and vivid stories 

evoked more positive and negative affect than the neutral story (see Tables 16 and 17). 
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Table 16 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story Type on Valence 

Source SS df MS F p 

Valence 1744.29 1 1744.29 52.47 <.0005 

Error 1894.78 57 33.24   

      

Story 2585.79 2 1292.90 54.14 <.0005 

Error 2722.53 114 23.88   

      

Valence by Story 31.49 2 15.75 .38 .384 

Error      

 

 

Table 17 

Summary of Means for Valence by Story 

Valence Story M SD 

Positive Legend 22.28 6.67 

 Vivid 19.33 6.55 

 Neutral 16.31 6.84 

Negative Legend 18.37 6.47 

 Vivid 15.12 4.54 

 Neutral 11.00 2.05 
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A one factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted to examine any 

differences in the amount of scariness evoked across stories. The stories differed 

significantly in the amount of scariness evoked (see Table 18). Pairwise comparisons 

indicated that the legend evoked significantly more scariness than the vivid story (Mean 

Difference = .69, Standard Error = .14, p < .0005) and the neutral story (Mean 

Difference = 1.09, Standard Error = .16, p < .0005). The vivid story evoked 

significantly more scariness than the neutral story (Mean Difference = .40, Standard 

Error = .11, p < .01). Table 19 displays the means for scariness by story. When scariness 

was examined as potential mediator for transmission, the nonsignificant results 

indicated that the amount of scariness evoked did not predict the amount the participants 

wanted to tell the legend and vivid stories (p = .21 and .92 respectively). Further, the 

original interaction between story and character remained substantial and significant (p 

= .005). Accordingly there was no evidence for mediation by scariness of rated 

likelihood of transmission. 

 

 

Table 18 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story Type on Scariness 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 35.05 2 17.52 31.73 <.0005 

Error 62.95 114 .55   

 



 
 

 

112 

Table 19 

Summary of Means for the Amount of Scariness Evoked by Each Story 

Story M SD 

Legend 2.17 1.19 

Vivid 1.48 0.68 

Neutral 1.09 0.43 

 

In order to examine any differences in believability across story types a one 

factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. As Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity 

was significant at p = .01, the assumption of sphericity was violated and the 

Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Table 20 shows that the stories differed in 

believability for the participants. As in Study1, the legend was found to be the least 

believable, however, it was also the story the most likely to be transmitted. Pairwise 

comparisons indicated that the legend and the vivid story were significantly different 

from each other in their believability (Mean Difference = –1.80, Standard Error = .20, p 

<.0005) as were the legend and the neutral story (Mean Difference = –2.05, Standard 

Error = .23, p < .0005). The vivid and the neutral story did not differ significantly from 

each other in their believability. Table 21 displays the means for believability of each 

story. 
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Table 20 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story Type on Believability 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 147.50 1.74 84.76 63.89 <.0005 

Error 133.86 100.91 1.33   

 

 

Table 21 

Summary of Means for the Believability of Each Story 

Story M SD 

Legend 4.09 1.43 

Vivid 5.88 1.05 

Neutral 6.14 1.01 

 

A one factor within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to determine how likeable 

the participants found each character. This was a test of the relationship manipulation, 

to ensure that there were differences between the characters in how likeable each 

participant found them. The characters differed significantly in likeability (see Table 

22). Pairwise comparisons indicated that each of the characters was significantly 

different in likeability from the other characters. The unit was significantly more 

likeable than the preunit (Mean Difference = 1.07, Standard Error = .10, p < .0005) and 

nonunit (Mean Difference = 3.02, Standard Error = .13, p < .0005). The preunit was 

significantly more likeable than the nonunit (Mean Difference = 1.95, Standard Error = 

.12, p < .0005). Table 23 displays the means for the likeability of each character. 
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Table 22 

Summary of ANOVA for Likeability of Characters 

Source SS df MS F p 

Like 276.15 2 138.07 334.70 <.0005 

Error 47.85 116 .41   

 

 

Table 23 

Summary of Means for Likeability of Characters 

Character M SD 

Preunit 5.44 .86 

Nonunit 3.49 .95 

Unit 6.51 .57 
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Study 2 

Discussion 

Summary of Results 

The results of Study 2 replicated the pattern of findings from Study 1. The 

legend was rated as the story most likely to be told, followed by the vivid and then the 

neutral story. With the change in the relationship manipulation Study 2 yielded a simple 

effect for story for all characters (where Study 1 had a simple effect for story for the 

acquaintance and close friend only). The consistency across these two studies occurred 

despite the change in content. Study 1 focused on stories with food based content with 

the legend having disgust motifs, and Study 2 focused on stories with safety based 

content with the legend having fear motifs. 

Social Distance and Social Motives 

Hypothesis 1, which outlined that there is an optimal social distance for the 

transmission of urban legends, was partially supported. The differences in the ratings of 

likelihood of transmission of the legend based on social distance suggests that 

transmitting the urban legend meets a need which relates to the relationship itself. If 

transmitting the legend is simply about the story then it would be expected that the 

legend would be equally likely to be transmitted to each character. It is possible that the 

legend aids in meeting core social needs, through the shared interaction that occurs 

when the legend is transmitted between known others. Despite this, there was no 

support for the hypothesis that the preunit was the preferred target for transmission. The 

unit was the preferred target for transmission, followed by the preunit and then the 

nonunit. It was hypothesised that preunits would be optimal targets based on 

transmission being too diffuse to occur only between units and units having means and 

opportunities to bond and meet affiliation needs other than through urban legend 

transmission. Despite this, the data suggests that while participants are willing to 
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transmit the legend to preunits, they are more likely to transmit it to units. This suggests 

that transmission of the legend between units may meet relationship maintenance needs 

such as strengthening bonds and increasing affiliation through the sharing experience. 

Emotional Consumption 

Consistent with Study 1, the current results suggest that the presence of negative 

affect alone is not enough motivation to transmit the legend (support for Hypothesis 2). 

The stories did evoke different levels of scariness but this did not predict likelihood of 

transmission for each story. The ratings of scariness were quite low across all stories. 

These results provide further support for the hypothesis that the presence of affect alone 

is not adequate motivation for transmission of the legend. Therefore, consistent with 

Study 1, this study does not provide strong support for the concept of emotional 

consumption proposed by Heath et al. (2001), as a primary motivation for transmission. 

Societal Warning and Rumour Accounts 

The current results do not provide support for the societal warning account. The 

results indicate that the legend was rated as more likely to be transmitted than the vivid 

story (support for Hypothesis 3). The vivid story contained references to local thefts and 

the loss of valuables (e.g., handbags being stolen). If people are motivated to tell stories 

to pass on warnings and rationalise fears then it would be expected that the vivid story 

would be passed be on with the same frequency as the legend. Given the themes in the 

vivid story, the societal warning account suggests that there would be a high need to 

pass on this story to share information with known others about potential dangers. In 

regard to rumour accounts, consistent with Study 1, the results of Study 2 indicate that 

the amount of affect evoked did not predict likelihood of transmission. This finding 

indicates that people are not transmitting legends solely as a means to reduce their 

negative affect. 
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Believability 

Consistent with Study 1, the results indicate that the believability of the story did 

not impact on the willingness to transmit. The legend was rated as the least believable 

story and yet it was the story rated most likely to be transmitted. This provides further 

evidence to suggest that warning others about potential danger is not the primary reason 

for transmission, given that people are willingly and knowingly passing on stories they 

do not find very believable. The vivid and neutral stories were on the believable end of 

the scale. As with Study 1, these results raise questions about the apparent lack of 

rationality of the teller’s behaviour, which violates the maxim of quality through the 

transmission of information that is known to be of questionable veracity. This behaviour 

would be considered rational if other needs are met through the interaction in which the 

story is transmitted, as hypothesised. 

Dual-Process Persuasive Models 

As mentioned in the previous study, the factors associated with legends would 

be expected to cue systematic argument-based processing, through which the legend’s 

implausibility would be detected. Despite this, across both studies the participants rated 

the legend as most likely to be transmitted compared to the other stories (although in 

Study 1 this was true only for the close friend), despite the legend being rated as the 

least believable. The receiver’s behaviour may be partly explained by their being 

motivated by factors other than accuracy. For example, impression motivation is 

associated with the aim of being liked or experiencing a pleasant interaction (Chen et 

al., 1996). The dual-process models do not adequately explain the teller’s motivation to 

transmit the legend (which is the behaviour examined in Study 1 and Study 2), although 

the teller may have some expectation that the receiver will be motivated by more than 

accuracy in the social interaction in which they transmit the legend. 
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Limitations of Study 2 

The legend in Study 2 was fear based rather than disgust based. Despite this 

change, the results relating to affect were consistent with those found in Study 1. 

However, participants reported low scariness ratings in Study 2 indicating they were not 

scared. This may be partly due to the story being less scary in writing than when being 

told in real life.  

Study 2 also involved a change in the relationship manipulation with the 

characters being redefined in an attempt to more accurately represent each of the 

relationships.  Despite this change, it should be noted that the change in relationship 

definitions did not change the pattern of results. As the first two studies provided a clear 

pattern of likelihood of transmission for the stories and characters, they also highlighted 

the direction for the final study. While the pattern of likelihood of transmission was 

clear, the need for more specific information relating to specific motivations behind 

transmission became apparent. Some information relating to the likely motivations for 

the transmission of each of the stories was provided in response to open-ended 

questions for Study 1 and Study 2. To gather more specific information about the likely 

motivations for transmission for Study 3, the open-ended responses need to be 

examined to determine the reasons the participants identified for their responses (why 

they gave a particular rating for each story, in relation to each character). By coding and 

examining the responses to the open-ended questions it was expected that additional 

insight into the motivations for transmitting the legend would be gained. 

There was some evidence for the possibility of social desirability still having an 

impact on participant responses, despite the distance provided by asking participants to 

report on the actions of someone similar to themselves rather than reporting on their 

own actions. As social desirability may have continued to have an effect, future studies 

will need to consider measures to address this. Ensuring that the scenarios are even less 
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personally threatening (i.e., not asking participants to report on their own behaviour as 

the teller, particularly when this behaviour may not portray them in a socially desirable 

way) will reduce the likelihood of participants contaminating their responses by 

attempting to present themselves in a socially desirable way. Study 2 attempted to 

address this by asking participants to take Sam’s perspective and to respond to the 

questions from this perspective. Study 3 can create further distance by describing 

another person as the teller and asking the participants about the teller’s behaviour 

without asking the participant to directly adopt their perspective. It is expected that 

asking participants to report on the behaviour of another person will reduce the 

likelihood of social desirability contaminating the responses. It is also expected that 

when given very minimal information about this person, the participant will use their 

own thoughts, feelings, and behaviour as a guide to those of the other person’s. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Qualitative Information 

The information in this section relates solely to the open-ended responses for the 

legend. As the aim was to gain understanding about urban legend transmission 

specifically, the responses for the vivid and neutral stories are not presented. Coding the 

content of the participants’ responses to the open-ended questions for the legend 

provided additional insight into the motivations for the transmission of the legend. 

Initially, the quantitative data were examined and analysed and the pattern of likelihood 

of transmission for urban legends was determined. Following this, it was important to 

examine further the reasons for this pattern of transmission, and more specifically, to 

attempt to establish specific motivations for transmission. As participants were required 

to state the reasons why they made the responses they did (i.e., why they chose the 

ratings for transmitting each story to each character) it was expected that these open-

ended responses would provide further information about specific reasons for 

motivation, which would aid in understanding the transmission process further.  

Allowing participants to respond in an unconstrained way was expected to result 

in more information being provided, and participants even providing motivations for 

transmission that had not been previously considered. Given that minimal empirical 

research has been conducted in this area, the full range of responses has not been 

established, so it was important to ensure that there was opportunity to acquire this 

information from participants.  

The aim of coding the open-ended responses was to develop from them closed-

ended questions that best represented the more common motivations for transmission, 

so that these motivations could be tested in Study 3. Schuman and Presser (1996) 

indicate that closed-ended questions that are developed based on common responses to 
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open-ended questions generally have comparable and sometimes greater validity than 

the open-ended questions on which they were based.  

Breakdown of the Codes Used 

Nine codes were developed from the open-ended responses, and covered all 

responses made. The codes were developed based on existing suggested explanations of 

the motivations for transmission as well as motivations relating to the proposed model 

in the current thesis. These included codes relating to the following: relationship factors, 

story factors, affective reaction, information sharing, and social norms. An independent 

coder blind to the hypotheses and the conditions (double blind) coded the responses 

from both studies. 

The codes relating to relationship factors were broken down into two main 

categories: future relationship and current relationship. Future relationship examined 

whether the response indicated the initiation of a relationship (e.g., a way to break the 

ice) or anything to do with a future/not-yet-actual relationship as a reason for 

communicating (-1 = not wanting/expecting future contact, 0 = not mentioned, 1 = 

mentioned). The current relationship examined whether the response indicated anything 

about a current relationship such as maintenance, expectations, closeness, or amount of 

contact. For this code –1 was negative (e.g., not close, no real relationship, or minimal 

contact), 1 was positive (e.g., close, know well, talk about most things), and finally 0 

was not mentioned. Factors relating to the relationship between teller and receiver are 

central to the model in the current thesis; the relationship codes were included in the 

coding to reflect this. 

Story factors were broken down into three main codes: passive negative, active 

negative, and positive. Passive negative examined whether the story being considered 

boring, unimportant, unmemorable, or other passive negative story qualities were given 

as a reason for not communicating (0 = not mentioned and 1= mentioned). Active 
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negative examined whether the story being considered disgusting, shocking, disturbing, 

controversial, or other active negative story qualities were given as reasons for 

communicating (0 = not mentioned and 1 = mentioned). Positive story factors examined 

whether positive aspects of the story such as it being interesting, funny, good, topical, or 

entertaining were given as reasons for communicating (0 = not mentioned and 1 = 

mentioned). As some explanations have suggested that urban legends are transmitted 

because they are entertaining, amusing, and compelling stories (e.g., DiFonzo & Bordia, 

2007; Heath et al., 2001), codes relating to story factors were included. 

Affective reaction examined whether the response included reaction to the story 

as a reason for communicating. This factor was broken down into two different types of 

reaction: the other person’s and the participant’s own. If the response mentioned 

gauging the other person’s reaction as a reason for communicating the response was 

coded as –1. If the response mentioned sharing their own reaction as a reason for 

communicating the response was coded as 1. Responses that did not mention reaction to 

the story were coded as 0. Other explanations have suggested that affect may have an 

important role in urban legend transmission; this may include sharing affect through the 

teller sharing their own reaction to the story (e.g., Heath et al., 2001). 

Information sharing examined whether the response indicated sharing 

information, warning people, or creating awareness as a reason for communicating (0 = 

not mentioned and 1 = mentioned). This code was included particularly because other 

explanations have suggested that urban legends are transmitted to warn others or share 

information (e.g., Best and Horiuchi, 1985).  

Factors related to social norms included maintaining conversation and showing 

concern for the other person. Maintaining conversation examined whether the response 

indicated that the story was introduced to maintain conversation. Responses that 

mentioned bringing up or sharing the story if a similar topic arose, telling the story to 
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keep the conversation going, or reciprocating with a story if the other person initially 

shared a story indicated that legend transmission was motivated by a desire to maintain 

conversation. If the conversational partner stated that they had read that food poisoning 

was becoming more common or shared a negative experience relating to food handling, 

the teller (of the legend) may introduce a food contamination legend to add to the 

conversation and this would be regarded as maintaining conversation.  

Showing concern for the other person was considered another social norm 

factor, although showing concern also has an affective component. Showing concern 

examined whether the response indicated showing concern or having concern for 

another person as a reason for communicating (0 = not mentioned and 1 = mentioned). 

Showing concern related to the response indicating showing regard or interest for 

another person and being worried about their wellbeing, particularly because the 

participant cares about the person. This differs from information sharing, which is about 

providing information about potential danger and creating awareness rather than 

showing care for the other person and worrying about their safety. Showing concern 

involves more of an affective component whereas information sharing is about ensuring 

the person has access to the relevant information and is aware of potential danger. 

Showing concern fits with the model in the current thesis, in which the relationship and 

meeting of core social motives are considered important in the transmission process. 

See Table 24 for examples of participant responses for each code. 
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Table 24 

Examples of Participant Responses for Each Code  

Code Example Response 

Future Relationship “Because I’d like to get to know Julie better and by sharing 

this story we can interact more and learn more things about 

each other” 

Current Relationship (Pos) “As friends it could help create a stronger bond of 

friendship as we would both agree on the immoral issues” 

Current Relationship (Neg) “I don’t know him well enough to talk about that” 

Active Negative “It’s a disgusting story!” 

Passive Negative “It is not something of particular interest to me” 

Positive “Because it’s topical and he might find it amusing” 

Gauge Other’s Reaction “Very controversial and would want to gauge her response 

also” 

Share Own Reaction “Would need to share how I am feeling” 

Information Sharing “I would be warning a close friend about a possible danger” 

Maintaining Conversation “If it was brought up in conversation I may comment” 

Showing Concern “Because I care about Kate and am concerned for her safety 

and well being” 
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Coded Responses for the Legend for Study 1 

The coded responses are presented as percentages and were used to establish the 

most common responses. The percentages represent the percentage of participants 

whose response mentioned that particular code. The aim was not to establish 

statistically significant differences between the codes but to identify which codes should 

be included in the materials for Study 3. Each code represents potential motivations for 

transmission. The responses are presented separately for Study 1 and 2, although the 

same codes were used across both studies. The patterns identified in the responses 

varied based on the relationship between teller and receiver. See Table 25 for the 

percentages of participant responses for each code for the legend for Study 1. 

 

Table 25 

Percentages for Each Code for the Legend Across Character for Study 1 

Code Preunit Nonunit Unit 

Future Relationship 15.2 6.3 3.8 

Current Relationship (Positive) 3.8 1.3 41.3 

Current Relationship (Negative) 26.6 35.0 1.3 

Active Negative 21.5 16.3 32.5 

Passive Negative 27.8 47.5 5.0 

Positive 27.8 8.8 45.0 

Information Sharing 24.1 7.5 37.5 

Gauge Other’s Reaction 12.7 17.5 16.3 

Share Own Reaction 5.1 0.0 8.8 

Showing Concern 10.3 2.5 11.3 

Maintaining Conversation 35.4 11.3 16.3 
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The reasons for telling the urban legend varied depending on the character to 

whom the legend was being told. For the unit key motivations for transmission (codes 

with high percentages) included the story factors of positive and active negative, the 

current relationship, and information sharing. For the preunit key motivations for 

transmission included maintaining conversation, the story factors of positive and active 

negative, information sharing, and future relationship. For the nonunit gauging the other 

person’s reaction, active negative story factors, and maintaining conversation were the 

highest motivations for transmission. Most of the percentages for the nonunit were low, 

which was expected given there were low rates of transmission to this character. Active 

negative story factors were mentioned by a high percentage of participants for each of 

the characters (although the percentage for the unit and preunit were higher than the 

nonunit).  

Passive negative story factors (e.g., boring or unimportant) were mentioned by a 

high percentage of participants for the nonunit and preunit as reasons for not wanting to 

transmit the legend. For the nonunit, negative current relationship (not close, no real 

relationship, minimal contact) was mentioned by quite a high percentage of participants, 

suggesting that a lack of relationship may account for some of the reasons participants 

did not want to transmit the story to this character. The high negative current 

relationship percentages were also apparent for the preunit.   

Coded Responses for the Legend for Study 2 

There was some variation across characters in the percentage of participants who 

mentioned each of the reasons in Study 2. However, the highest percentages for each 

character were generally for the same codes. For all characters information sharing, 

showing concern, and positive story factors had high percentages. For the preunit active 

negative story factors also had quite high percentages. For the unit positive current 

relationship also had quite a high percentage. For the nonunit negative current 
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relationship and passive negative story factors, which were reasons for not transmitting 

the legend, actually had somewhat higher percentages than showing concern or positive 

story factors.  See Table 26 for the percentages of participant responses for each code 

for the legend for Study 2. 

 

Table 26 

Percentages for Each Code for the Legend Across Character for Study 2 

Code Preunit Nonunit Unit 

Future Relationship 5.1 3.4 0.0 

Current Relationship (Positive) 8.5 0.0 22.0 

Current Relationship (Negative) 3.4 25.4 0.0 

Active Negative 18.6 13.6 15.3 

Passive Negative 11.9 23.7 1.7 

Positive 28.8 20.3 25.4 

Information Sharing 55.9 45.8 72.9 

Gauge Other’s Reaction 3.4 3.4 8.5 

Share Own Reaction 6.8 5.1 13.6 

Showing Concern 28.8 20.3 49.2 

Maintaining Conversation 11.9 15.3 1.7 

 

The change in percentages from Study 1 to Study 2 may be a reflection of the 

change in content and motifs of the legend and a change in the relationship 

manipulation. Study 1 contained a disgust legend whereas Study 2 contained a fear 

legend. While the disgust legend did have safety or warning elements in terms of food 

contamination (steak contaminated with bodily fluids being consumed), the fear legend 
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had safety content relating to personal safety and threat of potential violence (giving 

assistance to a man with malicious intent disguised as an old woman).   

The difference in content and motifs may explain why information sharing and 

showing concern were highly endorsed reasons for transmission in the second study 

compared to the first study. Despite this, it is important to note that if sharing 

information and showing concern for the receiver were the primary motivations for 

transmission, the significant differences between the legend and vivid stories would 

remain unexplained. If these two motivations were the primary motivations for 

transmission of the legend, it would be expected that the vivid story would rate just as 

highly as the legend in regard to transmission (given the danger to personal safety 

referred to in the vivid story was more plausible), and this was not the case. This 

suggests that there are additional factors influencing transmission. 

The decrease in the percentage for negative current relationship for the preunit 

from Study 1 to Study 2 may be a reflection of the change in the relationship 

manipulation between the two studies. The relationships with each of the characters was 

redefined for Study 2 to more accurately reflect an acquaintance with whom the 

participant wants to build a closer relationship, as opposed to an acquaintance with 

whom they do not wish to improve the relationship, and finally a close friend. It was 

expected that the change in the relationship manipulation would result in higher 

percentages for relationship factors, particularly for future relationship, in Study 2. 

Future relationship was endorsed less as a reason for transmission in Study 2 

responses when compared with Study 1, particularly for the preunit. Similarly, for 

positive current relationship Study 2 had a lower percentage for the unit when compared 

with Study 1. However, there was an increase in the percentage for positive current 

relationship in Study 2 for the preunit when compared to Study 1. The percentages 

relating to the relationship factors were lower than expected. It was expected that 
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participants would report that relationship factors such as initiating the development of 

a future relationship or maintaining and strengthening a current relationship would be 

given as reasons for transmitting the legend. This expectation was based on the 

hypothesis that transmission is driven by the need to meet core social motives such as 

belongingness, by increasing affiliation and bonding with known others.  

As there were concerns with asking participants explicitly and directly about 

relationship factors (for example, asking directly if participants are transmitting the 

legend to become closer to the receiver), indirect measures were used. Although 

participant responses in Study 1 did indicate that factors relating to the relationship do 

appear to motivate transmission, in general these responses did not directly state this. 

The participant’s response did not explicitly state that they would tell the legend to 

initiate a relationship (future relationship) or to build on an existing relationship 

(positive current relationship) with the receiver, although their response implied this. 

For example, responses such as, “It’s a good way to strike up a conversation” and 

“Because I know her well and we like to share our experiences together” reflect future 

relationship and positive current relationship, respectively. To indirectly measure future 

relationship the motivation of helping to break the ice or start a conversation was 

included.  

For current relationship it was expected that tapping into motivations that are 

related to relationship maintenance, such as the affective reaction factors of sharing 

their own reaction and gauging the other person’s reaction, and the motivations related 

to conversation maintenance, would indirectly measure relationship maintenance. 

Having positive interactions with known others in which emotional experiences and 

reactions are shared would be beneficial in maintaining or developing the relationship. 

The possibility that participants have difficulty accessing the reasons behind their 

behaviour or responses means that using indirect measures as well as direct measures 
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(such as asking participants directly) of the reasons behind their behaviour may be 

useful.     

Although there was some variation across the responses in the two studies, the 

above codes appeared to capture the motivations for transmission of the legend 

provided by the participants across both studies. Despite somewhat lower percentages 

for the affective reaction factors of gauging the other person’s reaction and sharing their 

own reaction, it was decided that these factors would be retained and included in the 

Study 3 materials along with the other factors. This was done for a number of reasons, 

including the findings from the two studies indicating that the legend elicited different 

levels of affect from the other stories, for example greater levels of disgust or fear. 

Second, accounts such as the emotional consumption account strongly emphasise the 

role of affect in urban legend transmission (Heath et al., 2001). Third, as legends evoke 

strong reactions in some people, it was considered important to retain these codes for 

use in Study 3. Lastly, as outlined above, these factors may relate to relationship 

maintenance and provide an indirect measure of relationship factors that may be 

influencing transmission. 

The codes were redeveloped into closed-ended questions so that the participants 

would be able to rate the likelihood that each specific motivation was driving 

transmission of each story to each character. The active negative story factors were 

broken down into disgusting, disturbing, shocking, and alarming which were rated 

separately rather than being clustered together. Current and future relationship were not 

included in the specific motivation lists as these were expected to be captured by the 

relationship manipulation (i.e., the pattern of transmission to each character) and by 

other factors related to relationship maintenance such as the affective reaction factors 

(gauging other person’s reaction and sharing own reaction), maintaining conversation, 

and breaking the ice or starting conversation. Lastly, passive negative story factors were 



 
 

 

131 

not represented as the aim was to establish the reasons for transmission of the legend 

rather than the reasons for not transmitting the legend. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Study 3 

Introduction 

The aim of Study 3 was to examine specific motivations underlying legend 

transmission. Through the pattern of likelihood of transmission by story and character 

was established in Studies 1 and 2, aside from the effect of character, the specific 

reasons for transmission were not clearly identified. As there was a consistent pattern of 

likelihood of transmission for Studies 1 and 2 with some differences across story type, 

the focus of Study 3 was on legends only. Further, Study 3 aimed to identify the specific 

motivations for transmission of an urban legend and not of other types of stories. As the 

open-ended responses indicated potential differences across the legends for Study 1 and 

Study 2 it was expected that the type of urban legend (e.g., disgust versus fear motifs) 

would influence the type of motivation that was cued. 

The results from Studies 1 and 2 indicated that the optimal social distance for 

transmission is not between preunits. The results indicated that while tellers were 

willing to transmit the legend to the preunit, they were more likely to transmit it to the 

unit. For this reason, it was expected that in Study 3 the motivations for transmission 

would be rated higher for the unit than the preunit and nonunit, with the exception of 

breaking the ice and maintaining conversation which would not be expected to be strong 

motivations when transmitting to a unit. It was still expected that when the receiver was 

a preunit, factors relating to meeting belongingness needs such as enhancing or 

initiating affiliation (e.g., breaking the ice) would motivate transmission. Further, 

factors that make the story entertaining (e.g., the story being shocking or interesting) 

and that may enhance the interaction were also expected to motivate transmission. It 

was expected that the primary motivation for transmission for the preunit and the unit 

would be to meet core social motives such as belongingness. It was expected that this 
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would be evident by participants indicating motivations such as breaking the ice 

(initiating affiliation) when transmitting the legend to a preunit, and warning the other 

person (maintaining the relationship by showing regard for their personal safety) when 

transmitting to a close friend. 

Some of the differences between the coded responses for Study 1 as compared to 

Study 2 may be attributed to the change in legend type (i.e., disgust vs. fear, 

respectively). Consistent with this possibility, Study 3 included hypotheses based on 

expected differences between the legend types. The codes of active negative, positive 

(for the unit), and gauging the other person’s reaction rated highly in Study 1 (the 

disgust legend) compared to Study 2 (the fear legend). The codes of information sharing 

(or warning the other person) and showing concern increased in Study 2 compared to 

Study 1. This difference suggested that the type of legend might have an impact on the 

teller’s motivation for transmission. 

Written responses of participants from Study 2 suggested that social desirability 

may have still had an impact. Further, some participants reported difficulty identifying 

the reasons behind particular behaviour (e.g., identifying specific reasons for why they 

would tell a particular story to a particular character). This difficulty was reported in the 

written responses or reported verbally to the experimenter at the end of the session when 

the completed booklets were returned. To alleviate both of these issues a change was 

made to the materials for Study 3. In Studies 1 and 2 the participants were asked to 

imagine themselves as the teller and to take the teller’s perspective (directly as 

themselves in Study 1 and as Sam in Study 2). In Study 3 the scenario was changed to 

allow for greater distancing between the participant and the behaviour being reported 

on, and the participants were not asked to directly adopt the teller’s perspective. As 

people typically find it easy to generate reasons behind the behaviour of other people 

and find it difficult to accurately report reasons behind their own behaviour (Nisbett & 
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Wilson, 1977; Wilson & Dunn, 2004; Wilson, Dunn, Bybee, Hyman, & Rotondo, 1984; 

Wilson & LaFleur, 1995; Wilson & Nisbett, 1978), it was determined that Study 3 

scenarios would consist of a fictitious teller as well as the three fictitious receivers 

(consistent with Study 2).  

Similar to the rationale behind the change in perspective for Study 2 it was 

expected that participants would use their own actions as a guide to how they expected 

someone similar to them to act. Again, asking participants to provide reasons for other 

people’s behaviour was expected to be less personally threatening to participants, as it 

would allow them to distance themselves from the scenario and thus reduce the 

likelihood of socially desirable responses (Barter & Renold, 1999; Finch, 1987). 

While it was established that it would be necessary to include only legends in 

Study 3 it was determined that it would be important to include different types of 

legends for comparison. Consequently, Study 3 involved a disgust legend and a fear 

legend consistent with Study 1 and 2 as well as a legend involving both disgust and fear.  

Further, it was determined that the disgust legend from Study 1 would need to be 

adapted as some female participants in Study 1 reported feeling uncomfortable about the 

mention of semen (and the implication of how the semen ended up on the steak). To 

reduce the possibility of this impacting on Study 3, the reference to semen was changed 

to urine. Although a reference to a bodily fluid such as urine still evokes a disgust 

response (Haidt et al., 1994; Rozin & Fallon, 1987), as there is no sexual component to 

this it was expected that this change would reduce the likelihood of female participants 

feeling overly uncomfortable. By making the above changes and by providing specific 

motivations to rate, it was expected that the specific motivations for transmission by 

story and character would be established. This data, in conjunction with the data 

obtained from Studies 1 and 2 were expected to provide a clearer understanding of the 

transmission process. 
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Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that the motivation for transmitting an urban legend 

differs based on the relationship the teller has with the receiver (preunit versus unit). For 

the preunit, factors that relate to enhancing or initiating affiliation such as sharing 

information by warning the other person, showing concern, and breaking the ice were 

expected to motivate transmission (Hypothesis 1.1). Factors relating to the story which 

make it entertaining or memorable (e.g., active negative story factors such as the story 

being disgusting, disturbing, shocking, or alarming, and positive story factors such as 

the story being interesting/humorous) were also expected to motivate transmission to 

the preunit (Hypothesis 1.2).  

For the nonunit overall lower ratings for motivations were expected, and 

breaking the ice or maintaining conversation were expected to motivate transmission 

(Hypothesis 1.3). For the unit it was expected that the ratings for motivations would be 

higher than those for the preunit and nonunit, particularly in relation to warning the 

other person (Hypothesis 1.4). It was expected that breaking the ice and maintaining 

conversation would not rate highly as reasons for transmission (Hypothesis 1.5). 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that the motivations for transmitting urban legends 

would vary depending on the type of legend.  For the disgust legend, it was expected 

that the story would be transmitted based on active negative (e.g., particularly disgust) 

and positive story factors (Hypothesis 2.1). Further it was expected that gauging the 

other person’s reaction would be a motivation for transmission for the disgust legend 

(Hypothesis 2.2). For the fear legend it was expected that the legend would be 

transmitted to warn others (share information) and to show concern for the other person 

(Hypothesis 2.3). Active negative story factors were expected to also motivate 

transmission of fear legends but to a lesser extent than for the disgust legend 

(Hypothesis 2.4).  



 
 

 

136 

Study 3 

Method 

Participants 

The participants were 80 first year undergraduate university students studying 

psychology at Griffith University. The sample contained 62 (78.5%) females. As there 

were so few males in comparison to females the variable of gender was not included in 

any analyses. However, analyses were repeated excluding the males and there was no 

difference in the results. Consequently, the entire sample was retained for analysis. The 

mean age of participants was 21.97 years with a standard deviation of 6.67 years. Each 

student received research credit for their participation, which contributed to the 

undergraduate research subject they were required to complete as part of their degree. 

Materials and Procedure 

The study was a 3 (Story type: disgust, fear, mixed) x 3 (Character type: preunit, 

nonunit, unit) within-subjects design. Participants were welcomed in groups to the 

social psychology laboratory and were informed that the study, examining 

communication and relationships, involved the completion of written questionnaire 

materials. Each participant was given a consent form, indicating that their participation 

was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty. Appendix D provides a complete copy of the materials. All tasks were 

completed individually, anonymously, and confidentially. 

Scenarios. The participants were given written instructions indicating that they 

would be presented with scenarios involving two people. Each scenario involved a main 

character labelled “Tess” (the teller) who was communicating with another person. The 

other person was someone known to Tess as either a casual friend/acquaintance or a 

close friend (receivers). The participants were required to answer questions and provide 

ratings about the teller’s (Tess) behaviour in the scenarios. Each scenario involved Tess 
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and one of the other characters talking while waiting alone at the bus stop; part way into 

the conversation Tess tells the character a story.  

Character vignettes. Prior to the main experimental tasks, the participants were 

provided with three character vignettes that would be used later in the story tasks. These 

included a brief description of three separate characters whom the participants were 

asked to assume that the teller (Tess) knew. The character vignettes varied according to 

the social distance that the characters each had with the teller. The character 

descriptions in this study were consistent with those in Study 2, which were taken from 

Lydon and colleagues’ (1997) relationship manipulation in their study on transitional 

relationships.   

The first character was described as an acquaintance or casual friend and it was 

indicated that they shared some things in common with Tess and were the kind of 

person with whom Tess enjoyed interacting. It was indicated that this character was not 

a close friend but by getting to know her better Tess might end up becoming close 

friends with the character. This character was the preunit character in the study. The 

second character was also an acquaintance or casual friend with whom Tess shared 

some things in common but was not someone with whom Tess planned to go out or 

spend time. There was no expectation that the relationship between the pair would 

change. This character was the nonunit character in the study. The third character was 

described as a close friend who shared many important things in common with Tess. 

Tess was reported to have a sense of belonging in the friendship with this character and 

feel more connected to her. Tess was described as being closer to this character than to 

her casual friends or acquaintances. This character was the unit in the study. 

 At this stage, the participants were required to rate how likeable they thought 

Tess would find each of the three characters. The participants were asked “Please rate 
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how likeable you think Tess would find this person” on a 7-point scale (anchors: 1 = not 

likeable at all to 7 = greatly likeable). 

Urban legend task. For this task each participant was provided with three 

stories. All the stories were urban legends with varying content. The first story was 

disgust based, the second was fear based and the third was a mixed legend, based on a 

combination of fear and disgust. The disgust based legend was very similar to the urban 

legend used in Study 1 and this story involved restaurant diners consuming food that 

had been contaminated with bodily fluids by the restaurant staff. The only difference 

between this story and that used in Study 1 is that the type of bodily fluids referred to 

were changed (from semen to urine) so as not to be overly offensive to the participants, 

most of whom were female and young. All of the stories were constructed using typical 

urban legend structure (i.e., unsuspecting characters encountering an apparently benign 

but really evil person, lack of identifying contextual details such as names and places, 

vivid details that arouse strong affective responses, details conveniently placed to reach 

the conclusion, and a sting-in-the-tail ending).  

The fear story had themes of danger to personal safety. The story was about a 

young woman who assists an apparent elderly woman at a shopping centre by giving 

her a lift in her car. The young woman notices that the old woman has an unusual 

appearance and suspects something is amiss; she makes an excuse to leave the woman 

at the car and alerts security. Security accompanies the young woman back to her car; 

the old woman is missing but her bag containing a weapon and restraints is found on the 

floor of the car. It is then realised that the old woman was really a man in disguise. This 

fear based legend was the same as the legend used in Study 2.  

The mixed story had elements of both fear and disgust. The story was about a 

group of people eating a meal at a café, with one person in the group noticing that their 

meal tasted unusual. Upon returning to the café the group noticed that the condiments 
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accompanying the meal were stored differently. Following their meal, the group went to 

a local bar where they overhead the bartender telling a customer that a man had been 

seen tampering with the condiments at the café. The man was seen adding a red 

substance which was believed to be HIV infected blood. Each story was identified by a 

one-word title relating to the story content so that the participants could distinguish 

between stories (disgust = steak, fear = hitchhiker, mixed = sauce). 

The participants were asked to read the story and then indicate how likely they 

thought specific motivations for telling the story were the reason that Tess told that 

particular story to that character (1 = very unlikely to 9 = very likely).  They did this a 

total of nine times (for each of the three characters: preunit, nonunit, and unit and for 

each of the three stories: disgust, fear, and mixed). For example: “Please indicate how 

likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess told this story to Julie 

(the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with)”. The motivations 

included the following: to show concern to the other person; to see the other person’s 

reaction to the story; to share her own reaction to the story; to warn the other person; to 

help break the ice or start a conversation; to maintain conversation; because the story is 

disgusting; because the story is interesting or funny; because the story is disturbing; 

because the story is shocking; and because the story is alarming.  

Manipulation checks. Several manipulation checks were included to ensure the 

participants were responding to the stories as outlined. The participants rated the stories 

for disgust, scariness, believability, and interest. Participants were required to rate on a 

7-point scale (anchors: 1 = not at all to 7 = extremely) the degree to which they found 

the each story disgusting, scary, believable, and interesting/entertaining. In addition, 

participants were also required to rate the naturalness of the scenarios on a 7-point scale 

(anchors: 1 = not at all natural to 7 = very natural). This was measured to ensure that 

participants did not find the scenarios artificial. For example, “Please rate how natural 
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you found each scenario (would each story be likely to be told to the characters 

mentioned)”.   

Counterbalancing. As with Studies 1 and 2, the present study ensured that all 

participants received materials containing the same basic content, however, the 

materials booklets differed in the order of presentation of character vignettes and 

stories. The materials were counterbalanced to eliminate order effects confounding the 

data. This involved having 36 different combinations for the order of the materials 

varying the order by story and character. There were fewer combinations (half the 

amount compared to Study 1) for this study as the booklets contained female targets 

only. 
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Study 3 

Results 

Data Screening and Cleaning 

Prior to analysis the data were screened to detect missing data and outliers and 

to examine the assumptions of normality and linearity. One case was an outlier on 17 

variables and removed. All remaining cases with outliers on any variables were 

excluded from any analyses using those variables respectively. Some variables showed 

significant skew but these were in expected directions (e.g., those variables relating to 

the unit were typically rated as low, such as the motivation for transmission being 

breaking the ice, or high, such as the motivation for transmission being warning the 

other person). As GLM procedures are known to be robust when dealing with 

nonnormal data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001) the original data were retained and used 

for the analyses. There were very few items in the data set that were missing. Since the 

percentage of missing data was very low the effect of the missing data was minimal. 

When the percentage of missing data is less than 5% many procedures for addressing 

the missing data including complete case analysis produce similar results (Schafer & 

Graham, 2001; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Accordingly complete case analysis was 

used. There were 6 cases that were missing one data point each.  

Statistical Analyses 

Manipulation checks. Several manipulation checks were conducted to ensure the 

participants perceived the stories as outlined. The participants rated the stories for 

disgust, scariness, believability, and interest. A series of one factor within-subjects 

ANOVAs were conducted. Participants also rated each scenario in terms of how natural 

the scenario appeared and this was analysed using a 3 (Story type: disgust, fear, mixed) 

x 3 (Character type: preunit, nonunit, unit) within-subjects design ANOVA. The results 

of these manipulation checks are outlined below. 
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In order to examine any differences in disgust across story types a one factor 

within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. The stories elicited different levels of 

disgust for the participants (F(2, 154) = 94.20, p < .0005). Pairwise comparisons 

indicated that the mixed story and the fear story were significantly different in their 

disgust from each other (p <.0005), as were the disgust story and the fear story (p 

<.0005). The mixed story and disgust story did not differ significantly from each other 

in their disgust. The results indicate that the disgust and mixed stories were eliciting 

disgust as expected and that the fear story was not eliciting high levels of disgust, also 

as expected. Table 27 displays the means for the manipulation checks (disgust, 

scariness, believability, and interest) for each story. 

 

Table 27 

Means for Manipulation Checks by Story 

 Disgust Legend Fear Legend Mixed Legend 

Manipulation Check M SD M SD M SD 

Disgust 6.10 1.11 3.95 1.95 6.40 1.02 

Scariness 3.86 1.75 5.65 1.66 5.73 1.71 

Believability 4.63 1.55 4.46 1.68 3.53 1.58 

Interest 4.38 1.67 4.38 1.74 4.48 1.58 

 

In order to examine any differences in scariness across story types a one factor 

within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. The stories differed in scariness (F(2, 

256) = 58.97, p < .0005). Pairwise comparisons indicated that the mixed story and the 

disgust story were significantly different from each other in their scariness (p <.0005), 

as were the fear story and the disgust story (p <.0005). The mixed story and fear story 

did not differ significantly from each other in their scariness. The results indicated that 
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the fear and mixed stories elicited higher levels of scariness than the disgust story as 

expected. Table 27 displays the means for scariness for each story. 

In order to examine any differences in believability across story types a one 

factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. The stories differed in their 

believability for the participants (F(2, 156) = 12.48, p < .0005). Pairwise comparisons 

indicated that the mixed story was significantly different in believability from the 

disgust and fear stories (p <.0005 for both). The fear story and disgust story did not 

differ significantly from each other in believability. There were similar rates of 

believability for fear and disgust stories and a lower level of believability for the mixed 

story. However, the mean demonstrates that while the mixed story was less believable 

than the other two stories it was not completely unbelievable. 

In order to examine any difference in interest/entertainment across story types a 

one factor within-subjects design ANOVA was conducted. This ANOVA was not 

significant, indicating that the stories did not differ in their interest/entertainment for 

participants.  

A 3 (Story type: disgust, fear, mixed) x 3 (Character type: preunit, nonunit, unit) 

within-subjects ANOVA was conducted to examine how natural the scenarios were to 

the participants. There was a marginally significant interaction between story and 

character in the naturalness of the scenarios with p <.05 (see Table 28). As Mauchly’s 

test was significant for story (p < .0005) and story by character (p < .0005) the 

Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Follow-up analyses showed that there was 

a marginally significant simple effect of story within character for the preunit (F(2, 77) 

= 4.50, p <.05), nonunit (F(2, 77) = 3.39, p <.05), and for the unit (F(2, 77) = 3.30, p 

<.05). When adjusting for Type I error, pairwise comparisons indicated a marginally 

significant difference between the fear and mixed story for the preunit (Mean Difference 

= .39, Standard Error = .13, p < .05). There were no significant differences between 
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stories for any of the other characters. Examination of the means across stories for the 

preunit showed that the means were in a similar direction on the 7 point scale and not 

overly discrepant (see Table 29).  

 

Table 28 

Summary of ANOVA for Effects of Story and Character Type on Naturalness of the 

Scenarios 

Source SS df MS F p 

Story 11.60 1.57 7.37 5.61 .008 

Error 161.29 122.70 1.31   

      

Character 777.32 2.00 388.66 156.71 <.0005 

Error 386.90 156.00 2.48   

      

Story by Character 4.28 3.18 1.35 2.79 .038 

Error 119.50 247.85 0.48   

 



 
 

 

145 

Table 29 

Summary of Means for Naturalness of the Scenarios 

Character Story M SD 

Preunit Disgust 4.82 1.32 

 Fear 5.06 1.34 

 Mixed 4.67 1.32 

Nonunit Disgust 3.57 1.51 

 Fear 3.80 1.58 

 Mixed 3.35 1.49 

Unit Disgust 6.01 1.12 

 Fear 6.23 1.10 

 Mixed 6.16 1.06 

 
 

 

Overview of main analyses. Both Hypothesis 1 (the motivation to transmit an 

urban legend differ based on the relationship the teller has with the receiver) and 

Hypothesis 2 (the motivations for transmission vary depending on the type of legend) 

were tested within large overarching within-subjects ANOVAs. The results from the 

main analyses are divided into Analyses relating to characters (testing Hypotheses 1.1, 

1.2, 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5) and Analyses relating to type of legend (testing Hypotheses 2.1, 

2.2, 2.3, and 2.4).  

Main analyses. In order to examine the motivations for transmission a 3 (Story 

type: disgust, fear, mixed) x 3 (Character type: preunit, nonunit, unit) within-subjects 

design ANOVA was conducted. An alpha level of .01 was adopted for all statistical 

tests. The highest order effects that were significant were the motivation by story and 

motivation by character interactions, respectively. Accordingly, in each case these 
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effects were followed up by conducting pairwise comparisons across each factor within 

levels of the other factor. Type I error was controlled by the Sidak procedure in SPSS. 

See Table 30 for a summary of the within-subject effects for story by character by 

motivations. 
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Table 30 

Within-Subjects ANOVA for Story by Character by Motivation Type on Strength of 

Endorsement on Motivations   

Source SS df MS F p 

Motivation 2945.45 10 294.55 35.07 <.0005 

Error 5878.43 700 8.40   

      

Story 92.14 2 46.07 8.01 .001 

Error 805.68 140 5.76   

      

Character 3.27 2 1.64 0.41 .67 

Error 564.79 140 4.03   

      

Motiv by Story 831.23 20 41.56 17.96 <.0005 

Error 3239.62 1400 2.31   

      

Motiv by Charac 1663.62 20 83.18 56.12 <.0005 

Error 2074.99 1400 1.48   

      

Story by Character 6.27 4 1.57 1.41 .23 

Error 311.85 280 1.11   

      

Motiv by Story by Charac 20.26 40 0.51 0.80 .81 

Error 1770.95 2800 0.63   
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Analyses relating to characters. For the preunit the highest motivations for 

transmission were sharing their own reaction and gauging the other person’s reaction 

followed by the story being shocking, alarming, or disturbing. These motivations for 

transmission were not significantly different from each other. See Table 31 for the 

summary of means for the motivations for transmission by character. 

 

Table 31 

Means and Standard Errors for Motivations for Transmission by Character Type 

 Preunit Nonunit Unit 

Motivation M SE M SE M SE 

Show Concern 4.40 .14 3.86 .16 4.92 .16 

Gauge Reaction 5.34 .13 5.22 .15 5.38 .15 

Share Reaction 5.48 .12 4.93 .13 5.74 .11 

Warning 4.67 .14 3.99 .15 5.50 .15 

Break the Ice 3.71 .16 4.85 .17 2.34 .15 

Maintain Conv. 4.06 .16 4.92 .16 2.78 .16 

Disgusting 4.24 .15 4.14 .15 4.28 .16 

Interesting 3.68 .19 3.59 .17 3.78 .19 

Disturbing 5.11 .14 4.94 .15 5.28 .14 

Shocking 5.20 .13 5.07 .14 5.48 .12 

Alarming 5.17 .14 5.01 .14 5.46 .13 

Note. Superscripts for comparisons are not presented as significant comparisons are reported in 

text. 

For the nonunit the highest motivations for transmission were gauging the other 

person’s reaction and the story being shocking, alarming, or disturbing, followed by 
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sharing their own reaction, maintaining conversation, and breaking the ice. These 

motivations for transmission were not significantly different from each other.  

For the unit the highest motivations for transmission were sharing their own 

reaction, followed by warning the other person, gauging the other person’s reaction, and 

the story being shocking, alarming, or disturbing. These motivations for transmission 

were not significantly different from each other. 

Pairwise comparisons for each motivation were examined to determine any 

differences between characters for each of the motivations. For showing concern for the 

other person there were significant differences between all characters. Showing concern 

was more of a motivation for transmission to the unit than the preunit and nonunit ( p 

<.0005 for both), and for transmission to the preunit over the nonunit ( p < .0005).  

There were significant differences between all levels of character for sharing 

their own reaction and warning the other person. Sharing their own reaction was more 

of a motivation for transmission to the unit than the preunit and nonunit ( p < .05,  p < 

.0005, respectively), and for transmission to the preunit over the nonunit ( p < .0005). 

For warning the other person, this motivation was higher for transmission to the unit 

than the preunit and nonunit (p < .0005 for both), and for transmission to the preunit 

than the nonunit (p < .0005). 

There was a significant difference between all characters for the motivations of 

breaking the ice and maintaining conversation. Breaking the ice was more of a 

motivation for transmission to the nonunit than the preunit and unit ( p < .0005 for 

both), and for the preunit than the unit (p < .0005). Maintaining conversation was more 

of a motivation for transmission to the nonunit than the preunit and unit (p < .0005 for 

both), and for the preunit than the unit (p < .0005). 

There were significant differences between some characters on the motivation of 

the story being disturbing. This was a higher motivation for the unit than the nonunit (p 
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< .01). There was no significant difference between the unit and preunit or the preunit 

and nonunit. 

There were significant differences between some characters on the motivation of 

the story being shocking and the story being alarming. The motivations of the story 

being shocking or alarming were higher for the unit than the preunit  (p <.01 for both) 

and nonunit (p < .0005 for both). There were no significant differences between the 

preunit and nonunit for the motivation of the story being shocking or the story being 

alarming.  

There were no significant differences between characters for the motivations of 

gauging the other person’s reaction, the story being disgusting, and the story being 

interesting/funny. 

Analyses relating to type of legend. For the disgust story the highest motivations 

for transmission were gauging the other person’s reaction and sharing their own 

reaction. These motivations for transmission were not significantly different from each 

other. For the fear and mixed stories the highest motivations were consistent. These 

included gauging the other person’s reaction, sharing their own reaction, warning, and 

the story being disturbing, shocking, and alarming. These motivations were not 

significantly different from each other. See Table 32 for the summary of means for the 

motivations for transmission by story. 
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Table 32 

Means and Standard Errors for Motivations for Transmission by Story Type 

 Disgust Fear Mixed 

Motivation M SE M SE M SE 

Show Concern 3.76 .18 4.61 .16 4.81 .18 

Gauge Reaction 5.49 .13 5.17 .13 5.23 .14 

Share Reaction 5.34 .13 5.35 .11 5.45 .13 

Warning 4.12 .17 5.00 .16 5.04 .18 

Break the Ice 3.74 .14 3.65 .15 3.51 .14 

Maintain Conv. 4.06 .14 3.93 .14 3.76 .15 

Disgusting 4.87 .16 3.12 .17 4.67 .20 

Interesting 4.18 .20 3.43 .19 3.44 .23 

Disturbing 4.85 .16 5.00 .17 5.47 .15 

Shocking 4.88 .17 5.24 .13 5.63 .14 

Alarming 4.75 .17 5.34 .14 5.55 .14 

Note. Superscripts for comparisons are not presented as significant comparisons are reported in 

text. 

There were significant differences between some stories for the motivation of 

showing concern. Showing concern was significantly more of a motivation for 

transmission for the mixed story than the disgust story (p < .0005) and for the fear over 

the disgust story (p <.01), with no difference between the fear and mixed stories. 

For the motivation of gauging the other person’s reaction there were significant 

differences between some stories. This motivation for transmission was significantly 

greater for the disgust story than for the fear story (p < .01). There were no significant 

differences between disgust and mixed and fear and mixed. 
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There were significant differences across some stories for the motivation of 

warning the other person. This motivation for transmission was significantly greater for 

the fear story over the disgust story (p < .0005), and the mixed story over the disgust 

story (p < .0005). There were no significant differences between the fear and mixed 

stories. 

There were marginally significant differences between the disgust and mixed 

stories for the motivation of maintaining conversation. This motivation for transmission 

was more likely for the disgust story over the mixed story (p < .05); it should be noted 

that this was only at the p < .05 level. There were no significant differences between the 

disgust story and the fear story or the mixed story and the fear story. 

There were significant differences between the disgust and fear stories and 

mixed and fear stories for the motivation of the story being disgusting.  This motivation 

for transmission was significantly greater for the disgust story over the fear story (p < 

.0005), and the mixed story over the fear story (p < 0005). 

For the motivation of the story being interesting or humorous, there were 

significant differences between the disgust story and the fear and mixed stories (p < .01 

for both). This motivation for transmission was significantly greater for the disgust story 

than either the fear or mixed stories. There was no significant difference between the 

fear and mixed stories. 

There were significant differences between the mixed story and the disgust and 

fear stories (p < .01 for both) for the motivation of the story being disturbing. This 

motivation for transmission was significantly more likely for the mixed story over the 

fear story, and the mixed story over the disgust story. There was no significant 

difference between the disgust and fear stories. 

There were significant differences between some stories for the motivation of 

the story being shocking. This motivation for transmission was significantly more likely 
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for the mixed story over the fear and disgust stories (p < .01, p < .0005, respectively). 

There was no significant difference between the fear and disgust stories. 

There were significant differences between some stories for the motivation of 

the story being alarming. This motivation for transmission was significantly more likely 

for the mixed story over the disgust story (p < .0005), and the fear over the disgust story 

(p < .01). There was no significant difference between the fear and mixed stories. 

Finally, there were no significant differences between stories for the motivations of 

sharing their own reaction and breaking the ice. 
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Study 3 

Discussion 

Summary of Results 

The results indicated that Hypothesis 1 was partially supported. When the 

motivations for transmission were examined within levels of character there were 

differences between the characters, as well as similarities. The highest motivations for 

the preunit were affective reactions (sharing their own reaction and gauging the other 

person’s reaction) and active negative story factors (the story being shocking, alarming, 

and disturbing). The importance of active negative story factors provided support for 

Hypothesis 1.2, however, contrary to this hypothesis, positive story factors such as the 

story being funny or interesting were not important for the preunit. Contrary to 

Hypothesis 1.1 was the finding that factors relating to enhancing or initiating affiliation 

such as sharing information (warning the other person), showing concern, and breaking 

the ice were not among the highest motivations for the preunit. The finding relating to 

the importance of sharing their own reaction and gauging the other person’s reaction for 

the preunit was not predicted. 

For the nonunit the highest motivations for transmission were gauging the other 

person’s reaction, active negative story factors (the story being shocking, alarming, and 

disturbing), sharing own reaction, maintaining conversation, and breaking the ice. The 

finding that breaking the ice and maintaining conversation were important motivations 

for the nonunit provides support for Hypothesis 1.3, although the importance of the 

other motivations was not predicted. Breaking the ice and maintaining conversation 

were expected to be higher for the nonunit compared to preunit and the unit and this is 

supported by the present results. Hypothesis 1.3 also outlined that the ratings for the 

motivations for the nonunit were expected to be lower than for the preunit and unit with 

the exception of breaking the ice and maintaining conversation, and this is partially 
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supported. The motivations of showing concern, sharing own reaction, and warning the 

other person were lower for the nonunit. The motivations of the story being disturbing, 

shocking, and alarming, were significantly lower for the nonunit when compared to the 

unit, with no differences between the nonunit and the preunit. 

For the unit, the highest motivations for transmission were sharing own reaction, 

warning the other person, gauging the other person’s reaction, and active negative story 

factors (the story being shocking, alarming, and disturbing). Consistent with the 

predictions, the motivation of warning the other person was found to be high for the 

unit, which is consistent with Hypothesis 1.4. It was predicted that overall the ratings 

for the motivations would be higher for the unit as the relationship was expected to cue 

high levels of sharing. The exceptions to this were the motivations of breaking the ice 

and maintaining conversation (which were the lowest for the unit), supporting 

Hypothesis 1.5.  

Motivations that were important across all three characters included those 

related to affective reaction (sharing their own reaction and gauging the other person’s 

reaction) as well as the active negative story factors of the story being shocking, 

alarming, and disturbing. The story being disgusting, which is also an active negative 

story factor, did not rate highly. 

The results indicated that Hypothesis 2 was partially supported. When the 

motivations for transmission were examined within levels of story there were some 

differences based on the legend type, as well as similarities. For the disgust legend the 

highest motivations were gauging the other person’s reaction (supporting Hypothesis 

2.2) and sharing their own reaction. There was minimal support for Hypothesis 2.1; 

even though active negative story factors were quite high motivations they did not rate 

as highly as the reaction motivations. Further, positive story factors did not rate very 

highly.  
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For the fear and mixed legends the highest motivations were consistent. 

Consistent with the disgust legend, gauging the other person’s reaction and sharing own 

reaction were also important for the fear and mixed legends. Warning and active 

negative story factors also rated highly for the fear and mixed stories. The high result 

for warning others supported Hypothesis 2.3 although showing concern did not rate 

highly. There was some support for Hypothesis 2.4 as active negative story factors did 

rate highly. 

Overall, the motivations that were generally consistent across character and 

story related to affective reaction (sharing their own reaction and gauging the other 

person’s reaction) and active negative story factors (the story being disturbing, 

shocking, and alarming). 

Motivations for Transmission: The Importance of the Social Interaction 

Motivations relating to affective reaction highlight the importance of the 

interaction in the transmission process. Sharing their own reaction and gauging the other 

person’s reaction can only be satisfied through interacting with the receiver. While the 

story itself initiates the reaction or the need to seek another person’s reaction, it is by 

transmitting the legend to another person that the teller is able to share their reaction to 

the story or to gauge the reaction of the person to whom they are transmitting the story. 

This suggests that it is not the content of the story specifically, but reaction to the 

content, that is important. 

The other important motivations were the active negative story factors, 

specifically the story being disturbing, shocking, or alarming. While these factors do 

relate to the content of the stories, they also reflect factors that may elicit a reaction in 

those that hear the legends. It appears that these elements of urban legends motivate 

tellers to transmit the stories to others. Here the interaction is also important as it 

suggests that tellers are motivated to share legends on the basis of the story disturbing, 
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shocking, or alarming them. It is possible that tellers feel the need to express the story to 

someone else because of the surprising nature of the content or because the reaction that 

is elicited is one they want to share with another person. This may be to express their 

reaction and feelings relating to the story or because they want to gauge the other 

person’s reaction and possibly compare it with their own. It may also be that when 

things disturb, shock, or alarm us, we want to communicate this experience with others. 

While it could be argued that active negative story factors such as the story 

being disturbing, shocking, and alarming are more interesting and make for more 

compelling and entertaining stories to share, this suggestion does not fit with the current 

results. It should be noted that the motivation of positive story factors such as the story 

being interesting or funny was not a key motivation for transmission. 

These factors point to the importance of the other person in the key motivations 

for transmission. It is possible that the transmission process allows for a social sharing 

of emotions. People are exposed to the story, a reaction is elicited, and they wish to 

share their own reaction to the story with someone else, which may in turn cue them to 

seek someone else’s reaction. Gauging the other person’s reaction may provide them 

with information about the person through their reaction, or they may be able to 

compare their reaction with another person, and optimally share their reaction with 

someone who experiences a similar reaction.  

Social Sharing of Emotion 

The notion of social sharing of emotion may be related to the key motivations of 

transmission found in this study. The social sharing of emotion suggests that when a 

person has an emotional experience they are driven to share their emotional response 

with another person (Christophe & Rime, 1997; Curci & Bellelli, 2004; Harber & 

Cohen, 2005; Luminet, Bouts, Delie, Manstead, & Rime, 2000; Rime, Philippot, Boca, 

& Mesquita, 1992; Zech & Rime, 2005; Zech, Rime, & Nils, 2004). Primary social 
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sharing involves the teller communicating an emotional event they have experienced by 

sharing the emotional situation and their response to it in terms of their feelings and 

reactions (Christophe & Rime, 1997). Episodes involving more intense emotions induce 

social sharing more often and of greater duration than those that are considered less 

intense (Christophe & Rime, 1997). Studies have shown that social sharing of emotion 

in response to positive or negative events occurs quite commonly, usually soon after the 

event, is often repeated, and is found across a wide variety of cultural regions 

(Christophe & Rime, 1997; Rime et al., 1992; Zech et al., 2004).  

Zech and Rime (2005) suggested that the social sharing of emotion may have 

social functions rather than intrapersonal ones (such as emotional recovery). Social 

functions such as enhancing existing interpersonal relationships and organising one’s 

place in the social group may induce social sharing. Interpersonal benefits of social 

sharing may include improved interpersonal relationships and strengthened social bonds 

(Zech & Rime, 2005). If the listener responds in a helpful way by providing information 

such as advice, giving reassurance, being empathic and supportive, and providing 

validation, the affective bonds between the teller and receiver may be strengthened 

(Zech & Rime, 2005; Zech et al., 2004). Social sharing of emotions may then lead to 

affiliative and social consensus needs being met through solidifying social bonds and 

developing trust and intimacy (Harber & Cohen, 2005; Luminet et al., 2000). As social 

sharing can have these interpersonal benefits, it is also consistent with meeting core 

social motives such as belonging. Where the social sharing is secondary other functions 

may include highlighting social standing or visibility (by demonstrating access to 

particular news or information) and entertaining others (Harber & Cohen, 2005). Social 

sharing may also communicate important information, such as social knowledge about 

emotional experiences, within the teller’s social network. This information may convey 
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to the listener the possibilities relating to potential emotional events, reactions to such 

events, and possible outcomes (Luminet et al., 2000). 

It is important to outline that social sharing of emotion is not simply about 

emotional recovery or dealing with the intrapersonal consequences of the affect elicited. 

Social sharing of emotion may in fact have key social functions such as aiding in 

developing meaningful relationships, strengthening affective bonds, social comparison, 

and social integration (Luminet et al., 2000: Zech & Rime, 2005). It is within this 

context that the transmission of urban legends and the key motivations for transmission 

outlined in this study can be examined. Where the social sharing of emotions has these 

interpersonal benefits, such sharing is also consistent with meeting core social motives 

such as belonging. The ability of urban legend transmission to function as a form of 

social sharing of emotion that results in interpersonal benefits is consistent with the 

suggestion that meeting core social motives is the motivation for transmission (as 

outlined in the introduction and general Hypothesis 1).  

Keltner and Haidt (1999) suggested that on an interpersonal level emotional 

expression can inform receivers about the sender’s emotional state, their perception of 

the relationship, and the sender’s feelings about aspects of the environment (e.g., 

objects perceived as dangerous; fearful situations). Social sharing not only informs the 

listener of how the teller is currently feeling but how they felt about the emotional 

experience they are sharing and the nature of the event that led to them feeling that way. 

This means that urban legend transmission, as a form of social sharing of emotion, may 

provide receivers with valuable information about tellers, how they feel about the story 

and the issues contained in it, and how they feel about their relationship with the 

receivers. 

Partners in social sharing are typically intimates (parents, siblings, spouse or 

partner, and close friends) (Christophe & Rime, 1997). Research on social sharing has 
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demonstrated that partners are selected not simply on the basis of availability in the 

immediate environment but also on the basis of the partner’s ability to meet specific 

needs (Zech et al., 2004). This criterion includes the partner demonstrating interest, 

being able to provide relevant information or advice, and conveying empathy, support, 

and reassurance (Christophe & Rime, 1997). Tellers report feeling affectively closer to 

partners who respond in a helpful manner, this was found in studies both where the 

partner was an intimate and where the partner was a stranger (Zech et al., 2004). 

Additionally, tellers report greater likelihood of continuing the sharer-listener 

relationship in interactions where the listener responds in a helpful way. Helpful 

responses by partners include providing empathy, support, and reassurance; providing 

information and advice; showing interest and concern; and engaging in reciprocal 

behaviour by sharing their own experiences or feelings (Zech et al., 2004). This finding 

suggests that if tellers were sharing urban legends as a form of social sharing of 

emotion, the receivers could be close friends, acquaintances, distant friends, or anyone 

who is able to meet the tellers’ needs by responding in a helpful way. 

When primary social sharing encourages listeners to respond with their own 

similar emotional experience this is referred to as a reciprocal social sharing process 

(Christophe & Rime, 1997). This process has implications for the interpersonal 

relationship, as it encourages the listener to disclose their own emotional experience and 

also may encourage social comparison, which may enhance the development of the 

relationship (Philippot & Rime, 1998). Social sharing that encourages reciprocal social 

sharing or attempts to elicit a response from the listener is consistent with the 

motivation of gauging the other person’s reaction. 

Although the response of the listener has an impact on the teller and whether the 

teller perceives the interaction as helpful, the listener may also be affected in this 

process. When the teller shares their emotional experience, an emotional response in the 
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listener can be evoked, particularly when the teller’s emotional experience is of high 

intensity (Christophe & Rime, 1997). The listener then being driven to share their 

emotional response with a third party is considered secondary social sharing. Note that 

reciprocal social sharing and secondary social sharing are different processes. 

Secondary social sharing involves sharing a response to another person’s 

emotional narrative (Curci & Bellelli, 2004). For example, Julie attends an anatomy 

laboratory to observe preserved brains as part of her biological psychology class on 

brain structure. During this class, Julie sees human cadavers in the laboratory prepared 

for an anatomy class. Following this field trip, Julie shares this experience and her 

emotional reaction with her friend Kate. This social sharing of emotion is considered 

primary social sharing. If Kate then shares her own emotional response to Julie’s 

emotional narrative with another party (Kate’s friend Tess), secondary social sharing 

has occurred. 

Secondary social sharing may be more relevant to the results obtained in the 

present study, given that the stories do not involve the personal experience of the teller 

(i.e., the teller is not the protagonist in the story). Social sharing of emotion frequently 

leads to secondary social sharing as the listener is affected by the emotional narrative 

the teller communicates, and this reaction in turn forms the basis of an emotional 

experience for the listener (Christophe & Rime, 1997). When the listener shares their 

emotional response to the teller’s emotional narrative with a third party, secondary 

social sharing is occurring (Christophe & Rime, 1997; Curci & Bellelli, 2004; Harber & 

Cohen, 2005). As research indicates secondary social sharing is very common and 

frequent, continued secondary social sharing may explain some of the widespread 

pattern of transmission for urban legends as the social sharing extends across social 

networks. 
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However, defining the nature of the social sharing that may be involved in the 

current study is not clear cut. A study by Luminet and colleagues (2000) used exposure 

to films to evoke differing degrees of emotional response in participants. When the 

participants shared their emotional experience (sharing their emotions and reaction to 

the film as well as outlining the nature of the film) to a party that was not exposed to the 

film, primary social sharing was considered to have occurred. In regard to sharing an 

emotional response to an urban legend, it may in fact be primary social sharing. Sharing 

an emotional response to the legend and conveying the actual legend could be 

considered primary social sharing. Sharing a response that was elicited when listening 

to someone else’s emotional response to the legend could be considered secondary 

social sharing. 

In the current study, the motivation of sharing their own reaction may be 

consistent with the concept of social sharing of emotion. Although, it should be noted 

that in this study the teller did not directly share his or her own reaction; rather, the 

participants identified this motivation as a reason they thought explained why the teller 

was transmitting the legend. Further, if the social sharing encouraged reciprocal social 

sharing or attempted to elicit a response from the listener, this would be consistent with 

the motivation of gauging the other person’s reaction. The motivations of the story 

being disturbing, shocking, and alarming may also be consistent with social sharing, 

which outlines that emotional experiences that elicit emotional responses such as 

disturbance, shock, and alarm are likely to induce social sharing. As the intensity of the 

emotional response increases so does the likelihood that social sharing will be induced. 

In the current context, this relationship would suggest that the more the teller is 

disturbed, shocked, or alarmed by the story, the greater the chance this experience will 

be shared with another person. 
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When considering communication with a preunit or nonunit there are benefits of 

social sharing involving an urban legend. Sharing an experience involving an emotional 

reaction to an urban legend is a safer option for the teller. While social sharing in this 

situation still contains the necessary elements (an emotional response elicited, sharing 

the emotional response, and sharing the experience or situation that elicited the 

response) it does not involve the high degree of risk or trust that may be involved in 

disclosing a personal emotional experience. Given the basis of the relationship with the 

preunit and nonunit, sharing an urban legend may also be considered more socially 

appropriate in terms of social norms outlining what kind of disclosures are appropriate 

given the nature of the relationship. Added to this, the stories have other valuable 

qualities, such as being novel, entertaining, and interesting, which make them easy to 

transmit. Further, the distance created in the story (the teller is never the protagonist in 

the story) removes the issue of confidentiality which can be raised in the case of 

personal disclosure, particularly in regard to secondary social sharing. In the case of 

secondary social sharing, the teller has no need to be concerned about sending the 

message that they cannot be trusted because there is no confidentiality violation when 

the social sharing involves an urban legend (by default the protagonist is too distant).  

Although generally the motivations for the different characters were similar, 

these motivations may work at different levels. Social sharing of emotion using an 

urban legend may be a safer option for a preunit than personal disclosure, however, for 

a unit, this may be a novel way to share emotion. Therefore, for the preunit the 

interaction may help to develop a relationship further, whereas for the unit it may 

maintain or enhance an existing relationship. 

Finally, when examining differences between the different characters social 

norms appear to be influencing the teller in terms of motivations for transmission. For 

the unit, warning was a key motivation but this was not the case for the preunit or 
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nonunit. The close relationship with the unit may cue the desire to protect and share 

information or warn the close friend of perceived danger. There is an expectation that 

information which may impact on personal safety such as the warnings that come with 

many legends will be passed on to those to whom we are close, whereas this is not as 

important in more distant relationships. Further, for the nonunit, breaking the ice and 

maintaining conversation were more relevant as the relationship is minimal. For the 

preunit, there was a basis for the development of a closer relationship, and sharing their 

own reaction and gauging the other person’s reaction may be a form of social sharing of 

emotion that feels less threatening, as the reaction being shared is not based on a 

personal experience, as outlined above.  

 The motivations that were rated highly for legend types were generally 

consistent with the motivations that were rated highly for character types. The key 

difference was that for the fear and mixed legends warning others rated highly among 

the motivations for transmission, whereas when examining by character this motivation 

was significant only for the unit. It appears references to potential danger may cue 

people to share information and pass on warnings. The fact that motivations such as 

gauging the other person’s reaction and sharing their own reaction rated highly for these 

legends suggests that warning the other person is not the sole reason for transmission.  

All of these issues highlight that the relationship is an important element in the 

motivations to transmit urban legends, and that transmission can be understood only 

within the context of the social interaction in which it occurs. 

Limitations of Study 3 

There are some limitations to consider in relation to this final study. Again, in 

order to deal with the potential for social desirability and participants’ difficulty 

accessing the reasons behind their own behaviour, the materials in this study were 

designed in such a way as to make participants more distant from the behaviour being 
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studied. That is, the participants were asked to outline their thoughts about why another 

person (the teller) was behaving the way they were, with the expectation that the 

participants would use their own behaviour as a guide to make this judgement. Despite 

this expectation, it is possible that the reasons the participants outlined for another 

person (the teller) transmitting the story are not the same as the reasons that they 

themselves would engage in the same behaviour.  

Further, while this study outlined some key motivations for transmission (based 

on responses taken from previous studies) for the participants to choose from it would 

be valuable to gain a clearer and more specific understanding of exactly what each of 

these motivations entail. This study has provided a basis for understanding some of the 

key motivations for transmission but more specific measures of the motivations may 

provide useful information that would highlight the transmission process further.  

As affective reaction and active negative story factors were highlighted as key 

motivations for transmission, a more sensitive measure of affect would be useful to 

include if studying the motivations for transmission further. The stories in this study 

were only of moderate emotional intensity and ethical constraints prevented the use of 

stories of greater emotional intensity.  As social sharing increases with events of greater 

emotional intensity it would be useful to examine whether stories of higher emotional 

intensity differentiate further between specific motivations for transmission. Lastly, the 

results from this study suggest that a more direct test of the possibility that social 

sharing (in particular the interpersonal functions of social sharing) is driving 

transmission would be the next clear step in understanding the functions of urban legend 

transmission within the social context. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

General Discussion 

Main Findings and Implications 

Overall, the three studies conducted lend some support to the model proposed in 

this thesis. There is support for the idea that the function of urban legend transmission is 

to meet core social motives such as belongingness, by enhancing affiliation and 

strengthening social bonds. The exchange of the legend aids in relationship maintenance 

by facilitating a positive interaction and social sharing experience. This experience aids 

in strengthening social bonds and, where the receiver responds appropriately, can 

improve affective bonds between teller and receiver. The model focused specifically on 

acquaintances (preunits) on the basis of needing to account for the existence of 

transmission of legends across extended social networks. Further, it was expected that 

close friends (units) have other more appropriate means and opportunities to meet 

affiliation needs than through the transmission of legends. Despite this, close friends 

were more likely targets for transmission than acquaintances, suggesting the need to 

extend the model to include social distance on a continuum, rather than focusing on one 

type of relationship.  

Contrary to previous explanations, consuming affect was not considered a 

primary motivation for transmission. Stories that elicit higher levels of affect may be 

easier to transmit and more compelling to exchange with others, but eliciting affect did 

not predict likelihood of transmission in Study 1 or Study 2. Further, in contrast to the 

suggestion that legends are transmitted to warn others and share information, the legend 

was rated as most likely to be transmitted in both Study 1 and Study 2, when compared 

to the vivid and neutral stories. As the vivid story contained warning elements and was 

rated more believable than the legend, a warning or information sharing account would 

suggest that it would be as likely to be transmitted as the legend. However, the legend 
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was rated as significantly more likely to be transmitted, despite being rated as 

significantly less believable. Figure 3 displays the model of urban legend transmission 

that is tested in this thesis. 
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Need for belonging Core Social Motives 

Teller desires 
increased affiliation 

Teller motivated to 
enhance relationships 

with known others 

Teller approaches 
acquaintance by 

sharing UL 

Teller desires 
increased affiliation 

By sharing UL teller 
indicates interest and 
concern for receiver 

and desire to enhance 
relationship 

Rationality of Purpose 

Optimal Social Distance 

Shared Affect 

Receiver does not question 
UL’s veracity due to 

adhering to CP 

Receiver 
accepts UL 

Receiver questions UL’s 
veracity and casts doubt 

on CP 

Receiver 
rejects UL 

Cooperative 
Principle 

Interaction allows for 
the achievement of 
need for belonging 

Teller perceives 
receiver as 

unsuitable target 

Need for 
belonging not met 

Figure 3. Model of urban legend transmission 
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Motivations for Transmission: Meeting Affiliation Needs   

Study 3 examined motivations for transmission in more specific terms and found 

that motivations relating to relationship maintenance factors (e.g., gauging the other 

person’s reaction and sharing their own reaction) were rated highly across all characters. 

Story factors (the story being disturbing, shocking, or alarming), which would enhance 

the sharing experience, also rated highly across characters. These motivations suggest 

that sharing the legend has interpersonal benefits such as strengthening social bonds and 

improving interpersonal relationships. Further, where the receiver responds in an 

appropriate way, the affective bonds between the teller and the receiver may also be 

strengthened. These findings are consistent with urban legend transmission meeting 

Fiske’s (2000, 2004) core social motives such as belonging. The results also suggest 

that sharing the legend may be a form of social sharing that aids in meeting affiliation 

needs through strengthening social bonds and enhancing trust and intimacy. This is in 

effect meeting core social motives.   

In addition to this, where the sharing experience elicits a reaction in the receiver, 

reciprocal social sharing based on the current social sharing experience may be 

encouraged. Reciprocal sharing arises when the teller’s social sharing elicits a response 

from the receiver which they share with the teller. Alternatively, the teller’s social 

sharing may cue the receiver to reciprocate by sharing his or her own emotional event 

(Christophe & Rime, 1997).  Therefore, the reciprocal sharing process involves the 

teller sharing his or her own reaction and also potentially gauging the receiver’s 

reaction. Here, reciprocal social sharing aids in strengthening the relationship, as the 

receiver responds to the teller’s sharing experience by disclosing their own. Further, the 

secondary social sharing induced by the social sharing experience may partly explain 

the widespread transmission across social networks, as the legend continues to be 

passed on through secondary social sharing well beyond the network of the initial teller 
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(Curci & Bellelli, 2004; Harber & Cohen, 2005). Transmission of the legend forming 

the basis of the sharing experience is beneficial for acquaintances and more distant 

friends as it is safer and has lower risk than personal disclosure, which may not be 

socially appropriate based on the depth of the relationship. Added to this, the legend is 

entertaining, captures attention, and is memorable which may make it easier to transmit. 

While there are other opportunities for social sharing in close relationships, the novel 

nature of the stories may make legend transmission an interesting and unique social 

sharing experience beyond the everyday disclosures and more serious social sharing 

experiences.  

The findings from Study 3 suggest that factors relating to relationship 

maintenance drive transmission. Specifically, having positive experiences with known 

others (close friends or acquaintances) to bond and increase affiliation motivates tellers 

to share the legend with others. This is consistent with meeting core social motives such 

as belonging, as outlined in the model. Being able to distinguish between the specific 

motivations more clearly would provide more substantial detail to the motivation 

component of the model. Future research could attempt to distinguish between the 

different motivations further. Specifically, it would be useful to test more directly 

whether the transmission of the legend is a form of social sharing and whether it is only 

social needs such as bonding with others and increasing affiliation driving transmission, 

or whether there are additional needs influencing the transmission process. Further, the 

degree to which the motivations examined in Study 3 met affiliation and relationship 

maintenance needs varied and it would be useful to examine the influence of each of the 

specific motivations further.  

It is also important to determine the sequence of events in the transmission 

process. This thesis has proposed that participants are driven to transmit the legend 

based on meeting core social motives such as belonging by addressing affiliation needs, 
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and that affect enhances the interaction in which this occurs. It is possible, based on the 

social sharing literature, that the affect elicited through the story motivates the teller to 

share the experience with someone else and that affiliation needs are met through this 

social sharing process. Establishing if participants are initially driven by affiliation 

needs specifically (as outlined in the model), or whether other aspects initiate 

transmission and then through transmission affiliation needs are met, is a direction for 

future research.  

Rationality of Purpose 

The model suggests that the teller’s behaviour can be considered rational when 

viewing rationality from a broader perspective, specifically, rationality of purpose. 

Rationality of purpose indicates that behaviour that aids in the achievement of goals is 

considered rational. Therefore, when people transmit urban legends that they do not 

believe, their behaviour can still be considered rational if the transmission of the legend 

aids in the achievement of goals such as meeting affiliation needs. The results suggest 

that people transmit urban legends to meet affiliation needs. Where transmission of an 

urban legend aids in the achievement of core social motives such as belonging, the 

transmission behaviour can be viewed as rational. People are motivated to meet core 

social motives such as belonging by increasing affiliation and bonding with others 

through positive interactions. Sharing an urban legend provides the opportunity for 

teller and receiver to share positive interactions with one another. This may aid in 

meeting core social motives such as belonging by addressing affiliation needs by 

enhancing and maintaining relationships. When sharing an urban legend helps to meet 

affiliation needs then the transmission of an urban legend can be considered goal 

directed and therefore rational, logical, and purposeful. 
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Optimal Social Distance 

Findings from all three studies do not support the hypothesis that the optimal 

social distance for transmission is between acquaintances. In all three studies, the close 

friend (unit) was the most likely target for transmission, followed by the acquaintance 

(preunit). This finding suggests that the model should incorporate social distance on a 

continuum, with close friends, friends, family, acquaintances, and work colleagues 

included in the model. By including relationships more broadly, the model will be more 

representative of the patterns of transmission across relationships of varying social 

distance. 

Acquaintances were proposed as optimal targets based on urban legend 

transmission being too diffuse to occur only between close friends. Further, as close 

friends would have a variety of means and opportunities to bond and meet affiliation 

needs, it was expected that there would be other more appropriate ways to meet these 

needs than through urban legend transmission. It was expected that sharing the legend 

would provide a less threatening way of increasing affiliation and bonding with an 

acquaintance or distant friend, than a personal disclosure. In contrast, it was expected 

that disclosure of more personal events and experiences would be more common among 

close friends, and therefore using the legend as a basis for an interaction or social 

sharing would be unnecessary.  Despite this expectation, overall the studies indicated 

that the close friend (unit) was the most likely target for transmission followed by the 

acquaintance (preunit). This finding suggests that sharing the legend does meet needs 

between close friends. It is important to note here that this effect is not simply based on 

the teller wanting to share everything with the close friend based on their close 

relationship, as the close friend was significantly more likely to be told the legend than 

the other stories.  
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These results are consistent with research conducted by Weenig and colleagues 

(2001) on bad news transmission. Weenig et al. (2001) found that bad news 

transmission is a function of the definitiveness of the consequences of the news and the 

relationship between the teller and the receiver. Bad news is more likely to be 

transmitted to friends than to strangers particularly if the consequence of the bad news 

is indefinite (Weenig et al., 2001). The findings of Weenig et al. (2001) are consistent 

with the results presented in this thesis relating to optimal social distance. The data 

suggests that while participants are willing to transmit the legend to acquaintances, they 

are more likely to transmit it to a close friend. 

While transmission primarily between close friends seems to imply less diffuse 

transmission than does transmission to more distant relationships, it is important to note 

that the data suggest that transmission does occur in more distant relationships, but the 

teller’s preference is to share with those to whom they are closest. The social sharing 

literature suggests that people may choose to share with those people that they feel are 

most likely to meet their needs by responding appropriately, rather than those who are 

most available in the immediate environment (Zech et al., 2004). It is possible that this 

tendency partially influences why tellers choose close friends, as they are more likely to 

be able to predict how close friends will respond and can choose those who will meet 

their needs. Meeting the needs of maintaining and strengthening the relationship may 

seem less risky between close friends than between acquaintances or more distant 

friends. While close friends would be expected to be able to meet the teller’s needs, the 

teller may choose a receiver that is not a close friend if they feel that person will be able 

to meet their needs. The person that is most able to meet the teller’s needs is not 

necessarily going to be a close friend in every instance (Zech et al., 2004). Lastly, 

transmission of exciting and novel emotional narratives (even in the form of an urban 

legend) may be of interest to others in the social network and therefore increase the 
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teller’s social visibility (Christophe & Rime, 1997; Harber & Cohen, 2005; Luminet et 

al., 2000). 

Urban legend transmission as a form of secondary social sharing may explain 

the transmission of legends across extensive social networks (Curci & Bellelli, 2004; 

Harber & Cohen, 2005), as this form of sharing extends beyond the initial social 

network. Future research that examines the relationship between teller and receiver 

more broadly would aid in understanding the transmission process further by 

establishing how varied the nature of the relationship between teller and receiver is, how 

diffuse transmission is, the most likely targets for transmission, and the basis for target 

selection. Having a clearer understanding of target selection may also provide insight 

into how different needs are met by different targets (e.g., initiating and developing 

relationships with those in more distant relationships compared with relationship 

maintenance and strengthening in closer relationships). 

Affect 

Studies 1 and 2 showed that the amount of affect evoked did not predict rated 

likelihood of transmission for each story (including the legend), providing support for 

the hypothesis that the presence of affect alone is not sufficient motivation to transmit 

the legend. This finding was in contrast to the emotional selection account put forward 

by Heath and colleagues (2001), which suggests that people transmit the legends as they 

enjoy consuming emotions (emotional consumption) and they enjoy being with other 

people experiencing the same emotion (social bonding). While Study 3 did not measure 

affect directly, some of the motivations suggested that affect may have a role in 

transmission. Specifically, the motivations of sharing their own reaction and gauging 

the other person’s reaction suggest an affective component, in particular the social 

sharing of emotion. Further, active negative story factors such as the story being 

disturbing, shocking, and alarming rated highly among the motivations for transmission.  
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It is suggested that the affective story is the basis for the social sharing 

experience and enhances the interaction, but that the primary goal for transmission is 

relationship maintenance through strengthening social bonds and increasing affiliation. 

This suggestion is consistent with meeting core social motives such as belonging, as 

outlined in the model. However, this suggestion is in contrast to the emotional selection 

account, as transmission is not simply about consuming emotions or being with others 

experiencing the same emotion; rather, it is about maintaining the relationship through 

sharing positive interactions and strengthening affective bonds with the other person. 

While there are other means of meeting this goal, the legends are also entertaining, 

interesting, memorable, and captivate the attention of the receiver, which make them 

easy to transmit and a good basis for an exchange.  

Warning Others and Believability 

The results from Studies 1 and 2 provide no support for the warning accounts, 

with the vivid story being rated as significantly less likely to be transmitted than the 

legend. If the purpose of transmission is to provide warnings about potential danger, 

then the vivid story should have been rated equally likely to be transmitted, given it 

contained safety and warning elements. In addition to this, the legend was rated as most 

likely to be transmitted even though it was rated less believable. If the motivation to 

transmit were to warn others of potential danger, then it would make more sense to 

transmit the vivid story which had warning elements and was considered more 

believable than the legend. It could be argued that the story is not really acting as a 

warning to others if the teller does not find the story very believable. The finding that 

the legend was the most likely story to be transmitted and less believable suggests that 

warning others is not motivating transmission.  

Study 3 indicates that warning others is a more important motivation for the 

transmission of the fear and mixed legends, over the disgust legend. The fear and mixed 
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legends are likely to make potential danger more salient than the disgust legend due to 

their content. Study 3 also indicates that warning others does not rate highly across 

characters as a motivation for transmission. However, for the close friend (unit) 

specifically, warning others was amongst the high motivations for transmission. It is 

possible that the relationship with the close friend (unit) may cue, the desire to protect 

and share information or warn of potential danger, in addition to other motivations. 

Based on the results found from the two previous studies, it is clear that warning others 

of potential danger is not the primary motivation for the transmission of urban legends. 

However, it should be noted that the urban legends used in these studies did not include 

specific details such as the names and locations of the restaurant, shopping centre, and 

café. It is possible that the societal warning motivation was not relevant for these 

particular urban legends because they are not highly contextualised.   

Finally, when considering the typical behaviour of receivers (accepting the 

legend and failing to detect its flaws), the behaviour suggests that receivers are not 

being motivated by accuracy when processing information. It is possible the receiver is 

impression motivated and potentially using a heuristic such as “go along to get along” 

(Chen et al., 1996, p.263). Future research examining the receiver’s response and the 

motivation behind their behaviour will also help to provide a clearer understanding of 

the transmission process. 

Summary 

Overall, although there is support for some aspects of the model, other aspects 

need to be examined further and these would provide a good basis for future research 

(refer to Figure 1 for an outline of the model). There is support for the motivation for 

transmission put forward in the model. The model outlines that people are motivated to 

transmit urban legends to meet core social motives such as belonging by increasing 

affiliation and bonding with others through the interaction. Therefore, people are 
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motivated to enhance and maintain relationships with known others through positive 

interactions and sharing experiences. As this behaviour is considered goal directed, it 

can be viewed as rational, logical, and purposeful. The model outlines that the teller’s 

behaviour can be considered rational when viewing rationality more broadly, as is the 

case with rationality of purpose. If transmitting the legend results in the teller and 

receiver having a positive interaction, bonding, and potentially strengthening or 

maintaining their relationship through a shared experience, then the behaviour can be 

considered goal directed, and purposeful, and therefore rational. Therefore, the findings 

support the rationality of purpose part of the model. 

The optimal social distance component of the model does not have support from 

any of the three studies. There was no evidence that the acquaintance (preunit) was the 

preferred target for the teller in any of the studies. In fact, the close friend (unit) was the 

most favoured target for all three studies, followed by the acquaintance (preunit) and 

then the stranger (nonunit). It may be that targets are chosen on the basis of their ability 

to meet the teller’s needs. This would explain why close friends are preferred, as tellers 

may perceive close friends as being more able to meet their needs than those in more 

distant relationships. This explanation would be consistent with the social sharing of 

emotion literature, which indicates that social sharing partners are chosen based on their 

ability to meet the needs of the person who is sharing the emotional event (Zech et al., 

2004). Viewing social distance more broadly, perhaps with relationships on a 

continuum, would be beneficial. Further, examining whether the receiver meets the 

teller’s needs may also provide valuable information about target selection. 

Consistent with the proposed model, affect alone is not sufficient motivation to 

predict the likelihood of transmission for the legend. The first two studies indicate that 

affect does not have a primary role in the transmission of urban legends. The results 

from Study 3 suggest that legends have an affective component and that the affective 
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story forms the basis for a sharing experience in which relationship maintenance and 

affiliation needs may be met. The results do not support other explanations’ suggestion 

that consuming affect and experiencing shared affect motivates tellers to transmit the 

legends. 

Last, elements of the model relating to the cooperative principle provide a good 

basis from which to explain the receiver’s behaviour and the potential for them to 

influence the interaction based on whether they accept or reject the legend and the teller. 

This component of the model was not tested in the current thesis, although it would be a 

useful direction for future research.    

Limitations and Future Directions 

Very minimal empirical psychological research has been conducted on urban 

legend transmission. As a result of this, the most effective and empirically sound 

methodology is yet to be determined. The methodology used in the three studies 

contained in this thesis drew on the existing literature and best methods to 

operationalise the variables within the constraints imposed by ethics. Specifically, while 

measuring experimentally induced transmission may have been more representative of 

the natural transmission process and may have allowed a good measure of actual 

transmission, this was not possible on the basis of ethics constraints. Future research 

that examines actual transmission by inducing transmission in an experimental setting 

or measuring existing transmission will provide further detail about the transmission 

process. Specifically, this method would provide the opportunity to gain further 

understanding about conditions that are optimal for transmission, target selection and 

preferences, and which legends are retained and more commonly transmitted and the 

reasons for this.  

Further, while including stories of greater emotional intensity would have been 

optimal, this would also raise ethical concerns. The research on social sharing suggests 
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that emotional experiences of high intensity are more likely to be shared than those of 

moderate intensity (Luminet et al., 2000), which suggests that legends that induce 

higher levels of emotional intensity may have provided further differentiation between 

specific motivations. In addition to this, Heath and colleagues (2001) found that legends 

containing greater disgust motifs were more likely to persist in the social environment. 

They also found that participants’ ratings outlined that they were significantly more 

likely to transmit the legend in the high disgust condition over low and medium disgust 

conditions. While this research examines disgust specifically, it is reasonable to expect 

that other emotions would show similar patterns.  

The legends used in the present studies were not considered of high emotional 

intensity. These legends were chosen to comply with ethical guidelines so as not to 

induce a high level of distress in participants, and debriefing was provided. However, it 

should be noted that the presence of legends of greater emotional intensity and 

vividness is common, as indicated on urban legends websites, emails forwarded to the 

researcher, and reports by the participants during debriefing.  

The legend in Study 1 was more disgusting than that in Study 3, where it was 

changed following participant feedback. The feedback indicated that it was not the 

intensity of the emotion that concerned participants; it was being socially inappropriate 

by transmitting a story containing sexual references to those of the opposite sex. In 

Study 2, the fear related to potential harm and danger rather than any harm actually 

occurring, and thus the vividness and emotional intensity were reduced, as the legend 

highlighted what could have occurred rather than induced fear related to what had 

actually occurred.  

While legends of low and medium emotional intensity are still transmitted, it is 

possible that there would have been further differentiation between specific motivations 

using legends of higher emotional intensity. If social sharing of emotion to strengthen 
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social bonds and increase affiliation is the basis for legend transmission, legends of 

greater emotional intensity would be expected to elicit higher emotional reactions and 

therefore increase the likelihood of sharing compared to legends of lower emotional 

intensity. Future research that is able to examine the impact of legends of greater 

emotional intensity would provide valuable information relating to the influence of 

varied emotional intensity on urban legend transmission. 

In all three studies the teller’s behaviour was examined, primarily as the focus 

was on the motivations for and patterns of transmission. As minimal empirical 

psychological research has been conducted on urban legend transmission, it was 

important to focus on some key aspects of transmission and cover these in depth to gain 

a more complete understanding of transmission behaviour. Despite this focus, the 

transmission process occurs within an interaction and the receiver’s behaviour 

(particularly their response to the teller and the story) is believed to influence the teller. 

As the behaviour of the receiver was not examined in these studies, the specific 

influence of their behaviour can only be hypothesised. Future research examining the 

behaviour of the receiver will aid in providing a more complete picture of the influence 

the teller and receiver have on one another in the transmission process.  

Examining the transmission process from the receiver’s perspective may provide 

additional insight into the transmission process. This could be achieved through 

experimental studies by asking the receiver to indicate their thoughts about why a 

particular person (characters of varied social distance) told them a particular story (i.e., 

transmitted a legend to them) and how they would respond to it. This would help to 

identify the reasons why people are generally receptive to the legends, and when they 

are not, why they reject it and the consequences of this behaviour. A retrospective 

design using an open-ended format may also be useful when examining transmission 

from the receiver’s perspective. Asking participants to outline the most recent legends 
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they have heard, the nature of the relationship with the teller, their thoughts about why 

the teller told them the story, and their reaction to the legend and the teller would be 

beneficial. This design would provide information about urban legend transmission that 

has actually occurred, and would thus be more naturalistic. This design would also aid 

in determining the types of legends (emotional intensity, type of affect elicited, content 

of story), that are more commonly transmitted, by whom, the reasons for transmission, 

the needs that are met, and the impact of the reaction of the receiver. A retrospective 

study would not only examine transmission that has actually occurred but would also 

overcome ethical issues relating to inducing transmission in an experimental setting and 

being unable to contain transmission to the testing session.  

It is important that future studies examine urban legend transmission in a way 

that reduces the impact of social desirability, as participants may be reluctant to outline 

their reasons for transmitting a story they consider low in believability for fear of 

appearing gullible or inane. Further, it is possible that people are not conscious of the 

reasons they are behaving in a particular way (i.e., unaware of what specifically 

motivates them to transmit the legend), in which case asking participants directly would 

not be a useful way to measure the motivations for transmission. 

Further, ideally the studies would examine actual target selection rather than 

describing characters of varying social distance and having participants select from the 

characters provided. In Study 1 the methodology allowed for the selection of free targets 

(participants identifying a person they actually know to whom they would be most 

likely to transmit the story) in an attempt to most accurately measure target selection. 

Despite this method, the free target selection did not yield any statistically significant 

findings, suggesting that target selection needs to be measured in a different manner. If 

character vignettes are to be used, the results from the current studies suggest that a 

wider range of relationships needs to be examined. As different receivers may meet 
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different needs in the transmission process, it is important to get a clear picture of how 

and why specific targets are selected, as well as how the targets respond to the teller 

sharing the legend. 

Finally, the studies do not have a large number of participants and females are 

over-represented in the samples. The potential for sex differences in the transmission of 

urban legends warrants further investigation in future studies given the role of 

interpersonal relationships in the transmission process and the influence of strong 

affective motifs. While there were no differences in analyses when males were 

excluded, given the small number of males and large number of females, there may not 

have been sufficient statistical power to determine differences. Given the importance of 

the social interaction and relationship in transmission, it is possible that gender does 

influence transmission as the teller may consider the sex of the receiver when selecting 

a suitable target. As some legends contain strong disgust motifs and explicit references 

to bodily fluids it would not be surprising if the teller considered sex (in conjunction 

with the strength and closeness of the relationship) when choosing a suitable receiver. 

This was seen in Study 1 when some of the young female participants indicated that 

they felt uncomfortable transmitting the legend (including reference to bodily fluids) to 

male characters that they did not know very well.  

The interpretations and conclusions of this thesis are based on the results from 

three studies that did not contain large samples with an equal representation of males 

and females. Despite this, these studies provide a good basis for testing this new model 

and adding to the limited body of empirical psychological research on urban legend 

transmission. Future studies that include larger sample sizes and an equal representation 

of male and female participants would provide the opportunity to examine any 

differences in transmission based on sex and add a significant contribution to 

psychological research on urban legend transmission. 
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Conclusion 

Overall, there is support for some aspects of the model presented in the current 

thesis. As urban legends are typically transmitted within a social interaction, it is 

important to understand the influence of the social context on the transmission process. 

It is clear that interpersonal relationships play an important role in the transmission 

process. Interpersonal benefits that may arise from sharing an urban legend with another 

person appear to motivate tellers to transmit. It is also clear that, despite previous 

explanations suggesting otherwise, affect alone does not motivate or predict the 

transmission of urban legends.  

Generally, the urban legend was rated as more likely to be transmitted even 

when compared to the vivid story, suggesting that it is not simply the vivid details of the 

story which make tellers want to transmit it. Further, transmission is not simply about 

transmitting warning messages regarding potential danger, given that the vivid story 

contained a more plausible account of danger. Even when participants acknowledged 

that the legend was less believable than others stories, they still displayed a willingness 

to transmit the legend. The pattern of transmission and the preference to transmit to 

close friends then acquaintances is also clear. 

Given the virulence of urban legends, it is important to understand the functions 

that urban legend transmission serves. Although urban legend transmission is typically 

innocuous, transmission and constant recirculation in some instances can have serious 

consequences. There is the potential for the stories to cause harm to businesses or 

organisations, particularly through damaging the reputation of the organisation. For 

example, organ snatching legends create a negative perception of the transplant 

community and in some instances reducing people’s willingness to donate. More 

commonly, food legends can impact negatively on businesses resulting in job loss or 

closure. As urban legend transmission appears to meet some interpersonal needs, it is 
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clear that the relationship between teller and receiver, the receiver’s reaction to the 

legend and the teller, and the impact of transmission on the receiver need to be 

examined further. It is hoped that future research on the functions and consequences of 

urban legend transmission will utilise a social psychological perspective to further 

examine the role of interpersonal relationships and the role of affect in urban legend 

transmission. 
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APPENDIX A 

Examples of Legends 

 

Cyanide Candies (Horror, specifically Halloween Sadism: fear) 
Two siblings (Matthew aged 10, Sarah aged 5) left their house dressed in their Halloween 
costumes to go trick or treating together. The houses in their quiet neighbourhood were 
decorated with skeletons, jack-o-lanterns, ghosts, spiders and other spooky items. Each year the 
two children would venture down the streets nearest to theirs, knocking on doors and receiving 
goodies from their neighbours. Usually a parent would accompany the two children, but their 
parents agreed to let Matthew take his little sister out on Halloween this year on his own, given 
the children would not be going far and at least knew the neighbours in their street. To save 
time, Matthew sent Sarah down one side of the street while he went down the other. Matthew 
rang the doorbell of each house and received treats, while Sarah often picked up the bags she 
found outside by the front door. Upon returning home, the children chose two of their favourite 
treats to eat before getting ready for dinner. Sarah opened a bag of treats she found by the front 
door of one of the houses. Later, during dinner, Sarah told her parents she felt sick. Thinking 
that she had probably consumed too many sweets, her parents sent her to her room to lie down. 
When Sarah’s mother checked on her after dinner, she found Sarah collapsed, unconscious on 
the floor not breathing. She immediately called an ambulance and Sarah was rushed to hospital. 
Remembering the treats, the mother grabbed the bag of treats Sarah had been eating and took 
them with her to the hospital. When the treats were tested, the results indicated they were laced 
with cyanide. 
 
 
Have You Checked The Children? (Horror: fear) 
A teenage girl was babysitting for the evening and had arrived when the children had already 
been put to bed and were asleep. After initially ensuring the children had gone to sleep, she 
went downstairs and began watching television. An hour later the phone rang and she quickly 
answered it, so the noise didn’t wake the two children. On the phone, a man’s voice asked, 
“Have you checked the children?” scared, the girl asked who was calling and the man repeated 
the question before hanging up. The girl dismissed the call, thinking it was a prank. Half an 
hour later the man called back and asked the same question. The girl was spooked further but 
dismissed the idea of checking on the children as she did not want to go upstairs in case she 
woke them up, knowing they would take ages to settle back to sleep. The girl received two more 
phone calls before becoming scared enough to contact the police and tell them she was getting 
nuisance phone calls while babysitting and was worried the noise was going to wake the two 
children. The police officer told her to stay on the line with the man if he called again, so they 
could trace the number. Soon after, the man rang again, she asked him questions to keep him on 
the line, he didn’t answer but she could hear him breathing and knew he was still on the other 
end. He hung up and when she put the phone down it rang immediately. Before she could say 
anything, she heard the police officer say “Get out of the house immediately, do not go upstairs, 
do not check the children, just leave the house. When you get outside there will be police 
officers there to help you.” The girl ran outside, where she was told that they had traced the call 
and found it was coming from inside the house. When the police officers searched the house and 
went upstairs to the children’s room they found both children had been murdered, torn to bits. 
They suspected if she had been in the house any longer, the girl would have been murdered 
next. (Brunvand, 1999).  
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The Hairy-Armed Hitchhiker (Horror: fear; Studies 2 and 3) 
A young woman who had just finished her grocery shopping returned to her car to find an old 
woman with a large shopping bag leaning against her car. The young woman enquired as to why 
the old woman was there and the old woman reported that she had become lost looking for the 
bus and was tired from carrying her groceries. The old woman requested that the young woman 
drive her home or at least to the nearest bus stop. The young woman agreed to give her a lift and 
helped the old woman to get into the car. While assisting the old woman, the young woman 
noticed the old woman had very hairy arms. Feeling uneasy, the young woman said that she 
forgot something off her shopping list and had to quickly run back in and get it, telling the old 
woman to remain in the car and that she would not be long. The young woman informed the 
shopping centre security who accompanied her back to her car. On returning to the car they saw 
that it was empty but found the bag the old woman was carrying on the floor. When security 
searched the bag they found some rope, duct tape and a hatchet and realised that the hairy- 
armed hitchhiker was really a man dressed as an old woman. (Brunvand, 1999) 
 
 
 
Defiled Steak (Food Contamination: disgust; Studies 1 and 3) 
In May, a young couple attending a local restaurant reported that they received poor service 
finding both their meals were unsatisfactory (reporting that both steaks were undercooked). 
After arguing with staff and sending their meals back, the meals were returned to them with 
both steaks well done as requested. The couple continued their meals before ending their 
evening prematurely, asking the staff to wrap the leftovers so they could take the remainder of 
their meals home. The following morning the couple were violently ill. Suspecting food 
poisoning, the couple travelled to the local hospital, taking the suspected contaminated food 
with them. The leftover steaks were subjected to laboratory tests where they found traces of 
urine/semen believed to belong to the chef. 
 
 
 
Contaminated Condiments (Food Contamination: disgust/fear; Study 3) 
A group of young people out for the evening stopped in at a café they regularly visited to have 
something to eat before heading to their favourite bar. Someone in the group commented that 
their snack tasted different to usual and asked others in the group to have a taste to see if they 
thought the food tasted strange. No one else thought the wedges, which were covered in sauce, 
tasted odd. The meals were eaten and paid for and the group left to meet the rest of their friends 
at the bar. The following weekend the group returned to the café. They placed their usual order 
and when their meals arrived they each reached for the condiments which they usually added to 
their meals. They then noticed that all of the condiments had been removed from the table and 
that tomato sauce and other sauces were now dispensed in sachets. Once they ate their meals 
they continued on to the bar. When ordering the first round of drinks the group overheard the 
bartender telling a customer that a man had reportedly been seen tampering with the tomato 
sauce bottles at the café. A staff member noticed that a man was adding a red substance into the 
tomato sauce bottles. They found out the red substance was blood that was believed to be HIV+. 
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APPENDIX B 

A Copy of Study 1 Materials 

 
 
 
 

 
Background Information 

 
Please provide the answer that best describes your current situation. 

 
1a. What was the year of your birth? 
 
1b. What was the country of your birth? 

    19 
 
  ____________________  

  
2. What is your gender? 

 
[        ]  MALE 
[        ]  FEMALE 
 

 
3. In your home, do you usually speak a 
 language other than ENGLISH? 
 
 If ‘YES’, what is that language? 
 

 
[        ]  YES 
[        ]  NO 
 
  ____________________  
 

 
4. Please list the cultures you identify 
 with or feel a part of (e.g., Australian, 
 Chinese, Greek) put the most important 
 first. 

 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 

 
5. Where were you born? (Tick the option that 

best describes you) 

 Place name: _____________________________  

 
[        ]  Major city 
[        ]  Rural centre 
[        ]  Small town 
[        ]  Outside a town 
 

 
6. Where were you raised? 

 Place name: _____________________________  

 
[        ]  Major city 
[        ]  Rural centre 
[        ]  Small town 
[        ]  Outside a town 
 

Thank you for your participation 

SUBID: 1A        Date:      
 
Office use only 
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Vignettes 
The following vignettes describe 3 fictitious people with varying characteristics. For 
this task you will be asked to assume that these are people that you know and that you 
have varying amounts of contact with. Please read each vignette carefully as you will be 
asked to complete questions relating to the following people. 
 
Julie  
Julie is a 19 year old student whom you have known for 6 months. She is enrolled in the 
same degree that you are enrolled in at Griffith and you have seen her in lectures and 
she was also in one of the same tutorials you were in last semester. You do not know 
Julie very well but you did work with her occasionally in class last semester. She 
always says “hello” when she sees you on campus in between classes. 
 
Please rate how much you would like to get to know this person in real life by 
circling a number on the scale below: 
 
Greatly Dislike      Greatly Like 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Michelle 
Michelle is an 18 year old student enrolled in the same degree that you are enrolled in at 
Griffith. You have seen her in lectures although you have not been in any of the same 
tutorials that she has been in. You have not spoken to Michelle before and you have not 
noticed her around campus. You do not have any close mutual friends and you do not 
really know anything about Michelle. 
 
Please rate how much you would like to get to know this person in real life by 
circling a number on the scale below: 
 
Greatly Dislike      Greatly Like 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Kate 
Kate is a 20 year old student and a very close friend that you see regularly. Kate is 
currently enrolled in the same degree as you and is allocated to many of the same 
tutorials that you are in. You met Kate in class in first semester this year and you often 
socialise together outside of uni. You spend most of your time on campus with Kate and 
your mutual friends. 
 
Please rate how much you would like to get to know this person in real life by 
circling a number on the scale below: 
 
Greatly Dislike      Greatly Like 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 



 
 

 

204 

 
Newspaper Article Extracts 

 
Instructions 

 
 

The following pages contain stories that are extracts taken from three separate articles 
printed in a local newspaper. Please read each story carefully as you will be asked 
questions relating to these stories in the following pages.  
 
 
In the following section you will be asked to complete some judgement tasks. You will 
be asked to read three separate stories and complete the questions that follow each of 
these stories. 
 
 
It is important that you read each story carefully before you read and answer the 
questions that follow the story. 
 
 
You will also be asked to provide some ratings about your mood (how you are feeling).  
You will be asked to complete some of the ratings more than once, please complete 
every question as these scales have NOT been repeated in error. 
 
 
For some questions you will be asked to identify people that you have had actual 
contact with. It is important that you take your time and think carefully about your 
choices. 
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Steak  
In May, a young couple attending a local restaurant reported that they received poor 
service finding both their meals were unsatisfactory (reporting that both steaks were 
undercooked). After arguing with staff and sending their meals back, the meals were 
returned to them with both steaks well done as requested. The couple continued their 
meals before ending their evening prematurely, asking the staff to wrap the leftovers so 
they could take the remainder of their meals home. The following morning the couple 
were violently ill. Suspecting food poisoning, the couple travelled to the local hospital, 
taking the suspected contaminated food with them. The leftover steaks were subjected 
to laboratory tests where they found traces of semen believed to belong to the chef. 
 
 
Please rate how likely you would be to pass this story on to the people listed below by 
circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state your reasons. 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Julie (the student you worked with 
occasionally in class last semester) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Michelle (the student you have not spoken 
to before) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Kate (the student you see regularly at uni 
and socially) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you are feeling this way at this very moment. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Now we would like you to take a moment to think about the people you have had 
actual contact with in the last 24 hours. 
 
Please identify someone you have had actual contact with in the last 24 hours who you 
would be likely to tell the STEAK story to. Choose the first person who comes to mind 
to whom you would tell the STEAK story to and complete the following questions: 
 
First Name:       Age:     Sex:   
  
 
Please rate: 
 
How likeable you find this person: 
  
Highly Unlikeable      Highly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How close you currently feel to this person: 
 
Very Distant      Very Close 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How close you would like to be in future: 
 
Much less Closer       Much Closer 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How well you know this person: 
 
Not Very Well      Very Well 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
The length of time you have known this person: 
 
0-1 month 2-5 months 6-9 months 10-12 months More than a year 
 
 
The nature of prior contact you have had with this person: 
 
No contact Contact in Classes See Socially In Class and Socially 
 
 
Please state the reasons you selected this person as someone to pass the steak story on 
to: 
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Handling 
A recent inquiry into food handling practices in the hospitality industry in Brisbane and 
surrounding areas has uncovered numerous restaurants providing potentially dangerous 
and contaminated food. One restaurant came under scrutiny by health officials after 
reports that 30 diners throughout the month of May had become ill after eating there. 
Most of these diners presented with symptoms of constant vomiting and diarrhoea. 
These people were believed to have become ill as a result of eating food that had 
become spoiled or was stored incorrectly. Health officials also found evidence of a 
vermin problem at this particular restaurant although they would not comment on 
whether they were investigating the possibility that diners were becoming ill as a result 
of eating food that had been contaminated by the vermin. 
 
Please rate how likely you would be to pass this story on to the people listed below by 
circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state your reasons. 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Julie (the student you worked with 
occasionally in class last semester) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Michelle (the student you have not spoken 
to before) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Kate (the student you see regularly at uni 
and socially) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you are feeling this way at this very moment. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Now we would like you to take a moment to think about the people you have had 
actual contact with in the last 24 hours. 
 
Please identify someone you have had actual contact with in the last 24 hours who you 
would be likely to tell the HANDLING story to. Choose the first person who comes to 
mind to whom you would tell the HANDLING story to and complete the following 
questions: 
 
First Name:      Age:    Sex:   
  
 
Please rate: 
 
How likeable you find this person: 
 
Highly Unlikeable      Highly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How close you currently feel to this person: 
 
Very Distant      Very Close 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How close you would like to be in future: 
 
Much less Closer       Much Closer 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How well you know this person: 
 
Not Very Well      Very Well 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
The length of time you have known this person: 
 
0-1 month 2-5 months 6-9 months 10-12 months More than a year 
 
 
The nature of prior contact you have had with this person: 
 
No contact Contact in Classes See Socially In Class and Socially 
 
 
Please state the reasons you selected this person as someone to pass the handling 
story on to: 
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Eatery 
Despite an overabundance of eateries in the inner city area a new restaurant has opened 
its doors hoping to compete with some of the well established and varied eateries. The 
restaurant that is owned by a local Brisbane couple is hoping to outperform its 
competitors by providing Australian cuisine and friendly service at an affordable price. 
The menu includes a wide range of Australian based foods such as crocodile, kangaroo, 
and barramundi. All food is freshly prepared each day, with an emphasis on flavours 
drawn on themes of the reef and outback. Desserts are also based on traditional 
Australian favourites such as pavlova and lamingtons. 
 
Please rate how likely you would be to pass this story on to the people listed below by 
circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state your reasons. 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Julie (the student you worked with 
occasionally in class last semester) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Michelle (the student you have not spoken 
to before) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you be to tell this story to Kate (the student you see regularly at uni 
and socially) 
 
Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
Why? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you are feeling this way at this very moment. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Now we would like you to take a moment to think about the people you have had 
actual contact with in the last 24 hours. 
 
Please identify someone you have had actual contact with in the last 24 hours who you 
would be likely to tell the EATERY story to. Choose the first person who comes to 
mind to whom you would tell the EATERY story to and complete the following 
questions: 
 
First Name:       Age:     Sex:   
  
 
Please rate: 
 
How likeable you find this person: 
 
Highly Unlikeable      Highly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How close you currently feel to this person: 
 
Very Distant      Very Close 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
How close you would like to be in future: 
 
Much less Closer       Much Closer 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
How well you know this person: 
 
Not Very Well      Very Well 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
The length of time you have known this person: 
 
0-1 month 2-5 months 6-9 months 10-12 months More than a year 
 
 
The nature of prior contact you have had with this person: 
 
No contact Contact in Classes See Socially In Class and Socially 
 
 
Please state the reasons you selected this person as someone to pass the eatery story 
on to: 
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Please indicate how believable you found each story based on the following scale: 
 
 
 
 
 
Steak Story  
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Handling Story  
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Eatery Story 
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 
Chief Investigator: Dr Stefano Occhipinti 
 School of Applied Psychology 
 (07) 3875 3372 
  
 
 
Title of the study: Interpersonal Relationships and Communication 
 

• I understand that this study is concerned with how people communicate with 
other people when they only know a small amount of information about them, 
and that the study will involve judgement tasks completed individually. 

 
•  I acknowledge and accept that there is a slight chance that some of the topics in 

the materials may be controversial, vivid, or possibly offensive. 
 

• I understand that I will be asked to provide some demographic information and 
complete a short questionnaire about myself, but that this and all other 
information I provide will be kept confidential and that no identifying 
information will be recorded on my response forms. 

 
• I understand that the study will require approximately 1 hour of my time. 

 

 

I agree to participate in the project and give my consent freely.  I understand that the project will be 
carried out as described in the information statement, a copy of which I have retained.  I realise that 
whether or not I decide to participate is my decision and will not affect my studies.  I also realise 
that I can withdraw from the project at any time and that I do not have to give any reasons for 
withdrawing.  I have had all questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 
Signatures:        /    / 
  Investigator      Date 
 
 
         /    / 
  Participant      Date 
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INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 
Chief Investigator: Dr Stefano Occhipinti 
 S.Occhipinti@griffith.edu.au 
 (07)38753372 
Assistant Investigator: Miss Shae Rogers 
 S.Rogers@griffith.edu.au 
 School of Applied Psychology 
 (07) 3875 3329 
 
 

• In this study, we are interested in how people communicate with other people 
when they only know a small amount of information about them.  We are most 
interested in which types of communication are associated with different types 
of judgements about others. 

 
• To find this out, we are asking each participant in this study to take part in tasks 

involving communication and judgements about others. There is a slight chance 
that some of the topics in the materials may be controversial, vivid, or possibly 
offensive for some participants. If you are at all concerned about this possibility, 
please do not participate in the study. 

 
• Participants will be asked to provide some demographic information and 

complete a short questionnaire about themselves.  We guarantee that this and all 
the other information you provide will be kept confidential and that no 
identifying information will be recorded on your response forms.   

 
• We anticipate that the study will require approximately 1 hour of your time. 

 
• If you have any questions, please feel free to contact one of the research team on 

the telephone numbers listed above. 
 

• If you have any concerns the investigator will be available for discussion.  You 
may also contact the Chief Investigator, Dr Occhipinti with any matter of 
concern (contact numbers listed above). If you have any complaints concerning 
the manner in which the research project is conducted they may be made to the 
investigator, or, if an independent person is preferred, to either 

 

The University’s Research Ethics Officer, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Griffith University, 
Kessels Road, Nathan, Qld 4111, telephone (07) 3875 6618 or; 
 
The Pro Vice-Chancellor (Administration), Bray Centre, Griffith University, Kessels Road, Nathan, 
Qld 4111, telephone (07) 3875 7343 
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APPENDIX C 

A Copy of Study 2 Materials 

 
 
 
 

Background Information 
 
Please provide the answer that best describes your current situation. 
 
1a. What was the year of your birth? 
 
1b. What was the country of your birth? 

    19 
 
  ____________________  

  
2. What is your gender? 

 
[        ]  MALE 
[        ]  FEMALE 
 

 
3. In your home, do you usually speak a 
 language other than ENGLISH? 
 
 If ‘YES’, what is that language? 
 

 
[        ]  YES 
[        ]  NO 
 
  ____________________  
 

 
4. Please list the cultures you identify 
 with or feel a part of (e.g., Australian, 
 Chinese, Greek) put the most important 
 first. 

 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 

 
5. Where were you born? (Tick the option that 

best describes you) 

 Place name: _____________________________  

 
[        ]  Major city 
[        ]  Rural centre 
[        ]  Small town 
[        ]  Outside a town 
 

 
6. Where were you raised? 

 Place name: _____________________________  

 
[        ]  Major city 
[        ]  Rural centre 
[        ]  Small town 
[        ]  Outside a town 
 

Thank you for your participation 

SUBID 1A:         Date:      
 
Office use only 
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Scenario: You are Sam 

 
For this study we are asking you to step into the shoes of someone else and imagine 
how you would behave if you were that person. You will be asked to answer a series of 
questions and make some ratings. Remember you are being asked to respond as though 
you are this other person. 
 
Imagine that you are Sam. Sam is the same age and sex that you are and has similar 
interests. 
 
You will be asked to read character vignettes describing 3 fictitious people and provide 
some ratings. You will also be asked to read some extracts taken from 3 different 
newspaper articles and provide ratings and responses to questions.
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Vignettes 

The following vignettes describe 3 fictitious people with varying characteristics. For 
this task you will be asked to assume that these are people that you, Sam, know. 
Assume that you have contact with each character as described below. Please read each 
vignette carefully as you will be asked to complete questions relating to the following 
people. 
 
Julie  
Julie is a casual friend or acquaintance. You share some things in common but also 
differ on some things. Julie is not a close friend but she is the kind of person that you 
enjoy doing things with and enjoy spending time with. By getting to know her better 
you might end up becoming close friends. (Lydon, Jamieson & Holmes, 1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you, as Sam, would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
 
Michelle 
Michelle is a casual friend or acquaintance. You share some things in common but 
generally you are very different people. She is not what you would consider a good 
friend and you do not expect your relationship with her to change. She is not someone 
you plan to go out and do things with or someone you plan to spend time with. She is 
just someone you know. (Lydon, Jamieson & Holmes, 1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you, as Sam, would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Kate 
Kate is a close friend. You share many important things in common, although you are 
not the same in some ways. She is closer to you than your casual friends or 
acquaintances, but not as close as a family member. You feel like you belong together 
as friends and feel more connected to her than to your other friends. (Lydon, Jamieson & Holmes, 
1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you, as Sam, would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Newspaper Article Extracts 

 
Instructions 

 
 

The following pages contain stories that are extracts taken from three separate articles 
printed in a local newspaper. Please read each story carefully as you will be asked 
questions relating to these stories in the following pages.  
 
 
In the following section you, as Sam, will be asked to complete some judgement tasks. 
You, as Sam, will be asked to read three separate stories and complete the questions that 
follow each of these stories.  
 
 
You, as Sam, will be asked to make ratings by circling your responses on some ratings 
scales. You, as Sam, will also be asked to answer some open-ended questions. It is just 
as important to complete the open-ended questions as it is to circle ratings on the 
scales included. Please ensure you do BOTH. Please answer every question. 
 
 
It is important that you read each story carefully before you read and answer the 
questions that follow the story. 
 
 
You, as Sam, will also be asked to provide some ratings about your mood (how you are 
feeling). You will be asked to complete some of the ratings more than once, please 
complete every question as these scales have NOT been repeated in error. 
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Hitchhiker  
A young woman who had just finished her grocery shopping returned to her car to find 
an old woman with a large shopping bag leaning against her car. The young woman 
enquired as to why the old woman was there and the old woman reported that she had 
become lost looking for the bus and was tired from carrying her groceries. The old 
woman requested that the young woman drive her home or at least to the nearest bus 
stop. The young woman agreed to give her a lift and helped the old woman to get into 
the car. While assisting the old woman, the young woman noticed the old woman had 
very hairy arms. Feeling uneasy, the young woman said that she forgot something off 
her shopping list and had to quickly run back in and get it, telling the old woman to 
remain in the car and that she would not be long. The young woman informed the 
shopping centre security who accompanied her back to her car. On returning to the car 
they saw that it was empty but found the bag the old woman was carrying on the floor. 
When security searched the bag they found some rope, duct tape and a hatchet and 
realised that the hairy armed hitchhiker was really a man dressed as an old woman. 
 
 
 
 
 
Please rate how likely you, as Sam, would be to pass this story on to the people listed 
over the page by circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state 
your reasons. 
 
 
We are very interested in your reasons, not just the number that you circle. Please give a 
reason for each choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please turn the page 
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How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Julie (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you like to spend time with) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Michelle (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you just know) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Kate (the close friend you feel 
connected to) 
 
 Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 
 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you, as Sam, felt each of these feelings after reading the story you just read. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Valuables 
A series of thefts have been reported at various places in the local area. The targets are 
usually elderly people or young women. Reports of these thefts have included victims 
losing valuables at local shopping centres, bus stops, and cafes. None of the victims 
have been injured during the incidents. Typically, the offender waits until the victim 
leaves their bag unattended and then takes the bag. The offender removes any cash from 
the bag before discarding the bag and the remainder of its contents. Most of these 
incidents have occurred in the shopping centre when people have left their bag in the 
trolley and turned away to remove items from the shelf. Having their bag in close 
proximity appears to give people a false sense of security that their valuables are safe. 
However, with their attention on their shopping or other distractions, it takes only a few 
seconds and the offender has removed the bag or purse without being detected. Other 
common scenarios include bags placed on prams, or on the seat beside them at the bus 
stop. Reports have also included valuables being stolen from diners who have placed 
their bag on the floor, the next seat, or hung over the back of the chair at cafes and 
restaurants.  
 
 
 
 
Please rate how likely you, as Sam, would be to pass this story on to the people listed 
over the page by circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state 
your reasons. 
 
 
We are very interested in your reasons, not just the number that you circle. Please give a 
reason for each choice. 
 
 
 
 
 

Please turn the page 
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How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Julie (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you like to spend time with) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Michelle (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you just know) 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Kate (the close friend you feel 
connected to) 
 
 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 
 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you, as Sam, felt each of these feelings after reading the story you just read. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Shopfront 
A local shopping centre has just opened a new Police Beat shopfront in the centre. The 
program, which began in 1992, is an initiative of the Queensland Police Service which 
aims to increase the police presence in shopping centres and in central business districts. 
Sites are carefully selected before a shopfront is set up. A study is conducted to ensure 
suitability of a particular geographical area for a Police Beat. Some of the selection 
criteria used by planners include: crime statistics at a level that supports the need for a 
shopfront; public prominence; cost to the police service, availability of staff; and 
community access. Police Beat Shopfronts aim to decrease community fear of crime, 
allow people to communicate more easily with the police, improve community feelings 
about crime, and to raise the perception of risking detection when committing crimes. In 
addition to Police Beat Shopfronts, the Queensland Police Service also run a 
Neighbourhood Police Beat Program which was launched with the support of the 
Criminal Justice Commission in 1993. The aim of these Police Beats is to provide an 
effective police presence in urban areas. 
 
 
 
 
 
Please rate how likely you, as Sam, would be to pass this story on to the people listed 
over the page by circling the corresponding number on the scale and then briefly state 
your reasons. 
 
 
We are very interested in your reasons, not just the number that you circle. Please give a 
reason for each choice. 
 
 
 
 
 

Please turn the page 
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How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Julie (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you like to spend time with) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Michelle (the casual friend or 
acquaintance you just know) 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
How likely would you, as Sam, be to tell this story to Kate (the close friend you feel 
connected to) 
 
 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 

Very Unlikely        Very Likely 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 
 
Why did you choose to make the response you did? 
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Below is a list of words that describe different feelings and emotions that people 
sometimes feel generally. 
 
Using the scale below, please circle a number next to each item to indicate how much 
you, as Sam, felt each of these feelings after reading the story you just read. 
 

Not at all A little Moderately Quite a bit Extremely 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

Interested 1 2 3 4 5  Active 1 2 3 4 5 

Excited 1 2 3 4 5  Alert 1 2 3 4 5 

Strong 1 2 3 4 5  Inspired 1 2 3 4 5 

Determined 1 2 3 4 5  Afraid 1 2 3 4 5 

Jittery 1 2 3 4 5  Hostile 1 2 3 4 5 

Irritable 1 2 3 4 5  Proud 1 2 3 4 5 

Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5  Sad 1 2 3 4 5 

Nervous 1 2 3 4 5  Secure 1 2 3 4 5 

Scared 1 2 3 4 5  Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 

Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5  Angry 1 2 3 4 5 

Distressed 1 2 3 4 5  Envious 1 2 3 4 5 

Upset 1 2 3 4 5  Happy 1 2 3 4 5 

Guilty 1 2 3 4 5  Threatened 1 2 3 4 5 

Attentive 1 2 3 4 5  Contemptuous 1 2 3 4 5 
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Please indicate how believable you found each story based on the following scale: 
 
 
 
 
 
Hitchhiker Story  
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Valuables Story  
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shopfront Story 
 

Completely 
Unbelievable 

     Completely 
Believable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 
 
 
Chief Investigator: Dr Stefano Occhipinti 
 School of Applied Psychology 
 (07) 3875 3372 
 
 
 
Title of the study: Interpersonal Relationships and Communication 
 

• I understand that this study is concerned with how people communicate with 
other people when they only know a small amount of information about them, 
and that the study will involve judgement tasks completed individually.  

 
• I acknowledge and accept that there is a slight chance that some of the topics in 

the materials may be controversial, vivid, or possibly offensive. 
 

• I understand that I will be asked to provide some demographic information and 
complete a short questionnaire about myself, but that this and all other 
information I provide will be kept confidential and that no identifying 
information will be recorded on my response forms. 

 
• I understand that the study will require approximately 1 hour of my time. 

 

  

I agree to participate in the project and give my consent freely.  I understand that the 
project will be carried out as described in the information statement, a copy of which I 
have retained.  I realise that whether or not I decide to participate is my decision and 
will not affect my studies.  I also realise that I can withdraw from the project at any 
time and that I do not have to give any reasons for withdrawing.  I have had all 
questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 
Signatures:        /    / 
  Investigator      Date 
 
 
         /    / 
  Participant      Date 
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INFORMATION FOR PARTICIPANTS 
 

 
Chief Investigator: Dr Stefano Occhipinti 
 S.Occhipinti@griffith.edu.au 
 (07)38753372 
Assistant Investigator: Miss Shae Rogers 
 S.Rogers@griffith.edu.au 
 School of Applied Psychology 
 (07) 3875 3329 
 

• In this study, we are interested in how people communicate with other people 
when they only know a small amount of information about them.  We are most 
interested in which types of communication are associated with different types 
of judgements about others. 

 
• To find this out, we are asking each participant in this study to take part in tasks 

involving communication and judgements about others. There is a slight chance 
that some of the topics in the materials may be controversial, vivid, or possibly 
offensive for some participants. If you are at all concerned about this possibility, 
please do not participate in the study. 

 
• Participants will be asked to provide some demographic information and 

complete a short questionnaire about themselves.  We guarantee that this and all 
the other information you provide will be kept confidential and that no 
identifying information will be recorded on your response forms.   

 
• We anticipate that the study will require approximately 1 hour of your time. 

 
• If you have any questions, please feel free to contact one of the research team on 

the telephone numbers listed above. 
 

• If you have any concerns the investigator will be available for discussion.  You 
may also contact the Chief Investigator, Dr Occhipinti with any matter of 
concern (contact numbers listed above). If you have any complaints concerning 
the manner in which the research project is conducted they may be made to the 
investigator, or, if an independent person is preferred, to either 

The University’s Research Ethics Officer, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Griffith University, 
Kessels Road, Nathan, Qld 4111, telephone (07) 3735 6618 or; 
 
The Pro Vice-Chancellor (Administration), Bray Centre, Griffith University, Kessels Road, Nathan, 
Qld 4111, telephone (07) 3735 7343 
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APPENDIX D 

A Copy of Study 3 Materials 

 
 
 

Scenarios 
 
For this study we are asking you to read some scenarios that will involve two people. 
Each scenario involves the main character Tess communicating with another person. 
The other person will be someone known to Tess. Sometimes the scenario will involve 
Tess and a close friend, other times it will be Tess with a casual friend or acquaintance.  
 
In each scenario, a different story is communicated. You will be asked to read the 
scenario and answer questions and make some ratings about the character’s behaviour in 
the scenarios. You will also be asked to answer questions and make some ratings about 
the stories in each scenario. 
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Vignettes 
The following vignettes describe 3 fictitious people with varying characteristics. For 
this task you will be asked to assume that these are people that Tess knows. Assume that 
she has had contact with each character as described below. Please read each vignette 
carefully as these characters will be referred to later. 
 
Julie  
Julie is a casual friend or acquaintance. She shares some things in common with Tess 
but also differs on some things. Julie is not a close friend of Tess but she is the kind of 
person that Tess enjoys doing things with and enjoys spending time with. By getting to 
know her better Tess and Julie might end up becoming close friends. (Lydon, Jamieson & 
Holmes, 1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you think Tess would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Michelle 
Michelle is a casual friend or acquaintance. She shares some things in common with 
Tess but generally they are very different people. She is not what Tess would consider a 
good friend and Tess does not expect her relationship with her to change. She is not 
someone Tess plans to go out and do things with or someone Tess plans to spend time 
with. She is just someone Tess knows. (Lydon, Jamieson & Holmes, 1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you think Tess would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 
Kate 
Kate is a close friend. She shares many important things in common with Tess, although 
they are not the same in some ways. She is closer to Tess than her casual friends or 
acquaintances, but not as close as a family member. Tess feels like they belong together 
as friends and feels more connected to her than to her other friends. (Lydon, Jamieson & Holmes, 
1997, p. 539) 
 
Please rate how likeable you think Tess would find this person by circling a number on 
the scale below: 
 
Not likeable at all      Greatly Likeable 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Instructions 
 
 

The following pages contain scenarios that involve people communicating, including 
telling stories. Please read each scenario carefully as you will be asked questions 
relating to these stories and characters in the following pages.  
 
 
In the following section you will be asked to complete some judgement tasks. You will 
be asked to read different scenarios and complete the questions that follow each of these 
scenarios. You will be asked to make judgements about other people’s behaviour in the 
scenarios. 
 
 
You will be asked to make ratings by circling your responses on some ratings scales. 
You will also be asked to answer some open-ended questions. It is just as important to 
complete the open-ended questions as it is to circle ratings on the scales included. 
Please ensure you do BOTH. Please answer every question. 
 
 
It is important that you read each scenario carefully before you read and answer the 
questions that follow. 
 
 
You will also be asked to provide some ratings about how you felt about each story. You 
will be asked to complete some of the ratings more than once, please complete every 
question as these scales have NOT been repeated in error. 
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Tess and Julie  (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) are 
alone at the bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. 
Part way into the conversation Tess tells Julie the following story: 

 
Steak  
This young couple went to a restaurant in their local area where they received really 
poor service. They felt both their meals were unsatisfactory as both of their steaks were 
undercooked. They argued with the staff and sent their meals back. The meals were then 
returned to them with both steaks well done as requested. The pair continued their meals 
before deciding to end the evening early. They asked the staff to wrap the leftovers so 
they could take them home. The next morning the couple were violently ill. Suspecting 
food poisoning, the couple went to the local hospital, taking the suspected contaminated 
food with them. The leftover steaks were tested and the tests found traces of urine 
believed to belong to the chef. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Julie (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) 

 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Julie this (Steak) story: 
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Tess and Michelle  (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) are alone at the 
bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. Part way into 
the conversation Tess tells Michelle the following story: 
 
Steak  
This young couple went to a restaurant in their local area where they received really 
poor service. They felt both their meals were unsatisfactory as both of their steaks were 
undercooked. They argued with the staff and sent their meals back. The meals were then 
returned to them with both steaks well done as requested. The pair continued their meals 
before deciding to end the evening early. They asked the staff to wrap the leftovers so 
they could take them home. The next morning the couple were violently ill. Suspecting 
food poisoning, the couple went to the local hospital, taking the suspected contaminated 
food with them. The leftover steaks were tested and the tests found traces of urine 
believed to belong to the chef. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Michelle (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Michelle this (Steak) 
story: 
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Tess and Kate  (the close friend Tess feels connected to) are alone at the bus stop 
waiting to catch the bus together. During the course of their conversation Tess tells 
Kate the following story: 
 
Steak  
This young couple went to a restaurant in their local area where they received really 
poor service. They felt both their meals were unsatisfactory as both of their steaks were 
undercooked. They argued with the staff and sent their meals back. The meals were then 
returned to them with both steaks well done as requested. The pair continued their meals 
before deciding to end the evening early. They asked the staff to wrap the leftovers so 
they could take them home. The next morning the couple were violently ill. Suspecting 
food poisoning, the couple went to the local hospital, taking the suspected contaminated 
food with them. The leftover steaks were tested and the tests found traces of urine 
believed to belong to the chef. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 7 = 
Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Kate (the close friend Tess feels connected to) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Kate this (Steak) story: 
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Tess and Julie  (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) are 
alone at the bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. 
Part way into the conversation Tess tells Julie the following story: 
 
Hitchhiker  
A young woman who was grocery shopping returned to her car to find an old woman 
with a shopping bag leaning against her car. The young woman spoke to the old woman 
who said that she got lost looking for the bus and was tired from carrying her groceries. 
The old woman asked the young woman to drive her home or to the nearest bus stop. 
The young woman agreed to give her a lift and while helping the old woman into the 
car, the young woman noticed the old woman had very hairy arms. Feeling something 
wasn’t right, the young woman said that she forgot something and had to quickly run 
back inside to get it, telling the old woman to stay in the car as she wouldn’t be long. 
The young woman told the shopping centre security who accompanied her back to her 
car. They got back to the empty car and found the bag the old woman was carrying on 
the floor. When security searched the bag they found some rope, duct tape and a hatchet 
and realised that the hairy armed hitchhiker was really a man dressed as an old woman. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Julie (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Julie this (Hitchhiker) 
story: 
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Tess and Michelle (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) are alone at the 
bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. Part way into 
the conversation Tess tells Michelle the following story: 
 
Hitchhiker  
A young woman who was grocery shopping returned to her car to find an old woman 
with a shopping bag leaning against her car. The young woman spoke to the old woman 
who said that she got lost looking for the bus and was tired from carrying her groceries. 
The old woman asked the young woman to drive her home or to the nearest bus stop. 
The young woman agreed to give her a lift and while helping the old woman into the 
car, the young woman noticed the old woman had very hairy arms. Feeling something 
wasn’t right, the young woman said that she forgot something and had to quickly run 
back inside to get it, telling the old woman to stay in the car as she wouldn’t be long. 
The young woman told the shopping centre security who accompanied her back to her 
car. They got back to the empty car and found the bag the old woman was carrying on 
the floor. When security searched the bag they found some rope, duct tape and a hatchet 
and realised that the hairy armed hitchhiker was really a man dressed as an old woman. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Michelle (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Michelle this (Hitchhiker) 
story: 
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Tess and Kate  (the close friend Tess feels connected to) are alone at the bus stop 
waiting to catch the bus together. During the course of their conversation Tess tells 
Kate the following story: 
 
Hitchhiker  
A young woman who was grocery shopping returned to her car to find an old woman 
with a shopping bag leaning against her car. The young woman spoke to the old woman 
who said that she got lost looking for the bus and was tired from carrying her groceries. 
The old woman asked the young woman to drive her home or to the nearest bus stop. 
The young woman agreed to give her a lift and while helping the old woman into the 
car, the young woman noticed the old woman had very hairy arms. Feeling something 
wasn’t right, the young woman said that she forgot something and had to quickly run 
back inside to get it, telling the old woman to stay in the car as she wouldn’t be long. 
The young woman told the shopping centre security who accompanied her back to her 
car. They got back to the empty car and found the bag the old woman was carrying on 
the floor. When security searched the bag they found some rope, duct tape and a hatchet 
and realised that the hairy armed hitchhiker was really a man dressed as an old woman. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Kate (the close friend Tess feels connected to) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Kate this (Hitchhiker) 
story: 
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Tess and Julie  (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) are 
alone at the bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. 
Part way into the conversation Tess tells Julie the following story: 
 
Sauce  
Some young people out for the evening stopped in at a café they regularly visited to 
have something to eat before heading to their favourite bar. Someone said that their 
snack tasted weird and asked others in the group to have a taste to see if they thought 
the food tasted strange. No one else thought the wedges, which were covered in tomato 
sauce, tasted odd. The next weekend the group returned to the café. When their food 
arrived they reached for the condiments that they usually added to their meals. They 
then noticed that all of the condiments had been removed from the table and that all 
sauces were now dispensed in sachets. Once they ate their meals they continued on to 
the bar. When ordering the first round of drinks the group overheard the bartender 
telling a customer that a man had reportedly been seen tampering with the tomato sauce 
bottles at the café. A staff member noticed that a man was adding a red substance into 
the tomato sauce bottles. They found out the red substance was blood that was believed 
to be HIV+. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Julie (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess likes to spend time with) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Julie this (Sauce) story: 
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Tess and Michelle  (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) are alone at the 
bus stop both waiting for their bus home. While waiting, they start talking. Part way into 
the conversation Tess tells Michelle the following story: 
 
Sauce  
Some young people out for the evening stopped in at a café they regularly visited to 
have something to eat before heading to their favourite bar. Someone said that their 
snack tasted weird and asked others in the group to have a taste to see if they thought 
the food tasted strange. No one else thought the wedges, which were covered in tomato 
sauce, tasted odd. The next weekend the group returned to the café. When their food 
arrived they reached for the condiments that they usually added to their meals. They 
then noticed that all of the condiments had been removed from the table and that all 
sauces were now dispensed in sachets. Once they ate their meals they continued on to 
the bar. When ordering the first round of drinks the group overheard the bartender 
telling a customer that a man had reportedly been seen tampering with the tomato sauce 
bottles at the café. A staff member noticed that a man was adding a red substance into 
the tomato sauce bottles. They found out the red substance was blood that was believed 
to be HIV+. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Michelle (the casual friend or acquaintance Tess just knows) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Michelle this (Sauce) 
story: 
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Tess and Kate  (the close friend Tess feels connected to) are alone at the bus stop 
waiting to catch the bus together. During the course of their conversation Tess tells 
Kate the following story: 
 
Sauce  
Some young people out for the evening stopped in at a café they regularly visited to 
have something to eat before heading to their favourite bar. Someone said that their 
snack tasted weird and asked others in the group to have a taste to see if they thought 
the food tasted strange. No one else thought the wedges, which were covered in tomato 
sauce, tasted odd. The next weekend the group returned to the café. When their food 
arrived they reached for the condiments that they usually added to their meals. They 
then noticed that all of the condiments had been removed from the table and that all 
sauces were now dispensed in sachets. Once they ate their meals they continued on to 
the bar. When ordering the first round of drinks the group overheard the bartender 
telling a customer that a man had reportedly been seen tampering with the tomato sauce 
bottles at the café. A staff member noticed that a man was adding a red substance into 
the tomato sauce bottles. They found out the red substance was blood that was believed 
to be HIV+. 
 
Please indicate your answers by circling the numbers below where 1 = Very Unlikely and 
7 = Very Likely 
 
Please indicate how likely you think it is that each of the following were reasons Tess 
told this story to Kate (the close friend Tess feels connected to) 
 
 Very  

Unlikely 
     Very 

Likely 
To show concern to the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To see the other person’s reaction to 
the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To share her own reaction to the story 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To warn the other person 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To help break the ice or start a 
conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

To maintain conversation 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disgusting 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is interesting or 
funny 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is disturbing 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is shocking 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Because the story is alarming 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
Please write down any other reasons why you think Tess told Kate this (Sauce) story: 
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Now we would like some information from you: 
 
 
Please indicate how believable you found each story based on the following scale:  
 
 

 Not at all 
Believable 

     Extremely 
Believable 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 
Please indicate how disgusting you found each story based on the following scale:  
 

 Not at all 
Disgusting 

     Extremely 
Disgusting 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 
 
Please indicate how scary you found each story based on the following scale:  
 

 Not at all 
Scary 

     Extremely 
Scary 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 
 
Please indicate how interesting/entertaining you found each story based on the following 
scale:  

 
 Not at all 

Interesting 
     Extremely 

Interesting 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Please rate how natural you found each scenario (would each story be likely to be told 
to the characters mentioned) 

 
Julie  
 

 Not at all 
Natural 

     Very 
Natural 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 

Michelle  
 

 Not at all 
Natural 

     Very 
Natural 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 
 
 
 
Kate  
 

 Not at all 
Natural 

     Very 
Natural 

Steak 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Hitchhiker 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Sauce 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Background Information 
 
Please provide the answer that best describes your current situation. 
 
 
1a. What was the year of your birth? 
 
1b. What was the country of your birth? 

    19 
 
  ____________________  

  
2. What is your gender? 

 
[        ]  MALE 
[        ]  FEMALE 
 

 
3. In your home, do you usually speak a 
 language other than ENGLISH? 
 
 If ‘YES’, what is that language? 
 

 
[        ]  YES 
[        ]  NO 
 
  ____________________  
 

 
4. Please list the cultures you identify 
 with or feel a part of (e.g., Australian, 
 Chinese, Greek) put the most important 
 first. 

 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 
  ____________________  
 

 
Thank you for your participation 

SUBID 1A:         Date:      
 
Office use only 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 
Chief Investigator: Dr Stefano Occhipinti 
 School of Applied Psychology 
 (07) 3735 3372 
 
 
 
Title of the study: Interpersonal Relationships and Communication 
 

• I understand that this study is concerned with how people communicate with 
other people when they only know a small amount of information about them, 
and that the study will involve judgement tasks completed individually.  

 
• I acknowledge and accept that there is a slight chance that some of the topics in 

the materials may be controversial, vivid, or possibly offensive. 
 

• I understand that I will be asked to provide some demographic information and 
complete a short questionnaire about myself, but that this and all other 
information I provide will be kept confidential and that no identifying 
information will be recorded on my response forms. 

 
• I understand that the study will require approximately 1 hour of my time. 

 
  

 
 

I agree to participate in the project and give my consent freely.  I understand that the 
project will be carried out as described in the information statement, a copy of which I 
have retained.  I realise that whether or not I decide to participate is my decision and 
will not affect my studies.  I also realise that I can withdraw from the project at any 
time and that I do not have to give any reasons for withdrawing.  I have had all 
questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 
Signatures:        /    / 
  Investigator      Date 
 
 
         /    / 
  Participant      Date 
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