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1. Abstract
Stealing thunder involves revealing damaging information about
oneself before others reveal the same information. We investigated
how general vs. specific confessions influenced perceptions of the
confessor relative to when a third party first revealed the information,
or no negative information was provided. Significantly more favorable
evaluations and attitudes toward the confessor emerged when making
a specific confession relative to a general confession and when a third
party revealed the information. No difference in evaluations or
attitude towards the confessor emerged when a general confession
was made relative to when a third party revealed the information.

3. Study Goals

Revealing potentially damaging information about oneself before others
are able to reveal the same information is known as “stealing
thunder”. One important goal of this tactic is to influence others to
perceive oneself in a more favorable light and thus mitigate the damage
should others reveal the negative information first. Thus, an important
benefit of stealing thunder is being able to control the flow of
information.

In fact, prior research suggests this feature is so important that political
figures are perceived as more honest, credible, and transparent when
revealing self-incriminating information first (Dolnik, Case, & Williams,
2003; Ondrus, 1998; Williams, Bourgeois, & Croyle, 1993). Additionally,
the media is also less inclined to pursue, sensationalize, and distribute
negative information about the political figure (Ondrus, 1998; Ondrus &
Williams, 1996). This tactic has also been shown to increase people’s
willingness to re-elect a political candidate to office (Ondrus, 1998).
Beyond the political domain, researchers have found that stealing
thunder can lead mock jurors to view accused individuals more
positively, and less guilty – even to the extent that sentencing decisions
were influenced (McElhaney, 1987; Williams, Bourgeois, & Croyle,
1993).

Clearly, stealing thunder has important real-world implications. To date,
research has investigated a variety of factors that may limit the efficacy
of this tactic. These factors include: the severity of the transgression
(Baldwin & Williams, 1993), whether a person reveals the negative
information before or after it is revealed by a third party (Dolnik &
Williams, 2000), framing the message to downplay the severity (Dolnik
& Williams, 2000), the ethnicity of the accused (White & Williams,
1999), and characteristics of the recipient, such as how much they
process information (Howard, Brewer, & Williams, White & Williams,
1999). An additional factor that may influence the efficacy of this tactic
is the specificity of the information provided by the confessor (general
vs. specific) regarding their transgression.

Indeed, several high-profile, real-world examples may come to mind in
which political figures have revealed the details of their transgressions
to the media but in only very general terms. For example, when
embroiled in the infamous Monica Lewinsky scandal, former U.S.
President Bill Clinton first admitted only to causing pain in his marriage.
Similarly, former U.S. President G.W. Bush acknowledged only that he
had a drinking problem in his past, but not that he had received a DUI.

Of course, what remains unknown is how effective these very general
confessions were and whether providing more specific details of these
transgressions would have led to more favorable outcomes. What we
propose is that although general confessions may be effective in some
contexts, it seems probable that they may be most effective in the
context of a relatively mild transgression and less effective as the
severity of the transgression increases in intensity. This study sought to
test this prediction in the context of a moderately intense transgression.
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Participants.  

Design.

300 undergraduate psychology students participated in return for course credit

4 (Group-type: General confession vs. specific confession vs. thunder vs. control) between participants.

First, all participants received a passage in which a political candidate stated that he opposed the
excess spending of public funds for personal use and was implementing a plan to hold public officials
accountable for their spending.

Participants were then randomly assigned to receive a passage in which either the political candidate
confessed to having misused public funds at a very general level or in specific detail (stealing thunder),
a newspaper revealed the information in specific detail (thunder condition), or no negative information
was provided (control condition).

Participants in the general and specific confession conditions then received the same specific
information provided by the third party. All participants then rated the political candidate on a variety
of dimensions, after which a measure of attitude toward the candidate was obtained.

All questions used 7-point rating scales. 1 = lower ratings on dimension, 7 = higher ratings on dimension.

We used a message that was pretested to be comparatively moderate in intensity involving a political
candidate who misappropriated public funds for personal use.

This study provides an initial test of the efficacy of general
confessions in the context of a moderately intense
transgression within the domain of politics. Our data suggest
that across a variety of dimensions, general confessions do
not provide any additional benefit to the confessor relative to
when negative information is first revealed by a third party.

However, we do find that in many cases confessing the
specific details of one’s transgression appears to result in
significantly more favorable evaluations than confessing at
either a general level or when a third party first reveals the
information.

Although no additional benefit to the confessor emerged
when providing information at a general level of detail, this
approach may be somewhat more successful if the intensity
of the transgression was relatively mild. For example, failing
to make a cashier aware that a food item was not included
on the bill when paying for a meal at a restaurant, or not
coming to a complete stop at a four-way intersection.

1. How confessing at either a general, intermediate or
specific level of detail interacts with the intensity of a
transgression (severe vs. moderate vs. mild) to influence
evaluations and attitudes toward the source.

2. The generalizability of these patterns to domains beyond
politics, such as romantic relationships, professional
sports, the military, etc.

3. Potential boundary conditions such as whether the
person confessing is remorseful, hypocritical, a repeat
offender, political affiliation, etc.

4. The underlying psychological mechanisms that may
explain why stealing thunder is effective at reducing
negative evaluations of the confessor.

2. Introduction

1) Investigate how confessions made at a general level of detail influences recipients evaluations of and attitudes
toward the confessor relative to when information is first revealed by a third party.

2) Whether and to what extent confessing the specific details of a transgression leads to more favorable evaluations of
the confessor relative to both general confessions as well as when the information is first revealed by a third party.

Procedure.

Materials.

Measures.

All analyses were conducted using one-way ANOVA’s with group-type as the independent variable. Because the control
group did not receive any negative information about the political candidate, all analyses produced significant results.
Pairwise comparisons (LSD test) were conducted to evaluate mean group differences on each dependent variable.
Excluding ratings of honesty, no differences on any dependent variable emerged when comparing a general confession
against information revealed by a third party (thunder condition).
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