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Conceptual and Empirical Strengths of the Authentic/Hubristic
Model of Pride
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The authentic/hubristic (A/H) model of pride has been empirically supported by dozens of studies
drawing on thousands of participants. The model involves four distinct components, most central of
which is the finding that pride is not a unitary construct but rather is comprised of two distinct facets,
referred to as authentic and hubristic pride. In the present article, we review the four critical components
of the A/H model, and explain why Holbrook and colleagues’ (2013) critique raises questions for one part
of one of these components only—the attribution distinction between the two prides. We then raise
questions for Holbrook and colleagues’ alternative model of pride, and conclude by noting several
convergences between the two perspectives.
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Holbrook, Piazza, and Fessler (2013) report results from four
studies, which, they argue, offer a conceptual and empirical chal-
lenge to the authentic/hubristic (or, A/H) model of pride. Here, we
raise several concerns regarding their critique, present a challenge
to their alternative model, and conclude with several points of
convergence between our two perspectives.

To begin, we must clarify what the A/H model of pride is and
does. There are at least four interrelated but distinct components of
the model: (a) the empirical finding, originally emerging from
seven studies of 2,399 participants (Tracy & Robins, 2007), that
pride is not a unitary construct but rather involves two semanti-
cally and experientially distinguishable facets; (b) the claim that
the scales we systematically developed across five of those seven
studies, to measure the facets, adequately assess these two con-
structs; (c) the conceptual interpretation of these two facets as
psychologically adaptive (i.e., prosocial, socially desirable) and
psychologically maladaptive (i.e., antisocial, low in social desir-
ability) forms of pride (i.e., authentic and hubristic pride, respec-
tively, or, AP and HP); and (d) the overarching and multifaceted
theoretical conception of the two facets in terms of the diverse
processes that elicit them; their connection to self-esteem, narcis-
sism, and related self-evaluative processes; and their presumed
cross-cultural universality and evolutionary functions.

Based on our reading, Holbrook and colleagues’ (current issue)
challenge targets the second of these components—the validity of
the scales—and one important aspect of the fourth component, the
assertion that AP is elicited by attributions to effort and HP by
attributions to ability. However, Holbrook and colleagues suggest
that their critique is considerably broader, asserting that they
question “the psychological validity of the dual facets” (p. 3), and
demonstrate that the HP scale “does not measure feelings of pride
at all, but rather acknowledgment that one has displayed pride in
an excessive manner” (Abstract). Given their implication that they
are offering a challenge against our model in its entirety, we here
examine the evidence presented against each of the model’s com-
ponents.

Component 1: Pride Is Not a Unitary Construct, But
Rather Is Comprised of Two Distinguishable Facets

None of the findings reported by Holbrook and colleagues
(2013) address the question of whether pride is a unitary or
two-faceted construct—the central claim of our model. In fact, to
challenge this component of the model, researchers would need to
begin not with new studies, but by offering an alternative expla-
nation for the findings that emerged previously. This would mean
critiquing or reinterpreting the results of our six studies, based on
over 2,000 participants, which used factor analysis, cluster analy-
sis, and the pathfinder algorithm (Schvaneveldt, 1990) to show that
pride is comprised of two relatively independent facets. This
two-facet structure emerged robustly across studies assessing par-
ticipants’: (a) feelings during a moment of pride, (b) dispositional
tendency to feel pride, and (c) ratings of the semantic similarity
among many different pride-related feeling states (Tracy & Rob-
ins, 2007). The two-facet structure also held when we controlled
for differences in valence, arousal, intensity, and temporality (i.e.,
whether words seem more trait-like or state-like), suggesting that
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the facets do not simply reflect differences in these dimensions
(Tracy & Robins, 2007). These findings also held across studies
examining both individualistic and collectivistic cultures, suggest-
ing that the two-facet structure is not a uniquely Western concep-
tualization (Tracy & Robins, 2007; Yan et al., 2013). Finally, this
two-facet structure is also consistent with an independently de-
rived theory of pride, which was developed prior to conducting any
of these studies (see Tracy & Robins, 2004).

Given this body of work, it seems reasonable to conclude that
the two facets of pride reflect a fundamental aspect of human
emotional experience. Holbrook and colleagues’ challenge, how-
ever, makes little reference to these initial findings in support of
our model. Instead, they focus on our subsequent findings, that
each pride facet has a distinct and largely divergent set of person-
ality correlates. Although these correlates are informative about
the nomological network surrounding each facet, they are second-
ary to the two-facet structure, and have little bearing on the
question of whether HP is a distinct pride experience.

Component 2: The Facets of Pride Are Reliably and
Validly Assessed by the Two Seven-Item Scales We

Developed

Turning to the second component of our model, the psychomet-
ric soundness of the AP and HP scales, Holbrook and colleagues
(2013) assert that our HP scale does not, in fact, assess individual
differences in the tendency to experience hubristic pride. There are
at least three ways to support this claim. One could demonstrate
that: (a) the HP-scale items do not cohere to form an internally
consistent scale (i.e., reliability); (b) the HP-scale items do not
refer to actual pride-feeling states (i.e., content validity); and (c)
the HP scale does not does not show a theoretically meaningful
pattern of convergent and discriminant correlations with indepen-
dent measures of the HP experience and other conceptually related
and unrelated constructs (i.e., construct validity).

Taking each of these in turn, Holbrook and colleagues (2013)
concede that the HP-scale items form an internally consistent scale
(a), acknowledging the high internal consistency of the HP scale in
all their studies (alphas �85). Turning to (b), the question of
whether HP-scale items refer to actual pride-feeling states, in light
of the extant evidence showing that literally thousands of research
participants have had no problem rating the extent to which these
items describe both their current and trait-like pride feelings (e.g.,
Ashton-James & Tracy, 2012; Cheng, Tracy, & Henrich, 2010;
Carver, Sinclair, & Johnson, 2010; Damian & Robins, 2012a;
2012b; Dunlop & Tracy, 2013; Holbrook, Piazza, & Fessler, 2013;
Orth, Robins, & Soto, 2010; Tracy, Cheng, Robins, & Trzesni-
ewski, 2009; Tracy & Robins, 2007), it is not clear to us how this
demonstration could be performed. In fact, given that all HP items
initially came directly from participants who listed words that
characterize their own feelings of pride, as well as those displayed
by others (Tracy & Robins, 2004, 2007), these items necessarily
capture what it means—at least to laypeople—to subjectively
experience pride. More broadly, it is not clear how one could
demonstrate that the HP scale does not measure a form of pride—
that something that looks like a feeling, and is self-reported by
laypeople as a feeling, is not, in fact, a feeling, but rather a
cognitive evaluation of one’s arrogant self-presentation.

Indeed, this issue applies to every self-report measure of emo-
tion ever developed. We cannot know whether any measure cor-
responds to the actual subjective feeling assessed; this is equally
true of the HP scale we developed as it is of the Positive and
Negative Affect scales (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988), a measure of emotional experience that has been used in
thousands of studies. Short of neuroscientific evidence for distinct
pride feelings in the brain, there are simply no methods to address
this question. For this reason, point (c), the construction of a
comprehensive nomological net around the scales, is crucial, as it
is the closest we can come to demonstrating construct validity in
the absence of a non-self-report measure. In fact, we and others
have constructed such a network; based on a rough count, over 85
theoretically consistent personality correlates have been reported
for the two facets, with traits, emotions, and behaviors, assessed
via self-and informant-report measures, implicit measures, narra-
tive coding, biographical measures, and performance in a behav-
ioral task (e.g., Ashton-James & Tracy, 2012; Cheng et al., 2010;
Carver et al., 2010; Damian & Robins, 2012a; 2012b; Dunlop &
Tracy, 2013; Holbrook et al., 2013; Orth et al., 2010; Tracy, Cheng
et al., 2009; Tracy & Robins, 2007). These findings demonstrate
that the AP and HP scales have a coherent pattern of convergent
and discriminant correlates. Holbrook and colleagues (2013) ques-
tion these findings, but we would argue that the correlations
emerging from their three studies (which, in fact, are largely
consistent with previous work) cannot offset the much larger prior
literature.

In sum, we agree that the AP and HP scales are vulnerable to the
problems intrinsic to all self-report measures: There is no way to
determine with complete certainty whether participants’ reports
are veridical or reflect a more abstract conceptualization of the self
as prone to unmerited displays of pride. Nonetheless, none of the
findings reported by Holbrook and colleagues (2013) justify their
claim that these scales are “fundamentally flawed” and should be
“abandoned” (p. 14); furthermore, this suggestion is particularly
problematic given that these authors propose no alternative means
of assessing pride.

Components 3 and 4: AP has Largely Adaptive
Correlates and Consequences, Whereas HP has

Largely Maladaptive Correlates and Consequences,
and the Facets are Elicited by Distinct Cognitive

Appraisals

Although Holbrook and colleagues (2013) focus on the corre-
lates of AP and HP, none of their findings counter our claim that
AP is largely prosocial and psychologically adaptive, whereas HP
is largely antisocial and maladaptive. This third component of our
model reflects a longstanding theoretical distinction between pride
as a “virtue” and pride as a “sin.” Indeed, one benefit of our model
is that it provides a psychologically satisfying, explanatory account
for an idea previously disseminated by philosophers, theologians,
and novelists, for over a millennium. Although Holbrook and
colleagues fail to replicate several of our previously found corre-
lations, the results they present are largely consistent with the
good/adaptive/virtuous versus bad/maladaptive/sinful conceptual-
ization.

However, Holbrook and colleagues’ (2013) largest concern re-
gards the attribution distinction between the two facets; our argu-
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ment is that AP tends to be elicited by successes attributed to
unstable, controllable causes, whereas HP tends to be elicited by
successes attributed to stable, uncontrollable causes (Lewis, 2000;
Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1989; Tracy & Robins, 2004,
2007). In contrast to this view, Holbrook and colleagues argue that
any kind of internal attribution promotes AP, whereas external
attributions promote HP.

We agree that there is reason to question the previously reported
attribution patterns for AP and HP; this is an issue we initially
raised in our article reporting these patterns (see Tracy & Robins,
2007, pp. 522–523). Indeed, as we explain in detail below, the
correlational results that emerged from Holbrook and colleagues’
(2013) work and from Studies 3 and 5 in Tracy & Robins (2007),
can be considered to provide at best weak, and, at worst, incon-
sistent, support for our appraisal model.

However, the only experimental study conducted thus far does
provide support for the appraisal component of our model (Tracy
& Robins, 2007, Study 4). In this study, we manipulated effort
versus ability attributions using vignettes, and found relatively
greater AP in response to effort, and relatively greater HP in
response to ability. These were relative differences, so it remains
likely that the effort/ability distinction is not the only distinction
there is. However, Holbrook and colleagues’ (2013) only comment
on these results is that our ability-attribution vignette manipulated
“extraordinary confidence in one’s genuinely extraordinary abili-
ties” (pp. 13–14). It is not clear what they mean by this; the
manipulation prompt we used was, “You recently had an important
exam and you didn’t bother studying much for it, but it still seemed
very easy to you. You just found out that you did very well on the
exam.” In our view, this prompt describes a fairly commonplace
experience, not one that suggests extraordinary confidence or
abilities.

It is unfortunate that Holbrook and colleagues (2013) did not
experimentally test their appraisal model, particularly given their
strong causal stance on the role of external attributions in eliciting
HP. It would be informative to know whether manipulated external
attributions for success do, as they predict, lead to greater HP
compared with manipulated internal attributions for success; that
is, whether people told to attribute a success to something outside
the self (e.g., ease of the exam) report higher levels of arrogance
and egotism (two HP-scale items) in response to that success than
people told to attribute it to their abilities. In our minds, this
prediction seems unlikely, but we agree that findings supporting it
would offer a strong challenge to our appraisal model.

Turning to the correlational results presented by Holbrook and
colleagues (2013), a close examination reveals that they do not
present as clear-cut a challenge to our model as the authors
suggest. In Studies 1a and 1b, correlations between attributions
and pride scales were pooled across experimental conditions, in-
cluding a condition that should elicit shame as well as pride—
boasting more than is warranted. This kind of situation would
likely promote attributions to a range of causes (including external
ones) and feelings of hubris, but any correlation between the two
may be due to spurious factors (i.e., the situation of being told that
you boasted more than was warranted suggests both that you were
behaving arrogantly and, in at least some cases, that the success
was not entirely caused by you). In Studies 2 and 3, correlations
were reported between trait measures of pride and attributions for
a particular success event. These analyses thus do not directly

challenge our appraisal model, which primarily concerns the elic-
itors of pride experienced in response to a particular success (i.e.,
state, not trait pride). The finding that someone who tends to
experience AP also tends to attribute positive events to his or her
ability does not mean that attributing a particular success to ability
will promote AP in response to that success. For this reason, the
results of these studies do not undermine our model of the ap-
praisal antecedents of A/H pride. Similarly, the result that Hol-
brook and colleagues refer to as “the most glaring challenge to HP
as a measure of pride” (p. 12) is their finding, from Study 3, of a
weak correlation (r � .15) between trait HP and ratings of the
extent to which a particular success was caused by external factors.
This finding suggests that people who tend to feel HP are slightly
likely to have attributed the success they wrote about during the
study as due to external factors; this is consistent with the tendency
of these people to report low self-esteem and demonstrate intra-
psychic conflict (see Tracy, Cheng, Martens, & Robins, 2011), but
does not mean that external attributions for a success promote HP
in response.

There is also a broader problem with Holbrook and colleagues’
(2013) claims about their appraisal findings. They suggest that AP
is linked to a “dramatically self-enhanced appraisal style” (p. 10).
However, there is no criterion for the truth value of these apprais-
als. AP is linked to an adaptive appraisal pattern (i.e., internal
attributions for success), but there is no way of knowing whether
this pattern is inaccurate (i.e., reflects self-enhancement), because
people high in AP may in fact be particularly successful due to
their own internal merits. Likewise, AP may be associated with
self-assessments of high status because people high in AP in fact
are high status (as would be consistent with both ours and Hol-
brook and colleagues’ evolutionary argument).

As a final point on this issue, Holbrook and colleagues (2013)
devote a good portion of Study 2 to examining appraisal links with
narcissism and self-esteem, and suggest that the resultant findings
are “not consistent with Tracy et al.’s predictions.” Yet, nowhere
in any of our writings have we made predictions about the ap-
praisal correlates of narcissism and self-esteem or implied that
they should parallel those of HP and AP; we have only suggested
that these two sets of constructs might share some underlying
psychological processes and mechanisms.

Do Holbrook and Colleagues Support Their
Merited–Unmerited Model?

Turning to Holbrook and colleagues’ (2013) alternative model
of pride, a first concern is that the theory guiding it is somewhat
underdeveloped. For example, there is no clear conceptualization
of AP. Are individuals who feel it those who feel pride but do not
overclaim their merits, or are they those who do not evaluate their
public expressions of pride as arrogant? HP, too, is conceptualized
in multiple ways: as a tendency to behaviorally display pride, as a
mode of arrogant self-presentation, as an exaggerated or “unwar-
ranted” pride, and as a critical evaluation of the self’s expression
of pride. In some ways, these conceptualizations are not different
from those suggested by our model; we used the term “hubris”
because it means excessive or unwarranted pride, so the key
question is whether people high in HP display this arrogant pride
but do not actually feel it (Holbrook et al.’s view), or both feel and
display it (our view). As was noted above, this question is not
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addressed by either our prior studies or Holbrook and colleagues’
research. Addressing this issue would require an independent
measure of the emotional experience of pride.

In addition, because Holbrook and colleagues’ model treats HP
as something that is not pride, it conceptualizes pride in a fairly
narrow manner: positive feelings based on genuinely earned ac-
complishments (similar to our participant-defined AP). However,
the basis for this conceptualization is not clear. Why should
feelings of hubris not be considered part of the pride experience,
particularly given that lay people think they are? Holbrook and
colleagues suggest that they subscribe to an evolutionary, status-
based theory of pride, and in particular, to the dominance/prestige
model that we have empirically supported in some of our prior
work (Cheng et al., 2010; Cheng, Tracy, Foulsham, Kingstone, &
Henrich, 2013). Yet, the A/H model is entirely consistent with the
dominance/prestige model. If dominance is an evolved strategy for
attaining rank by invoking force, it makes sense that it would be
underpinned by a pride emotion that includes feelings of arrogance
and superiority—feelings ideally suited to facilitating dominance-
promoting behaviors such as aggressively taking control when
power is not merited (see Cheng et al., 2010).

Based on our reading, the only evidence supporting the central
tenet of Holbrook and colleagues’ model—that HP reflects the
perception that one has displayed pride in an excessive manner—
comes from Studies 1a and 1b. Study 1a found that people report
greater HP when they recall achievements about which they
“boasted excessively” than when they recall achievements about
which they did not necessarily boast, and this effect was due to
shared variance with perceptions of inauthenticity. Study 1b did
the same, but for perceptions of another person’s pride. In both
cases, this pattern is entirely consistent with our conceptualization
of A/H pride. We have argued that HP is an exaggerated form of
pride that is less rooted in actual achievements than AP; this is why
we labeled the former “hubristic” and the latter “authentic.” Fur-
thermore, it makes sense that asking a person to write about a time
at which he or she boasted excessively makes him or her feel more
inauthentic and thus report higher levels of arrogance and egotism,
compared with writing about a time when recognition for an
achievement actually occurred.

Nonetheless, there is a novel finding emerging from Study 1,
which is that when people feel HP, they are able to acknowledge
the lack of authenticity that comes with it. This finding fits well
with research suggesting that people prone to HP tend to acknowl-
edge their limitations and flaws. For example, as Holbrook and
colleagues note, HP is positively correlated with shame and low
self-esteem (see Tracy & Robins, 2007; Tracy et al., 2009). How-
ever, in noting this, Holbrook and colleagues do not fully review
current thinking and findings on the complex relation between HP
and self-esteem. They discount the longstanding theory that nar-
cissists have an underlying sense of insecurity and low self-esteem,
and suggest that this contentious issue in the narcissism literature
has been resolved. In fact, there remains a good deal of debate
about the psychological health of narcissists and whether they
harbor deep-seated insecurities (e.g., Pincus & Lukowitsky, 2010).
There is also a good deal of evidence to suggest that at least some
narcissists (labeled “vulnerable narcissists;” Cain, Pincus, & An-
sell, 2008) are prone to shame and low self-esteem (Tangney,
Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall, & Gramzow, 1992; Pincus et al.,
2009). In fact, even psychologically healthier narcissists—those

who score high on the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (NPI;
Raskin & Terry, 1988)—show a combination of high explicit but
low implicit self-esteem (Bosson, Brown, Zeigler-Hill, & Swann,
2003; Jordan, Spencer, Zanna, Hoshino-Browne, & Correll, 2003;
McGregor & Marigold, 2003; Zeigler-Hill, 2006).

Our prior work has shown that HP is positively related to both
the maladaptive and healthier forms of narcissism, whereas AP is
positively related only to the healthier narcissism, assessed via the
NPI (see Tracy et al., 2011). The NPI is the only narcissism
measure Holbrook and colleagues included in their studies (though
they omitted an item and failed to use the correct forced-choice-
response format, which likely accounts for some of the differences
between their findings and previous studies). Taking this into
account, we can interpret the accumulated findings from our earlier
work and Holbrook and colleagues’ results as indicating that HP is
an emotional component of both the healthier and more maladap-
tive forms of narcissism, which may explain why people high in
HP report low self-esteem and shame, but also grandiosity and
arrogance. In contrast, AP is associated with the more adaptive
form of narcissism only, and, as was found by Holbrook and
colleagues and our prior work, this association is weakened when
shared variance with self-esteem is removed (in contrast, as we
both report, the relation between the NPI and HP increases when
controlling for self-esteem).

Conclusion: Points of Convergence

Although we appreciate Holbrook and colleagues’ thoughtful
consideration of our model, we do not view their critique as a
major challenge to its central components. Nonetheless, we agree
that some of the concerns they raise merit further empirical re-
search, particularly the specific appraisals that elicit AP and HP.

We also agree with Holbrook and colleagues’ assertion that,
“there may well be distinguishable varieties of pride related to
dominance versus prestige-oriented status striving” (p. 2). Al-
though they suggest that the two-facet model is not the best
solution to this issue, the extant evidence strongly suggests other-
wise. First, as Holbrook and colleagues note, their Study 3 found
that both AP and HP correlate positively with Sell and colleagues
(2009) measure of “success in conflict.” They describe this as a
measure of dominance, but a close review of the scale’s items
suggests that it is better characterized as a measure of generalized
social influence or persuasion, combining both dominance and
prestige. In fact, many items seem more prestige-like, which would
explain the stronger correlation with AP (e.g., “People generally
do what I ask them to do”; Sell, Tooby, & Cosmides, 2009).

Even more important, Holbrook and colleagues also cite our
prior work (Cheng al., 2010) as consistent with their interpretation
of the links between AP/HP and prestige/dominance, but, in fact,
that article reported two studies demonstrating strong support for
our account of these associations. Specifically, using both self- and
peer ratings of dominance and prestige (on scales specifically
developed to assess dominance and prestige), HP and AP showed
predicted, and divergent, correlations with each form of status
attainment, such that those who generally feel AP view themselves
and are viewed by others as prestigious but not dominant, and
those who generally feel HP view themselves and are viewed by
others as dominant but not prestigious. Given these findings, it
would be premature to rule out the A/H pride model as a viable
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explanation for the emotional underpinnings of these two status-
obtaining strategies.

Finally, we both agree that pride is a fundamental emotion that
merits greater research attention. We have little doubt that as a
critical mass of researchers becomes interested in pride—an even-
tuality made more likely by this exchange, thoughtfully instigated
by Holbrook and colleagues—much needed innovative, multim-
ethod research will be conducted, and the remaining issues of
contention will be resolved.
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