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The effect of relational utility on the severity of guilt
in the context of new relationships

Ayano YAGI (Graduate School of Humanities, Kobe University)

The guilt experienced after unintentionally injuring someone functions to promote relationship restoration by
motivating prosocial behavior towards one’s partner. If relationship restoration is the main function of guilt, it can be
predicted that the degree of partner’s instrumentality (relational utility) may determine guilt severity. Indeed, some
recent studies show that relational utility influences the severity of guilt. But, does this also hold in the context of new
relationships? A previous study showed that social exchanges are performed with care and deliberation during rela-
tionship formation. Perhaps the correlation between guilt and relational utility begins just as a relationship is starting
to form. In this study, participants (V= 125) imagined a scenario involving the accidental inconveniencing of a poten-
tial friend, answered relational utility questions regarding the potential friend, and reported the guilt that they would
experience. Relational utility related to the severity of guilt (r= .21, p=.019), and it predicted the severity of guilt even
though the relationship was still in the early stages of formation.

Keywords: guilt, relational utility, forgiveness.



