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The modern world provides people with many opportuni-
ties to share information about successes and failures in
their daily lives, from Instagram to Twitter. Such social
disclosures can be useful tools in curating a reputation
and building social connections: people can choose to
present a public self-image as a successful person or
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Abstract

People manage their social reputation by selectively sharing achievements,
thereby shaping the way others think about them. Autistic traits and social anxi-
ety may have opposing impacts on reputation management. This study aimed to
identify the influence of autistic traits and social anxiety on reputation manage-
ment behavior, independently and in co-occurrence with one another. Seventy-
seven adults with varying levels of autistic and social anxiety traits completed a
novel self-disclosure task that required them to complete a computerized game
and decide whether to disclose their scores to another participant. This design pro-
vided a safe social environment for sharing performance outcomes and allowed us
to manipulate performance outcomes for participants and set a perceived ‘norm’
of high self-disclosure. Results showed that participants were more likely to dis-
close their high than low scores to the other player. Social anxiety reliably pre-
dicted the likelihood of disclosing their scores while high autistic traits predicted
the likelihood of disclosure only in combination with high social anxiety. Addi-
tionally, establishing the norm of high disclosure facilitated self-disclosure in all
the participants. This study shows that social anxiety may influence reputation
management via selective self-disclosure more when co-occurring with high autis-
tic traits. People with varying levels of autistic traits may not behave differently to
maintain a social reputation.

Lay Summary

Most people manage their social reputation by sharing their achievements more
than their failures. A total of 77 adults with varying levels of autistic and social
anxiety traits completed a novel self-disclosure task that required them to decide
whether to disclose their scores to another participant. We found that the behav-
ior of selectively presenting the best performance to maintain a social reputation
is more likely to be influenced by high levels of social anxiety. Participants with
high autistic traits were also likely to selectively disclose their high scores, but only
if they also had high social anxiety.
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to gain sympathy and support by sharing failures. Here,
we examine the decision to engage in selective self-
disclosure to maintain a positive social reputation and
how this might relate to social anxiety and autistic traits.

Sharing information about the self with another per-
son can be a way to gain praise and to seek social
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support, but it can also put the sharer at risk of being
criticized. A detailed analysis of 15 million tweets about
the popular word-guessing game Wordle with more than
2 million people playing the game in January 2022
(Hall, 2022), shows that people share their scores on
social media more often for easy-to-guess words
(Lesser, 2022), which suggests that people prefer to show
off their good performance than share their failures. Sim-
ilar effects have been seen in an explicit reputation man-
agement task developed by Cage et al. (2016). In this
study, participants played a game and were awarded a
score (manipulated to be high or low in relation to other
players). They were then given a choice to display their
scores on a “leader board”. Results showed that both
neurotypical and autistic children displayed their scores
more when their scores put them in the first position. This
pattern of selective self-disclosure is understood as repu-
tation management (Tennie et al., 2010). People engage
in behaviors like sharing their success in order to control
how they appear to other people and thus manage their
reputation.

Social reputation management is likely to involve at
least two key social cognitive processes — theory of mind
and social motivation. Theory of mind (Baron-Cohen
et al., 1985) may be important for deciding what informa-
tion to share and how to communicate this information
in order to influence others. Social motivation includes
the need to maintain a good social status (Chevallier,
Kohls, et al., 2012; Chevallier, Molesworth, &
Happé, 2012) and thus to care about one’s reputation.
Atypicalities in these social cognitive processes have been
linked to both autistic traits and social anxiety (Pearcey
et al., 2021). We consider here how these individual dif-
ferences in social cognition might impact selective self-
disclosure hence reputation management.

Autistic traits include difficulty in social communica-
tion and restricted/peculiar interests (Kanne et al., 2009).
These traits follow a continuous distribution throughout
the population, with a large number of people reporting
low levels of traits while nearly 1.4% of males and 0.3%
of females reporting levels of autistic traits similar to
those with a diagnosis of autism (Constantino &
Todd, 2003). People with higher autistic traits may have
difficulty understanding what other people might be
thinking or feeling (Ronald et al., 2006), which is consis-
tent with suggestions of impaired theory of mind in autis-
tic people (Baron-Cohen et al., 1985). Higher autistic
traits may also be associated with lower social motivation
(Chevallier, Kohls, et al., 2012). High autistic traits do
not necessarily reflect the same experiences and differ-
ences as autistic spectrum conditions; however, research
based on autistic traits provide a starting point to gener-
ate research questions relevant to autistic people (James
et al., 2016; Sasson & Bottema-Beutel, 2022). Therefore,
based on the literature discussed above, we might expect
that autistic people will have some difficulty choosing
actions to maintain a good reputation, including sharing

information about themselves. As an extreme example, a
person with a very poor theory of mind might share all
information or no information in a self-disclosure game,
without regard for what other people will think about
them. Similar but more subtle effects might be expected
for those with high autistic traits.

Some recent studies have evaluated reputation man-
agement in autism in relation to theory of mind and
social motivation (Cage et al., 2013, 2016; Chevallier,
Molesworth, & Happé, 2012; Izuma et al., 2011). When
given the option to donate to charity, typical adults tend
to make higher donations in the presence of others, indi-
cating a concern for maintaining a good reputation in
front of others. However, on the same task, autistic
adults were not affected by the presence of another per-
son (Cage et al., 2013; Izuma et al., 2011). It is important
to note that this lower concern about one’s reputation in
autism is not a result of an inability to understand the
reciprocal nature of social relationships. In the study by
Cage et al. (2013) when participants were informed that
the observer might donate to the participant, hence a
context of potential benefit from social reciprocation,
autistic participants modulated their behaviors in a simi-
lar fashion to typical people; they made a higher dona-
tion to the person who is likely to reciprocate the
behavior. These findings are in contrast to what was
reported in the explicit reputation management task
(Cage et al., 2016) described above, where both typical
and autistic participants decided to display their scores
on the leader-board more often when they had high
scores. In summary, the findings from the above-
discussed studies suggest that the overall picture of repu-
tation management in autism is somewhat mixed.

The second set of traits that is particularly relevant to
reputation management is social anxiety. Social anxiety
is characterized by excessive worry about what other peo-
ple may think with a particular focus on any potential
negative evaluation by others (Stein & Stein, 2008). The
fear of negative evaluation or humiliation results in social
avoidance in social anxiety disorder (SAD) (Stein &
Stein, 2008). People with high social anxiety often show
larger audience effects (Uziel, 2007) and engage less in
self-disclosure (Schlenker & Leary, 1985). In general con-
versation, socially anxious people disclose very little
or share more superficial information about themselves
than the conversation partners (McCroskey &
Richmond, 1976; Meleshko & Alden, 1993). Since in
computer-mediated interactions, there are diminished
non-verbal cues and people have the ability to edit the
conversation by filtering out the unflattering content,
these factors encourage selective positive self-presentation
in social media. Socially anxious people report greater
comfort in engaging in social interaction online than face
to face (Erwin et al., 2004; Walther, 1996) and demon-
strate greater self-discloser in online interactions than
non-socially anxious participants (Weidman et al., 2012).
They are less likely to avoid a face-to-face conversation
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with someone if they have had an opportunity to talk to
them online (Markovitzky et al., 2012).

To summarize, our examination of the previous liter-
ature on reputation management through selective social
disclosure in relation to autistic traits and social anxiety
leads us to make distinct predictions for these two charac-
teristics. If high autistic traits are linked to a poor theory
of mind and poor reputation management, then we
would predict that people with these traits would share
social information with little concern about maintaining
social reputation. For example, they might share a high
score on a game just as often as a low score. In contrast,
if social anxiety traits are linked to an excessive focus on
reputation management, we would expect people with
high social anxiety to engage in careful selective social
disclosure and to share information only when they have
high scores. Thus, we can draw out contrasting predic-
tions for how autistic traits and social anxiety might
impact the process of reputation management and self-
disclosure.

Interestingly, high autistic traits and high social anxi-
ety often co-occur (Freeth et al., 2013; Spain et al., 2018).
Nearly 50% of autistic people experience social anxiety
(Maddox & White, 2015). A recent review shows that
self-reported autistic traits are more highly correlated
with self-reported social anxiety in autistic than non-
autistic participants (Spain et al., 2018). Studies suggest
that cognitive abilities might mediate this relationship as
social anxiety is more common in autistic people with
high cognitive abilities (Witwer & Lecavalier, 2010).
Those autistic people who may lack insight into their
social difficulties may be “protected” while those who
have insight into their social limitations may feel acutely
lonely (Attwood 2000, p. 97). A recent study further sug-
gests that difficulty understanding others’ perspectives
might make autistic people anxious about the confusing
and uncertain nature of social interactions (Hunsche
et al., 2022). Hence, while linked to social situations, the
anxiety experienced by autistic people may have a slightly
different origin than what is typically experienced by
socially anxious people that is, a fear of negative evalua-
tion by others. The coexisting anxiety may also result in
misinterpretation of social cues and possibly negative
social interactions resulting in social avoidance despite
having higher social motivation in autistic people
(White & Roberson-Nay, 2009). While independently
these traits may have opposing influences on reputation
management behaviors, it is less clear how they interact
when co-occurring and influence the processes of reputa-
tion management. Specifically, is it possible to define
which of these traits takes precedence when the social sit-
uations involve behavior that may directly impact social
status?

The present study aimed to characterize the behavior
of sharing information about the self in relation to both
autistic and social anxiety traits, in order to better under-
stand how these traits influence the process of reputation

management. We developed a novel task to explore self-
disclosure in a computer game, similar to (Cage
et al., 2016). In our task, participants played a simple
game and received a score every three trials; they could
then choose to disclose their score to another player via a
chatroom, receiving a positive comment from the other
player if they do so. We measured how often people
chose to disclose their score, and if they do so more for
their high-performance outcomes compared to low-
performance outcomes hence being selective in self-
disclosure.

Based on our review above, we can draw out several
distinct predictions for this data. First, we predict that
participants will generally disclose their high scores more
often than low scores. Second, we predict that partici-
pants with high autistic traits will be less selective in self-
disclosure and that participants with high social anxiety
traits will be more selective in disclosing their high scores
only. We do not have specific predictions for the interac-
tion between these factors.

METHODS
Participants

A total of Seventy-seven adults (46 females) aged 18—
32 years (M = 23.08, SD = 3.41) took part in the study.
They were recruited through study recruitment posters,
as well as social media posts from the (information with-
held to anonymize the manuscript), and local autism sup-
port groups (contacted through websites such as
MeetUp, Facebook, the National Autism Society, and
(information withheld to anonymize the manuscript)
Autism Society). We did not recruit participants based on
formal autism or social anxiety diagnoses but aimed to
recruit a sample with a wide range of autistic and social
anxiety traits. Participant characteristics as measured for
this study are presented in the Table 1. The rationale
for the tools used is given in the section “measures”. All
the participants provided informed written consent prior
to data collection.

Measures

The Autism-Spectrum Quotient- Adult -AQ (Baron-
Cohen et al., 2001): All the participants completed the
Autism-Spectrum Quotient (AQ) scale, a self-report
50-item scale in which each item is scored as 1 or
0. Participants scoring 226 are recommended to
undergo full autism diagnostic assessment (Baron-
Cohen et al., 2001). About 25% of participants scored
>26 indicating that a larger proportion of our partici-
pants had significantly high autistic traits than the typ-
ical population which is 1.4% for males and 0.3% for
females (Constantino & Todd, 2003).
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TABLE 1 Participant characteristics.
Variable Gender N Mean (SD) Skewness (SE) Z score
Age All 77 23.1(3.41) 0.86 (0.27) 3.18
Females 46 22.8 (3.43) 1.04 (0.35) 2.97
Males 31 23.5(3.38) 0.67 (0.42) 1.60
Score on The Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale All 77 55.2 (19.66) 0.06 (0.27) 0.22
Females 46 58.4 (18.50) 0.07 (0.35) 0.2
Males 31 50.3 (20.63) 0.21 (0.42) 0.5
Score on The Autism-Spectrum Quotient- Adult All 77 21.6 (6.46) 0.24 (0.27) 0.89
Females 46 21.2(5.91) —0.20 (0.35) —0.57
Males 31 22.1(7.27) 0.52(0.42) 1.24

Set (3 trials)

Participant
chooses from the Other player
pre-written responds by
phrases to share choosing from the
their score pre-written phrases

|

Aprox 6 seconds |

Run (20 sets)

FIGURE 1 Dot guessing game presentation.

The Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (LSAS)
(Liebowitz, 1987): A 24-item, self-administered tool to
measure avoidance of social interactions and avoidance
of social performance. A score above 30 is a good indica-
tor of significant social anxiety (Rytwinski et al., 2009).
A large number of our participants (90%) scored above
30 on LSAS indicating a high proportion of participants
with significant social anxiety in this sample.

Self-disclosure task: The behavioral task was pre-
sented on a computer screen running Matlab (The Math-
Works Inc., 2000) and Cogent toolbox. The Cogent 2000
is developed by John Romaya and the Cogent 2000 team
at the Wellcome Department of Imaging Neuroscience,
UCL. This task had a “dot guessing game” where partici-
pants tried to perform a difficult counting task (details in
the section below) and received “feedback™ on their per-
formance. The participants were told a cover story that
another player has also joined this game and will take
turns to play the game. In reality, there was no other

player, only a simulated player whose responses were
generated by a computer program. The participant had
the chance to disclose their scores to the other player in
the “Self-disclosure” phase after every set of 3 trials of the
dot guessing game.

Dot guessing game: In this game participants saw a
random number of dots appearing on the screen for only
0.5 s. They then guessed the number of dots using a scale
that allowed them to choose any number between 0 and
100. On the 3 learning trials, they received feedback indi-
cating the accuracy of their guess as 1-4 stars (1 = not
close, 4 = very close). On the test trials, feedback was
given as an average accuracy for a set of three trials. The
game had three runs. Each run had 20 sets of 3 trials (see
Figure 1).

Feedback manipulation: On the test trials, feedback
provided on each set did not accurately reflect the partici-
pant’s performance but was manipulated to ensure that
each participant received a mix of 4, 3, 2, and 1 star
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scores over the 20 sets of trials. If a participant’s actual
average score on a set was more than 3.5 stars that is, the
participant could guess the number of dots very effi-
ciently, they were shown a feedback score of 4 stars. Sim-
ilarly, if their average score for three trials was 1, they
were shown a score of 1 star. However, if their score was
anything between 1.1 and 3.5, they were shown a ran-
domly chosen score from 4, 3, 2, or 1 star/s as feedback
on their performance. Overall, we tried to ensure that
each participant received an approximately equal number
of 4, 3, 2, and 1-star feedback.

Cover story: Participants were told they will play the
dot guessing game on the computer against another
player who is also participating in the study. They were
told that they are not allowed to meet the other partici-
pant. In reality, participants played the game alone and
were presented with pre-set commands on the computer.
Participants were told that there are four runs of the
game and that in the Ist and 3rd run, they will play
the game while the “other player” is available to chat,
while in the 2nd and 4th runs the “other player” would
play the game and the participant will be available to
chat. The runs for the “other player” were included to
help the participant believe that the other player was
real. The 4th run of the game (that was the last run and
was to be played by the other player) was never pre-
sented as it would not have any impact on the partici-
pant’s behavior. Instead, participants were debriefed
after the 3rd run.

Self-disclosure: On starting the game, participants
chose an animal icon to represent them and were able to
meet their game partner in a simple chatroom (Figure 2).
In this chatroom, participants could choose one of 3 or
4 statements to interact with, which then appears in the
“conversation bar” on the right of the computer screen.
After a short delay, the partner’s response appears, giving
the impression of a text message conversation. For

FIGURE 2 Anexample of
the “specially designed chatroom
for the study.

”»

Sl 94

example, the conversation could go: PARTICIPANT
(P): Hi, RESPONSE (R): Hello, how are you, P: Good
thank you, what about you? R: Good thank you, have you
done such a study before? P: Yes, a couple of times, do you
often take part in studies? R: I do take part sometimes, P:
Best of luck, R: It will be fun. (see Table S1 in the supple-
mentary materials for all the text snippets used in the
sample conversations).

After this brief interaction with the other player, par-
ticipants proceeded to the “dot guessing game”. At the
end of every set (i.e., 3 trials) of the dot guessing game,
participants received feedback along with an option to
disclose their score to the other player (or not), who was
waiting for their turn and was available to chat. If the
participants chose to disclose their score with the other
player, they would be directed to the chatroom, where
they could then choose from three available sentences to
disclose their score. The other player (i.e., the computer)
then “responded” with a suitably positive statement. For
example, after a 4-star trial, P says: Hooray and R
responds: Great job, or after a 1-star trial, P says: Oops,
not good and R responds: Better luck next time (see
Table S2 in the supplementary materials for examples). If
participants chose not to disclose their score, they had to
wait for approximately 6 seconds until the next trial
began; this was to ensure that motivation to complete the
study more quickly does not affect participants’ decision
to disclose their score to the other player.

Procedure

This study was reviewed by (information withhold to
anonymize the manuscript). All procedures performed in
this study were in accordance with the ethical standards
of the (information withhold to anonymize the manu-
script) and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its

Fes\lea

Chat room
&
5 oo tkyen.
g Vs
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later amendment in 2008. Informed consent was obtained
from all the individual participants.

All the participants completed the consent form and
demographic information sheet upon arrival. They com-
pleted the AQ scale (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001) and LSAS
(Liebowitz, 1987). Then the behavioral task (dot guessing
game and specially designed chatroom) was explained to
them. Instructions were displayed on the screen and par-
ticipants started the task believing that they were playing
with another participant.

The task began with a demonstration of the “dot
guessing game”. Once they understood the game, they
had an opportunity to have a brief chat with the “other
player” as described above. Participants then proceeded
to the 1st run of the task in which they played 20 sets
(each set has 3 trials) of the “dot guessing game”. After
each set, they received a score and had the option to dis-
close it or not to the other player. If they chose to disclose
the score, they were directed to the chatroom, or else they
waited for the next trial to begin (see Figure 1).

On the 2nd run, the other player played the game
while the participant waited. On 16 out of 20 sets of the
dot guessing game, the other player (computer) disclosed
its score to the participants and revealed a score of 1 star
(on 4 sets); 2 stars (on 4 sets); 3 stars (on 4 sets) or 4 stars
(on 4 sets) in a randomized order. For 4 sets the com-
puter did not disclose the score and participants received
a message suggesting “the other player has chosen not to
share their score for this set”. This high level of disclosure
across all types of outcome scores was chosen to set a
norm for extensive self-disclosing in the 2nd run that is,
the run played by the other player (computer) so that we
could see if participants’ levels of self-disclosure changed
in the following (3rd) run. The 3rd run of the dot gues-
sing game was again played by the participants. The pro-
cedure of this run was the same as the 1st run. The task
ended as the participant finished this run.

Data analyses

Selective self-disclosure: We compared the self-disclosure
over four levels of scores awarded for each set, using a
repeated measure ANOVA. Because participants’ scores
were partly determined by their true performance, it was
not possible to ensure that everyone received an equal
number of 1,2,3, or 4 stars scores. Therefore, the self-
disclosure for the four scores was calculated as a propor-
tion of the number of sets on which that score was
awarded.

X (sets with score X where participant disclosed their
score)l X (sets with score X).

A logistic regression was used to predict the self-
disclosure of participants (raw score yes/no as a binary
choice) with three primary predictors (1) the score partici-
pants were awarded for their performance, (2) their AQ
score, and (3) their score on LSAS. The two-way and

three-way interactions of these variables were also added
to the model.

Additionally, we calculated overall self-disclosure as
the sum of trials when participants decided to disclose
their score and compared this between runs 1 and 3 (those
completed by the participant) using a paired sample ¢-
test. This allows us to determine whether the proportion
of self-disclosure increased once the participants observed
the high disclosure of the other participant in run 2.

RESULTS

Selective self-disclosure: A comparison of selective self-
disclosure in relation to the scores awarded to the partici-
pants showed that they disclosed their scores more when
they received a higher score than when they received a
lower score in both the 1st (Greenhouse—Geisser cor-
rected: F(2.56, 194.37) = 18.98, p < 0.001, n,> = 0.200)
and 3rd (Greenhouse—Geisser corrected: F(2.67, 205.91)
= 22.05, p <0.001, npz = 0.223) runs (See Figure 3). For
example, in run 1, the participants disclosed their score
on 70% of sets where they were awarded 4 stars but only
49% of sets where they were awarded 1 star. Similarly, on
run 3, they disclosed their score on 80% of sets when they
were awarded 4 stars and only 52% when they were
awarded 1 star.

Logistic regression: The regression model was
designed to determine whether the decision to disclose
the scores in the game was predicted by AQ, LSAS
scores, or the level of scores awarded. Results presented
in Table 2 show a significant main effect of LSAS scores

I Runt
[ Run3

075 1
05r¢ i
025+ i
0
1 2 3 4

Scores awarded

Proportion of self-disclosure

FIGURE 3 Self-disclosure in relation to the scores awarded to the
participant over two runs of the game.
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TABLE 2 Logistic regression model including three main factors and their interactions for predicting self-disclosure.
1st run 3rd run
Predictors Df Wald x2 P Wald x2 P
Score awarded 3 6.32 0.097 4.04 0.257
AQ 1 1.15 0.283 2.08 0.149
LSAS 1 6.74 0.009** 6.84 0.009**
Score awarded x AQ 3 6.40 0.094 3.22 0.359
Score awarded x LSAS 3 10.31 0.016* 7.68 0.053
LSAS x AQ 1 2.55 0.110 4.26 0.039*
Score awarded x AQ x LSAS 3 11.17 0.011* 5.71 0.127

Note: Score awarded = 1 to 4 stars participants saw as feedback on their performance on the dot guessing game. Abbreviations: AQ = score on The Autism-Spectrum
Quotient- Adult -AQ (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001) showing the level of autistic traits. LSAS = scores on The Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (LSAS) (Liebowitz, 1987)

showing the level of social anxiety.
*p < 0.05.
**p < 0.001.
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FIGURE 4 To understand the interactions in 1st and 3rd runs we here plot the proportion of social disclosure in relation to the score awarded
and the median split-based subgroups with high and low autistic traits measured on AQ and high and low social anxiety measured on LSAS.

in both 1st and 3rd runs, suggesting a significant role of
social anxiety on self-disclosure. There is also a signifi-
cant two-way interaction between scores awarded and
LSAS. These results show that social anxiety influenced
participants’ decision to disclose their scores more selec-
tively, which in this case meant that participants with
high LSAS scores disclosed their high scores more often
than low scores.

We also found a significant three-way interaction
between scores awarded, AQ, and LSAS on the 1st run.
These results suggest that the presence of high autistic
traits along with high social anxiety and the levels of
scores awarded can have a differential effect on the
decision to self-disclose. To understand this effect fur-
ther we created sub-groups of high- and low-scorers on
the AQ and LSAS, based on a median split of the data

on each measure. As shown in Figure 4, participants
disclose their scores more when they are awarded a bet-
ter score (upward slope of the lines); and participants
with high LSAS scores are generally less likely to self-
disclose (solid lines). The interaction seems to be influ-
enced primarily by the high-LSAS-high-AQ group, who
disclose very little when they are awarded low scores
but a lot more when they are awarded high scores (solid
blue line).

Looking at the plot for run 3 reveals similar effects.
There is a two-way interaction between AQ and LSAS
on the 3rd run. Once again, the decision to disclose scores
seems to be influenced primarily by an interaction
between social anxiety and autistic traits.

Overall self-disclosure: The participants chose to dis-
close their scores with the other player on more than half
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of the sets in the first run (M = 11.40, SD = +7.23 out of
20 sets) as well as on the 3rd run (M = 12.60, SD =
+6.15) after the “other player” had their turn. A paired
sample z-test shows that the score sharing increased sig-
nificantly in the 3rd run (¢ (76) = —2.37, p = 0.020).

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to explore how autistic traits
and social anxiety may affect the tendency to self-disclose
and act to build a social reputation. In this study, using a
self-disclosure task, we find the following key results.
First, participants engage in selective self-disclosure to
enhance their social reputation. Second, social anxiety
reliably predicts the tendency to self-disclose while autis-
tic traits influence self-disclosure only when co-occurring
with high social anxiety traits. Finally, adults with co-
occurring high autistic traits and high social anxiety are
the most sensitive to maintaining a positive social reputa-
tion by sharing high scores more often than low scores.
We have additionally found that self-disclosure increases
after engaging in a social interaction that promotes
it. We now discuss these results in relation to previous
studies investigating how autistic traits and social anxiety
may affect reputation management.

Selective self-disclosure

The ubiquity of social media now gives many people the
opportunity to share information about themselves and
to carefully curate what information they share (Ahern
et al., 2007). In this study, we found that typical adults
disclosed their scores on an online platform to the other
player more when they were awarded a higher score than
when they were awarded a lower score. This finding is
consistent with the literature suggesting that computer-
based interactions encourage people to selectively share
information about themselves that help presents a posi-
tive self-image (Walther, 1996). People disclose informa-
tion about themselves more when they expect positive
feedback from others (Schlosser, 2020). Hence, self-
disclosure is used as a social currency to form relation-
ships and liking (Omarzu, 2000). However, achievements
or failures do not always predict self-disclosure behavior.
As we see in the present study, participants disclosed their
higher score more than the lower score but the levels of
score do not always reliably predict if a participant would
disclose this information to others. Several other factors
play a role in determining if a person would disclose
information about the self or not. Self-disclosure or shar-
ing information about the self is an inherently rewarding
experience (Csibra & Gergely, 2011). People choose to
give up monetary gains to be able to disclose information
about themselves rather than to share a fact (Tamir &
Mitchell, 2012). Also, people feel obliged to disclose
information about themselves when their communication

partner does so (Omarzu, 2000). This might further
explain the increased self-disclosure we found in the pre-
sent study in the 3rd run when participants observed their
communication partner disclose both their high and low
scores. In the next section, we discuss some personality
traits that influence the decision to share information
about self and to build a positive social reputation.

Impact of social anxiety and autistic traits on
selective self-disclosure

The findings from this study indicate that social anxiety
plays a significant role in influencing people’s self-
disclosure of performance. People with high social anxiety
were less likely to disclose information about their perfor-
mance than those with low anxiety (reflected in the main
effect of social anxiety for runs 1 and 3), but, like people
with low social anxiety, they were more likely to disclose
their performance outcome when their score was higher
(reflected by the two-way interaction in run 1). This is con-
sistent with the idea that people with high social anxiety
adopt a self-protective stance in which they limit their self-
disclosure to a minimum, hence reducing the chances of
being negatively evaluated (Meleshko & Alden, 1993).
Online interactions are particularly helpful for socially
anxious people as they allow them to overcome the cogni-
tive burden of processing their and their partner’s non-
verbal cues and focus only on verbal responses (High &
Caplan, 2009). At the same time, online interactions help
conceal undesirable cues such as blushing, looking away,
or anxious body movements hence helping socially anx-
ious people to present themselves in a positive light
(High & Caplan, 2009). Findings from the present study
support this idea of selective self-presentation by socially
anxious people on online platforms, as our participants
with high social anxiety selectively concealed their low
scores. We observed that the interaction between scores
and social anxiety is not as strong in the 3rd run as it was
in the 1st run of the participants’ performance. The major
difference between these two runs was a middle run in
which the other player (computer) completed the dot gues-
sing game while the participants observed. The other
player disclosed a mix of low and high scores hence setting
a “not too high” performance standard. It is reported that
socially anxious people perceive themselves more nega-
tively when the expected standard of performance is set
high than when it is set low (Wallace & Alden, 1997).
Their self-evaluation is more affected by the expected per-
formance standards than by their own performance, hence
their tendency to hide “not so favorable” information
about self might be context-dependent (Moscovitch &
Hofmann, 2007). Since in our task the expected standard
of performance was set as “not too high”, it might have
helped participants feel comfortable sharing their low
scores as well.

Unlike social anxiety, we found that autistic traits
had little impact on self-disclosure independently of
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social anxiety. People with high as well as low autistic
traits disclosed information about their performance in
largely the same way (reflected by the non-significant
main effect of autistic traits in the regression). Looking at
the cognitive mechanisms underlying reputation manage-
ment, these findings are contrary to the reduced social
motivation theory (Chevallier, Kohls, et al., 2012) which
claims that people with higher autistic traits may have a
lower motivation to maintain social reputation. Interest-
ingly, the coexisting traits of high social anxiety changed
this “indifference” to reputation management but only in
people with high autistic traits. Our findings suggest that
participants with high autistic traits co-occurring with
high social anxiety are more sensitive to their social repu-
tation than those with low social-anxiety and/or low
autistic traits. These findings suggest that while our par-
ticipants with high autistic traits were aware of the strate-
gies that could be used to maintain a high social
reputation, only those with additional social anxiety used
them. The findings suggest that while people with varying
levels of autistic traits have comparable abilities to reflect
on what others may think about them, they may not
attempt to change manage their reputation unless they
have a tendency to feel anxious about negative evaluation
of others. This is consistent with the findings of Cage
et al. (2013) who discussed the role of positive motivation
(i.e., expectation of benefitting from engaging in social
behaviors) on reputation management in autistic people.
They found that while autistic people may not engage in
reputation management (donation to a charity) in the
presence of others, they do engage in it when expecting
tangible personal benefit (expecting reciprocity in dona-
tions to them). This supports the idea that autistic people
can identify behaviors that may result in a better social
reputation but may not always engage in them.

Previous studies exploring reputation management in
autistic participants did not evaluate co-existing social
anxiety or anxiety traits. It is possible that the mixed
findings reported on reputation management in autism
emerge from the sample differences in co-existing social
anxiety. It is known that autistic people are more likely
to have negative social experiences which increase their
sensitivity to social rejection or lead them to have lower
expectations of positive social interactions (Acker
et al., 2018; Rowley et al., 2012). Autistic adolescents are
also more likely to report low self-esteem than compara-
ble non-autistic adolescents with similar negative social
experiences (Sebastian et al., 2009). This further high-
lights the need to examine the effects of autistic traits and
co-occurring social anxiety when exploring social reputa-
tion management.

Limitations
The participants included in the present study were

recruited from a range of settings including local support
groups, autism charities, and University students to

capture a broad population with varying levels of autistic
traits. This resulted in a sample that is unlike the typical
population, as our sample had a much higher proportion
of people with high social anxiety and high autistic traits.
However, this gave us a wide spread of scores on mea-
sures of autistic traits and social anxiety to explore linear
relations with other variables.

The small number of participants in the study might
have limited the power to detect smaller effects, particu-
larly multi-factorial interactions. A post-hoc analysis
indicated that we were sufficiently powered (0.8) to detect
medium effects or larger (odds ratio of 0.33 or greater),
suggesting that smaller effects may have been missed.

While we have a good spread of scores on tools used
in the study, the absence of information about the diag-
nostic status of the participants, and the small sample
size, limit the generalization of findings to the larger pop-
ulation. Therefore, it would be important to replicate the
study with a larger sample size, potentially with a sample
that includes autistic participants with varying levels of
anxiety.

Unlike the natural social or online social situations,
we presented a highly restricted social environment to the
participants. While it helped us ensure better control over
unpredictable social situations, it significantly limited the
ecological validity of the task. Despite the limitations
listed here, these preliminary findings with people with
high autistic traits and high social anxiety present a
strong rationale for future exploration of the role of co-
occurring anxiety in influencing reputation management
in autistic people.

Implications

The results from this study help us understand the possi-
ble factors affecting mixed findings on reputation man-
agement in autistic people. It also highlights the
importance of measuring the role of social anxiety when
exploring social cognition and social decision-making in
autism. Finally, these findings hint toward how co-
occurring anxiety may make autistic people hypersensi-
tive to any social evaluation, needing specialized support
to manage social situations. Systematic exploration of
co-existing social anxiety and autistic traits, as presented
in this study, can give us insights into the underlying
mechanisms through which these factors affect social
behaviors, hence guiding suitable treatment approaches.

CONCLUSION

Overall, findings from this study suggest that reputation
management, measured as the propensity to self-
disclosure in an online game, is influenced by whether the
score was high or low, severity of social anxiety, and
whether the other player shared their scores. The findings
also suggest that people irrespective of their autistic traits
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engage in reputation management when motivated to
avoid negative evaluation. Furthermore, the co-existence
of high autistic traits and social anxiety may make people
sensitive to their social reputation. This needs further
investigation to see if similar findings are seen in people
who have a diagnosis of autism with and without a social
anxiety disorder.
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