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Abstract
Humility has typically been studied as a stable personality trait, but it can also be examined as a
transient—and malleable—psychological state. Treating humility as a state facilitates research
on both the immediate causes and moment-to-moment correlates of humility. A state approach
also allows for the development of interventions that provide short-term—and, potentially, long-
term—>boosts in humility. We discuss the methodological challenges and implications of a state
approach to humility, including the measurement of state humility. We then review the
theoretical basis and empirical evidence for three humility interventions—self-affirmation,
gratitude, and awe—each of which operates through distinct mechanisms. Self-affirmation
secures self-esteem and reduces self-focused defensiveness. Gratitude deflects focus from the
self to the importance and value of other people. Awe increases self-concept accuracy and
promotes feelings of connectedness to others. Future directions for state humility research,
including the development of a long-term humility-boosting intervention, are examined.
(150 words)
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Boosting State Humility Via Gratitude, Self-Affirmation, and Awe:
Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives

Humility is a psychological characteristic marked by a balanced, accurate self-concept
and pronounced focus on other people rather than oneself (Tangney, 2000). We propose that
humility is characterized by five hallmarks, or observable markers: (a) a secure and accepting
self-identity; (b) freedom from distortion about one’s strengths and weaknesses; (c) openness to
new information about oneself and the world; (d) high focus on others relative to the self; and (e)
a belief that other people are equally worthy (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013). Each hallmark
must be present, but none is individually sufficient, for a person to be humble. These hallmarks
thus both define humility and differentiate it from what it is not. In particular, the opposite of
humility is high self-focus, including an excessively positive (e.g., narcissism or arrogance) or
negative (e.g., depression or low self-esteem) self-view. Further, under this hallmarks-based
definition, humility can be distinguished from modesty. Although humble people are frequently
modest, they may sometimes behave immodestly when speaking frankly about their genuine
strengths and accomplishments. Additionally, narcissistic individuals may behave outwardly
modestly for self-presentational purposes while maintaining an inwardly inflated self-worth. As
such, humility is neither merely the absence of arrogance nor the presence of modesty.

In contrast with alternative perceptions of it as self-deprecation or weakness (Tangney,
2000), humility is generally viewed as a positive personal characteristic (Exline & Geyer, 2004).
Humility has also been linked to a number of prosocial outcomes. For example, humble
undergraduates were more likely to help a fellow student than their less humble peers, even when
the social pressure to help was minimal (LaBouff et al., 2012). Humble people have also been

found to be particularly generous with their time and money (Exline & Hill, 2012) and more



likely than non-humble people to cooperate in economic games, even when cooperation is costly
to them (Hilbig & Zettler, 2009; Hilbig, Zettler, & Heydasch, 2012).

Humility may also have benefits in specific domains such as medicine and business. In a
study from our laboratory of patient-physician interactions, humble physicians were rated as
more effective at communicating with patients than their less-humble counterparts (Ruberton et
al., in press). Because physician communication is associated with better patient outcomes (Ong,
de Haes, Hoos, & Lammes, 1995; Stewart, 1995), physician humility may thus have downstream
benefits for patients. Furthermore, humility in a sample of business CEOs was associated with
greater empowerment in followers (Ou, Tsui, Kinicki, Waldman, Xiao, & Song, 2014), whereas
narcissism in a sample of business managers was positively associated with rates of white-collar
crime (Blickle, Schlegel, Fassbender, & Klein, 2004).

State Humility

Using the hallmarks-based definition of humility as its foundation, our research treats
humility as a malleable psychological state. By contrast, most research to date—including the
work cited above on the benefits of humility—has approached humility as a relatively stable
personality trait (e.g., Ashton & Lee, 2008; Davis, Worthington, & Hook, 2010). Traits indicate
stability in people’s experiences across time and situations. Thus, trait humility is necessarily
composed of a sequence of consistently experienced states of humility. Although we recognize
that individuals do vary in their overall levels of humility, we propose that humility also varies
within individuals across time in a potentially predictable, controllable manner. People high in
trait humility may simply experience the states more often and more consistently than do others.

This state-based approach allows for the examination of specific psychological and

contextual antecedents of humility, and thus ways to increase momentary feelings of humility.



To that end, our laboratory has already tested three experimental interventions to boost state
humility: practicing self-affirmation (Kruse, Chancellor, & Lyubomirsky, 2015a), expressing
gratitude (Kruse, Chancellor, Ruberton, & Lyubomirsky, 2014), and experiencing awe
(Chancellor, Nelson, Cornick, Blascovich, & Lyubomirsky, 2015). The background and details
of each intervention are described in detail below. The success of interventions to date at
boosting humility demonstrates that humility is not necessarily a permanent characteristic of an
individual; rather, it is also a transient state that can be elicited by specific cognitive activities or
situational cues. If people can be made more sensitive to such activities and cues, then they may
be able to become more humble across situations.

Methodologically, the state approach facilitates at least two kinds of research designs.
First, it lends itself to building a state measure of humility that may be used as a manipulation
check. Presently, the lack of such a published measure impedes experimentation. Second, state
humility can be explored in non-experimental prospective investigations, as well as daily diary
and experience sampling studies. Unlike trait-based studies, in which temporal variability is
often interpreted as error, a state approach assumes that change across time may be substantively
meaningful and correlated with other psychological factors.
Measurement of State Humility

Humility, by definition, resists self-rating: Those who label themselves as humble may be
self-aggrandizing and those who truly are may not be aware of it or reluctant to report it (Davis
et al., 2010, 2011). Given this paradox, many past researchers have regarded self-report measures
of humility to be unfeasible, preferring to use indirect measures, such as other (peer)-report (e.g.,
Davis et al., 2011). Other-reports are ideal for assessing observable phenomena, such as visible
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humility, for implementing experimental paradigms, and for identifying humility’s intrapersonal
dimensions. In light of these considerations, we propose that self-reporting state humility is both
possible and necessary. To that end, we developed a short instrument that can measure
fluctuations in self-reported humility: the Brief Humility Scale (BHS; see appendix). Notably,
the BHS can be adapted to assess both state and trait humility. The BHS shows strong construct
validity and good reliability, is sensitive to experimental manipulation, and does not correlate
with social desirability (Kruse, Chancellor, & Lyubomirsky, 2015b).

The Brief Humility Scale facilitates three novel methodological approaches in the
humility literature. First, as demonstrated by our experimental studies (below), the measure is
responsive to experimental change and therefore may be used as a dependent variable (or a
manipulation check). The Brief Humility Scale can be used alone, as the only direct measure of
humility, or can complement other measures of humility, such as informant reports. Second, our
new scale enables researchers to explore whether state humility may moderate other constructs
that hinge upon a “quiet ego.” For example, if people who feel humble experience greater
openness and attentiveness (Kruse et al., 2015b), then they may be more likely to enter the state
of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Third, in longitudinal research, other-report depends on
coordinating multiple people and assumes that the informant has interacted with the participant
meaningfully and sufficiently between time points. Self-report circumvents both of these
requirements and as such can facilitate research with multiple time points. In summary, the Brief
Humility Scale complements current measures and opens pathways to new research directions.

Humility Interventions
As noted above, a state-based approach to studying humility enables the development of

cognitive or behavioral interventions that may provide short-term boosts to humble thoughts and



feelings. Our research has tested three such interventions: affirming personal values, writing
letters of gratitude, and experiencing awe-inspiring moments. We will now discuss the
theoretical basis and empirical evidence supporting each intervention. Although some of the
studies presented in this chapter are still under review, to our knowledge, they represent among
the best evidence for state-humility interventions available.
Self-Affirmation

Self-affirmation (aka values affirmation; e.g., Logel & Cohen, 2012) is a process by
which people reflect on personal values when confronted with information that threatens their
self-concept (Sherman & Cohen, 2006). Self-affirmation theory posits that people seek to
preserve a positive self-image, and thus may respond defensively to information that threatens
the self (Steele, 1988). For example, they may dismiss or discredit information that challenges
their closely held beliefs (e.g., arguments against the death penalty presented to a proponent of
capital punishment; Lord, L. Ross, & Lepper, 1979) or attribute their failures to external causes
rather than to themselves (e.g., Miller & M. Ross, 1975). These defensive biases are often
unconscious and automatic (Sherman & Cohen, 2006) and so may serve to reduce dissonance
that results from encountering a threat to one’s self-view (Steele & Liu, 1983). Notably, self-
affirmation does not mean directly asserting one’s own goodness or worth as a person (e.g., the
Saturday Night Live catchphrase, “I'm good enough, I'm smart enough, and doggone it, people
like me!”); rather, it refers to reinforcing central, self-relevant values, which in turn promotes a
more stable self-image. Self-affirmation thus serves as a substitute for defensive biases by
reinforcing the self-image in other domains unrelated to the threatening information (Sherman &
Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988). By strengthening other aspects of the self, self-affirmation enables

individuals to accept threatening information in an open and non-defensive manner.



Relatedly, humility is associated with a secure, accepting identity and an acceptance of
negative self-information (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013; Tangney, 2000). As such, bias
reduction is one pathway by which self-affirmation may increase humility. Affirming one’s
central values may allow one to accept one’s limitations because it is not necessary to dismiss or
ignore those limitations to preserve a sense of self-worth. Additionally, self-affirmation may
boost humility by increasing positive other-focus. In one study, self-affirmation promoted
feelings of loving and connectedness, which in turn predicted greater acceptance of self-relevant
information about the risks of smoking (Crocker, Niiya, and Mischkowski, 2008). Completing a
self-affirmation activity also decreased narcissistic aggression in a sample of adolescents for a
period of up to 1 week following the affirmation activity (Thomaes, Bushman, de Castro, Cohen,
& Denissen, 2009). Self-affirmation thus promotes positive, egalitarian attitudes and behaviors
towards other people, which is a key hallmark of humility (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013).
Finally, humility involves relatively low negative affect and depression, and self-affirmation has
been found to temper negative affect (Nelson, Fuller, Choi, & Lyubomirsky, 2014).

In line with this theory, a series of studies by our lab experimentally examined the
relationship between self-affirmation and humility (Kruse, Chancellor, & Lyubomirsky, 2015a).
Across five experiments, participants who completed a self-affirmation activity showed greater
self-reported (using the BHS) and observer-rated (using a short writing activity; e.g., “Imagine
that someone is angry with you”) state humility. However, this effect was only present when the
self-affirmation was immediately followed by exposure to self-relevant information (e.g., when
participants wrote about their strengths and weaknesses or why someone may have been angry
with them). That is, self-affirmation alone did not increase humility, but rather enabled a humble

response to a self-threatening or self-enhancing cue. This finding is consistent with past research



showing that self-affirmation enables non-biased responses to self-relevant information: Only
when such information is salient is the effect of affirmation felt. Furthermore, exposure to
negative self-information alone (e.g., self-denigration) did not promote humility, and the effects
of self-affirmation on humility could not be explained by increased positive affect or self-esteem.
That is, affirmed participants did not report greater humility than non-affirmed participants
simply because they felt good about themselves in general.

In sum, both theory and empirical evidence suggest that self-affirmation is associated
with high humility. Self-affirmation reduces defensive biases towards threatening information,
enables greater acceptance of one’s limitations, promotes a more positive view of other people,
and diminishes negative moods—all key components of the experience of humility. Consistent
with this theoretical framework, experimentally manipulated self-affirmation did, indeed, lead to
increases in humility in response to self-relevant information. Although further research is
needed to explore other mechanisms by which self-affirmation may boost humility, it is clear
that self-affirmation and humility are inexorably linked.

Gratitude

Gratitude is a cognitive and emotional reaction to externally-attributed positive events
and circumstances. It has been described as a moral emotion that occurs when individuals
recognize that they have benefited from another person’s actions (McCullough, Kilpatrick,
Emmons, & Larson, 2001), particularly when people believe that the benefits they received were
altruistically motivated and costly to the benefactor (Wood, Maltby, Stewart, Linley, & Joseph,
2008). Additionally, gratitude may be conceptualized as a broader appreciation of positive
factors in life, rather than merely of a specific positive event (Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010).

Similar to humility, gratitude may be treated as a stable trait (i.e., a grateful disposition;
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McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 2002) or a transient, but malleable, state (e.g., Emmons &
McCullough, 2003; Fredrickson, 2004; Lyubomirsky, Dickerhoof, Boehm, & Sheldon, 2011).

Gratitude and humility are linked through several overlapping mechanisms. First,
gratitude is an other-focused—and, indeed, other-praising (Algoe & Haidt, 2009)—emotion. As
such, it inherently requires recognition of the positive influence of other people (or other factors
outside of the self) in one’s life, which naturally decreases self-focus and thus increases humility
(Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013; Tangney, 2000). In a similar vein, experiences that promote
gratitude may also bring about feelings of dissonance or uncertainty about one’s capabilities
because they imply that the recipient of the benefit was unable to, or simply did not, carry out a
particular goal independently. Accordingly, gratitude prompts individuals to recognize that their
capabilities are limited—that is, to acknowledge that they cannot “go it alone” to achieve their
goals. In other words, gratitude invokes themes of humility because one cannot simultaneously
be grateful for someone else’s efforts and attribute successes completely to oneself.

Consistent with this idea, writing letters of gratitude has not been found to be a wholly
positive experience; rather, in three studies, the activity evoked feelings of indebtedness, guilt,
and humility, suggesting that it made participants cognizant of their own shortcomings (Layous,
Sweeny, Armenta, & Lyubomirsky, 2015). Furthermore, practicing gratitude appears to promote
increased effort towards self-improvement goals (Layous, Nelson, Kurtz, & Lyubomirsky,
2015), suggesting that gratitude-evoking experiences make individuals more aware of a need to
improve themselves. In sum, experiences that bring about gratitude may also bring a greater
recognition of one’s limitations, a key facet of humility (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013).

A recent series of studies by our lab empirically tested the relationship between humility

and gratitude (Kruse et al., 2014). Consistent with the hypothesis that gratitude-inducing
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activities can also induce humility, participants who wrote a letter of gratitude were rated by
others (in response to a humility-eliciting writing activity) as more humble at that moment than
those who completed a neutral activity. This effect was mediated by ratings of low self-focus in
the letters of gratitude. Additionally, humility moderated the impact of writing a letter of
gratitude on gratitude itself: Only participants who were initially humble reported feeling more
grateful after writing the letter. Finally, in a daily diary study, day-to-day gratitude and humility
mutually predicted one another over a 14-day period. Participants who felt particularly grateful
on a certain day were more likely to become more humble (as measured by the BHS) by the next
day, and vice-versa, than less grateful participants. Taken together, these findings suggest the
possibility that gratitude and humility may exist in a mutually-reinforcing upward spiral:
Gratitude boosts humility, which in turn enables one to feel more grateful.
Awe

Awe is an emotional response to grand, powerful, overwhelming, or unexpected
environmental stimuli (see Fredrickson, 2013; Keltner & Haidt, 2003), such as nature, beauty, or
great accomplishments by other people (Shiota, Keltner, & Mossman, 2007). It is a discrete
emotion (Ekman, 1992; Shiota, Campos, & Keltner, 2003) and is regarded as a positive state
(Fredrickson, 2004; Griskevicius, Shiota, & Neufeld, 2010; Shiota et al., 2007; cf. Lazarus,
1991) or even a moral emotion (i.e., an emotion triggered by non-self-relevant stimuli that
promotes prosocial behavior; Haidt, 2003; Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Keltner and Haidt (2003)
propose that awe is distinguished by two primary components. First, awe evokes a sense of
vastness, or a recognition of forces larger (either physically or socially) than the self. Second,
awe promotes cognitive accommodation, or the expansion of mental structures to make sense of

new or overwhelming experiences.
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The empirical research on awe suggests that awe-eliciting experiences may also evoke
feelings of humility. Specifically, awe promotes a diminished, detached sense of self (Shiota et
al., 2007), and humility involves low self-focus and an accurate view of oneself and one’s
position in the world (Tangney, 2000). Additionally, awe is associated with increased cognitive
openness and a broader, less close-minded worldview (Griskevicius et al., 2010; Rudd, Vohs, &
Aaker, 2011; Shiota et al., 2007), and humility is associated with high levels of openness to new
information about oneself and the world (Chancellor & Lyubomirsky, 2013).

A study from our laboratory provided support for the hypothesized awe-humility
relationship by using a virtual-reality environment to induce awe (Chancellor et al., 2015).
Participants were exposed to either a high-awe simulation (a spaceship slowly moving away
from Earth with narration of a passage from the book Pale Blue Dot [Sagan, 1994]) or a neutral
simulation (a generic office setting with narration of an encyclopedic description of the dwarf
planet Pluto). As expected, participants who viewed the awe simulation subsequently reported
greater awe and humility than participants who viewed the neutral simulation. However, the
increase in humility was not directly mediated by increases in awe itself, suggesting that the
mechanisms by which awe-eliciting experiences induce humility operate parallel to the
mechanisms by which the experiences induce awe. For example, viewing the Pale Blue Dot may
have fostered accurate self-awareness, which simultaneously promoted both greater awe and
greater humility. Hence, reported feelings of awe itself may not be necessary for awe-related
experiences to increase humility.

Furthermore, little is known about the conditions under which awe-eliciting stimuli might
be most effective at increasing humility. For example, insecure individuals may be reluctant to

diminish their self-view and thus resistant to the cognitive effects of awe. Consistent with this
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hypothesis, the awe simulation increased humility via increased feelings of connectedness to
other people, but only in individuals with high self-esteem (Chancellor et al., 2015), perhaps
because people without a stable sense of self-regard found the experience to be threatening.
Awe-related experiences may therefore be most impactful on humility when individuals have
already been made to feel somewhat humble. Although further research is needed to understand
how and when awe-related experiences elicit humility, it is clear that such experiences are
nonetheless a valuable means of boosting humility, particularly in conjunction with other
techniques such as self-affirmation and gratitude.
Limitations and Future Directions

Taken together, our laboratory’s interventions provide a diverse set of paths to boosting
state humility. Theoretically, each intervention links to humility through a distinct mechanism:
self-affirmation by securing self-esteem, gratitude by promoting other-focus over self-focus, and
awe by increasing accuracy of self-judgments and openness to new information. However,
further experimental research is needed to replicate these interventions, to test the duration of
their effects and, most important, to understand precisely how and when the interventions
increase humility. Furthermore, these activities are by no means the only ones that might
promote humility. For example, practicing forgiveness in response to a transgression—or
working to make amends for one’s own transgressions—may encourage an accurate view of
one’s own importance and a higher valuation of others, both defining characteristics of humility.

In addition to catalyzing the development of state humility interventions, the state-based
view of humility opens a number of exciting new directions for humility research in general.
From a theoretical perspective, by acknowledging that humility may fluctuate, several new

research questions become available. First, as discussed above, if humility can rise and wane
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over short periods of time, it can be experimentally boosted and lowered. As such, the state
approach opens questions about what precedes, causes, and results from shifts in humility.
Second, the state approach also makes possible the study of how trait humility develops—for
example, whether people acquire humility (or lose it) in response to humbling (or ego-inflating)
life events (e.g., birth of a child, unexpected success or failure), through slow personal growth
over time due to daily behaviors and uplifts (e.g., loving interactions with one’s spouse,
expressions of gratitude to co-workers), or a combination of these and other factors (e.g.,
genetics, values). Third, the state approach has implications beyond humility itself, as it raises
questions about the dynamic nature of the self and self-focus (Exline, 2008; Leary, Adams, &
Tate, 2006), as well as about what thoughts, emotions, and behaviors precede, follow, or co-
occur with humble feelings, as they arise in real time.

Finally, our research on humility interventions has examined only short-term changes in
humble thoughts and feelings. However, a state approach to humility also enables the
development of interventions to promote long-term boosts to humility by accruing and building
short-term humble states into long-term humble traits. Recent models of volitional personality
change have proposed that behavioral techniques—such as identifying values, setting goals, and
monitoring behaviors and their effects—that succeed at stimulating behaviors consistent with the
desired personality trait will, in turn, boost the trait itself (Hudson & Fraley, 2015; Madigson,
Roberts, Collado-Rodriguez, & Lejuez, 2014; see also English & Carstensen, 2014). (Or, as
Funder [2014] succinctly put it: “Change the behaviors, and the trait will follow.”) Humility
change may follow a similar approach: Promote repeated humble thoughts and behaviors (e.g.,
via humility interventions or contextual cues) and people will become sustainably more humble.

To that end, our lab is conducting a series of studies (funded by the John Templeton Foundation)
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aimed at translating our short-term activities into a long-term humility intervention. State-level
humility interventions may thus be the first step toward lasting increases in humility.
Practical Lessons

A recurring theme of our studies is that humility can be induced by positive activities,
rather than by self-denigration or other negative behaviors. As such, people who wish to become
more humble can do so in natural, even enjoyable, ways, such as by taking more time to
appreciate the awe-inspiring ways in which other people have helped them. Because our
interventions are not explicitly about “humility,” they may also be humbling even for those who
do not consciously seek to become more humble. Indeed, our interventions may provide a means
of boosting humility in domains where it may be beneficial but has often been dismissed as an
undesirable weakness. For example, research has shown that humble physicians are particularly
effective at communicating with their patients (Ruberton et al., in press), in contrast with media
portrayals of arrogant physicians as successful physicians (e.g., the long-running television show
House, M.D.). Humility interventions for physicians may therefore benefit both the physicians
themselves and the patients under their care. Furthermore, although humility is not often viewed
as a strength in business leaders (Exline & Geyer, 2004), leader humility has been linked to
positive outcomes in the workplace (see Owens, Rowatt, & Wilkins, 2011, for a review).
Because our interventions avoid explicit self-deprecation, they may be particularly useful for
CEOs who might benefit professionally from being more humble, but would not accept an
intervention that (they believe) would make them weaker. Experimental studies on the impact of
humility interventions for people in influential positions thus represents a promising future

direction in state humility research.
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Appendix

Brief Humility Scale

Please answer these questions based on how you feel right this moment.

(1 = strongly disagree; 4 = neither agree nor disagree; 7 = strongly agree)

1.

2.

3.

4,

5.

6.

I feel that, overall, I am no better or worse than the average person.
I feel that I have both many strengths and flaws.

I feel that I do not deserve more respect than other people.

To be completely honest, I feel that I am better than most people.

I feel that I deserve more respect than everyone else.

I feel that I do not have very many weaknesses.

Items 4-6 are reverse-scored.



