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ABSTRACT
Scholars agree that conflict management behaviors are one critical determinant of the
positive or negative relational and individual consequences of friendship conflict. Aggression is
regularly regarded as a maladaptive conflict response by scholars and individuals alike.
However, there is a subset of indirect aggressive behavior that may be alluring in a conflict
setting but is not yet understood – snark. Two studies explore views of snark and measurement
of its use. The first study examined the normative beliefs and naïve theories people hold about
snark in relation to alternative conflict behaviors. The impacts of gender and personality traits on
snark views were explored. The second study established a self-report measure of individuals’
inclination to using snark in response to friendship issues. Snark use’s relationships with gender,
personality traits, and friendship qualities were examined. These studies provide a foundation for
future research on this potentially problematic conflict response.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION
Friendships contribute to development, provide support, and benefit general happiness
and wellbeing, beginning in childhood and extending through adolescence, emerging adulthood,
and beyond (Bagwell & Schmidt, 2013; Blieszner & Roberto, 2004; Hartup & Stevens, 1997).
While generally positive, friendships are complicated, and the depth and range of friendship
interactions often mean that conflict is unavoidable, at least on occasion (Laursen & Collins,
1994; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995). Conflict occurs in all close interpersonal relationships, but
friendship conflict is unique as friendships are voluntary relationships and members must learn
to manage conflict carefully to avoid losing the relationship (Hall, 2012; Poulin & Chan, 2010).
To do this, individuals must be able to assert or defend their own needs and goals without
unfairly infringing on those of the partner or compromising broader expectations for intimacy
and commitment (Rawlins, 2017). As reviewed below, many individuals have little difficulty
managing conflicts with friends adaptively. But many struggle, and the poor management of
conflict with friends is a source of broader interpersonal and intrapersonal difficulties.
Over the past few decades, a large empirical literature has arisen that examines adaptive
and maladaptive management of conflict within the context of friendship (see Samter [2003] for
review). This literature is significant as the identification of problematic ways of handling
friendship conflict can be instrumental in building interventions designed to prevent the
dissolution of friendships in vulnerable individuals. This dissertation extends this literature by
introducing and evaluating a friendship conflict management behavioral strategy that is
hypothesized to be problematic but so far has been largely ignored – snark. Examples of snark
1

and snarky behavior can be found portrayed in traditional and social media, in popular writing,
and in a few cultural commentaries (Denby, 2009; Dorfman, 2009). Additionally, the term snark
and the phrase “snarky behavior” is common in colloquial speech. To our knowledge, however,
there is no psychological research on snark—inside or outside the context of friendship conflict.
This dissertation provides a conceptualization of snark, particularly as it might relate to
friendship and individuals’ interests in addressing conflict with friends. The use of snark, which
is a form of aggressive sarcastic humor, may be less adaptive than some other forms of conflict
management but attractive to some individuals who see it as a means to retaliate for a friendship
infraction without being transparently confrontational and risking loss of the friendship. Two
studies are described. Given the dearth of psychological research on snarky friendship behavior,
Study 1 provides a beginning understanding of snark by exploring the normative beliefs that
emerging adults hold about this behavior. Specifically, this study explores the emotions, motives,
and presumed consequences that people infer about snarky behavior they witness between
friends and contrasts these with their corresponding beliefs about other forms of adaptive and
maladaptive conflict responses. It also explores how some types of personal differences may
moderate presumptions about snark with friends. Study 2 will introduce and evaluate the
reliability and utility of a self-report questionnaire that could be used with emerging adults to
assess the likelihood that they would use snarky responses in a friendship conflict and how this
relates to several other individual and relational characteristics.
Friendship and Conflict
Friendship has been defined as a relationship between two individuals characterized by
mutual involvement, positive affective ties, and a spirit of equality between members (Annas,
1977; Hartup & Stevens, 1997; Hinde & Stevenson-Hinde, 1987). When functioning well,
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friendships aid in the social, cognitive, and emotional development of the individuals and
enhances overall psychosocial well-being (see Bagwell & Schmidt [2013] for full review).
Friendship is distinct from other close interpersonal relationships, such as those with family
members, as individuals participate in friendships voluntarily and can readily terminate them if
they find them unrewarding, restrictive, coercive, or abusive (Poulin & Chan, 2010). Though
expectations of friends may vary across the lifespan, at all stages, friendship is expected to
provide a positive “cost-benefit” relationship for its members (Hartup & Stevens, 1997; Hays,
1985). In fact, the struggle for balance within a friendship may extend beyond standard “cost”
and “benefit” exchanges. Rawlins (2017) argues that a variety of balancing acts exist within a
friendship: between dependence on one another and independence of self and identity; between
judgement and acceptance of another’s behavioral displays; between seeking instrumental aid
and displaying affection; and between expressiveness of one’s own opinions and protectiveness
of the other’s feelings. Managing each and all of these requires balancing one’s own individual
needs against the relational desire for closeness and commitment within friendships.
Broadly defined, conflict is a state of incompatible behaviors or goals (Laursen & Hafen,
2010). Conflict is not uncommon to friendships (Laursen & Collins, 1994; Laursen, Hartup, &
Koplas, 1996). In fact, conflict is a widely recognized negative feature of friendship and has long
been believed to be one of the greatest threats to friendship stability (Selman, 1980). Conflict
that is unbridled, frequent, or lingering normally runs contrary to friendship members’
expectations and conceptualization of what friendship should represent (Hall, 2012). Yet conflict
can also bring benefits, such as increased social understanding and improved social skills
(Laursen & Hafen, 2010; Laursen & Hartl, 2015). Interpersonal conflict provides opportunities
for defining relationship roles, improving communication, and strengthening interconnection

3

between members (Hartup, 1992, 1996). Friendship conflict can be especially beneficial, as
research has found that conflict in close, voluntary, and horizontal relationships initiate the most
social learning, relational cooperation, and individual change (Laursen & Hartl, 2015).
It is not the presence of conflict alone, however, or even the frequency, but the
management of conflict that has been found to be most critical in friendship outcomes (Laursen,
1993). The balance between autonomy and relatedness needs of both friendship partners
becomes especially important during times of conflict (Tamm, Tulviste, & Urm, 2018). To
manage conflict successfully, each partner must be able to assert their own needs while also
considering the needs of the other partner and broader friendship goals and expectations
(Rawlins, 2017). Some individuals do this well, but others find it difficult throughout
adolescence and young adulthood (Chango, Allen, Szwedo, & Schad, 2015). Conflict
management with friends may be especially important in the transition to college. With the
departure from the family home, peers take over as primary attachment figures for most, and
positive attachments with peers is associated with better personal, socioemotional, and academic
adjustment (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, & Cribbie, 2007). Still, the
transition to college is difficult for many reasons and conflict with friends is common (Berry,
Willingham, & Thayer, 2000; Sherman, Lansford, & Volling, 2006). Efforts to manage conflict
can be deduced from individuals’ behavior with friends in actual conflict situations or examined
more directly from their expressed views in hypothetical situations on how conflict with friends
should be handled and from the response strategies they do and do not endorse (Jensen-Campbell
& Graziano, 2001). We must have a better understanding of how young people engage in
conflict with their friends while balancing the various needs of friendships to better identify
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strategies that are successful compared to those that may be damaging to friendship quality and
longevity, and to further support intervention and prevention goals.
Conflict Management Behavior
Three broad patterns of conflict have been distinguished in the literature. Coercive
conflict is marked by negative valence, engaging in power assertion and coercion techniques,
and often results in unfavorable or unequal outcomes (Adams & Laursen, 2001). In contrast,
constructive conflict is neutral or positive and utilizes cooperative tactics such as negotiation to
achieve equal or mutually favorable outcomes (Adams & Laursen, 2001). Finally, unresolved
conflict is often marked by disengagement of one or both parties and results in no clear outcome
(Adams & Laursen, 2001).
It is widely agreed that coercive conflict has a significant negative impact at both the
individual and relational level. Coercive conflict directly opposes expectations of support and
intimacy, which can be damaging to the quality and stability of relationships and lead to feelings
of isolation and loneliness in individuals (S. Cohen, 2004). Coercive conflict is a stressful event,
which can initiate the body’s fight-or-flight system and over time have a negative impact on
health and wellness (Buerki & Adler, 2005; Friedman, Tidd, Currall, & Tsai, 2000; Reznik,
Roloff, & Miller, 2010). However, constructive conflict has also been shown to initiate the stress
system and its negative health impacts (Fortner, 2016; Reznik et al., 2010). Laursen and Hafen
(2010) argue that the association between constructive conflict and beneficial outcomes is
nonlinear, such that benefits increase up to a moderate amount of conflict but then taper off or
begin to decline if it becomes too frequent. Alternately, coercive conflict has a strictly linear
correlation with outcomes, such that as conflict increases, beneficial outcomes decrease and
negative outcomes increase consistently (Laursen & Hafen, 2010). Unresolved conflict is also
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generally believed to be negative, and avoidance behaviors common to unresolved conflict may
be particularly damaging due to the retention or generation of negative emotions, which are
uniquely linked to long-term negative health outcomes (Simons, Emery, Simons, Wills, & Webb,
2017).
While much research has focused on the endpoint of conflict and how resolution impacts
the relationship and its partners, the behaviors that relationship partners display during conflict
are important to understanding these patterns fully. As communication is an integral part of both
relationships and the management of conflict within them, it is not surprising that the
communications literature provides the most extensive research on conflict management
techniques. Communication strategies during conflict are particularly important in predicting
stability and satisfaction in romantic relationships (see Canary [2001] for review), and it is likely
that the same would be true in close friendships.
Communications scholars break down conflict responses into three categories:
integrative, distributive, and passive-avoidant (Sillars, 1980). These patterns of communication
during conflict resemble the conflict resolution patterns discussed above. Integrative responses,
like constructive conflict, are the most positive approach, as they involve a direct address of the
conflict and emotions with a positive or neutral approach focused on cooperation and
compromise (Feeney, 2004; Sillars, 1980). Distributive responses are also direct but fall to the
negative end of the spectrum, utilizing face-threatening techniques such as verbal attacks or
accusations to promote personal goals over relational ones, thus qualifying as coercive conflict
strategies (Sillars, 1980). Lastly, passive-avoidant responses seek to disengage from conflict
altogether by diverting conversation or denying the conflict outright and may range from neutral
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to hostile, a pattern which leads to unresolved conflict (Sillars, 1980; Sillars, Canary, & Tafoya,
2004).
Distributive communication may have a unique relationship with the friendship context,
as it is associated with goals of equity restoration (Guerrero & Afifi, 1999), and equity is an issue
central to the friendship context. Equity theory posits that individuals find mutually beneficial
relationships, where partners are relatively equal in resources and gains, to be the most satisfying
(Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978). Equity should not be too difficult to achieve in theory, as
research has shown that friends tend to be quite similar in many domains (see Brechwald &
Prinstein [2011] for a review). Yet, it is important to note that these similarities do not eliminate
all differences, and even subtle differences, real or perceived, can have important implications on
friendships, such as predicting nasty behavior (Parker & Massey, 2018). Feelings of inequity
may generate feelings of anger or frustration, which can fuel conflict or competition in the
relationship.
Competition between friends is relatively common, as competition often stems from
social comparisons which are more likely to occur between partners of close relationships
(Tesser, 1988). As distributive communication is linked with competitive intentions (Sillars,
1980), it is possible that this behavior is at least moderately common among friends. Ongoing
competition and conflict may lead to deterioration of friendship quality over time and is often the
cause of friendship termination (Hartup, 1992; Laursen et al., 1996). Research has found that
while adolescents do not endorse using such behaviors in response to hypothetical scenarios,
coercion and other distributive strategies are often still employed in actual interactions into
adulthood (Laursen, Finkelstein, & Betts, 2001). These strategies cover a range of attacks that
include verbal aggression, arguing, accusations, and sarcasm (Guerrero & Afifi, 1999). While
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many of these behaviors have been addressed in the developmental and friendship literature, the
last is notably missing. Snark overlaps with sarcasm and one main goal of this dissertation is to
understand beliefs about snark as a conflict response and the impact this behavior can have on its
victims and the quality and stability of friendships.
Beyond relational outcomes, conflict response styles can also influence personal wellbeing. Distributive communication’s harsh, negative response style has been linked consistently
to increased distress for individuals. A competitive conflict style is associated with increased
stress due to the increased chances of continued relational conflict (Friedman et al., 2000).
Distributive communication is also likely to incur a negative response from the conflict partner,
and mutual hostile communication is positively linked to both increased stress and stress-related
health problems such sleep disturbances, emotional problems, and anxiety (Reznik et al., 2010).
It is important to note that both integrative and avoidant conflict styles have also been
linked to increased stress and possible negative health outcomes (Fortner, 2016; Reznik et al.,
2010). Researchers theorize that even positive conflict-management techniques can increase
stress because direct engagement with conflict expends a great deal of cognitive and emotional
energy but may not always yield positive conflict resolution (Reznik et al., 2010). However,
avoidance and distributive methods may be particularly damaging due to the retention or
generation of negative emotions, which are uniquely linked to long-term negative health
outcomes (Simons et al., 2017)
Humor is another conflict management tool that can be used to buffer negative affect.
However, aggressive humor’s association with certain individual traits indicates that it may be
linked with negative health and well-being outcomes, though this has not been systematically
tested (Lavoie, Miller, Conway, & Fleet, 2001; Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir,
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2003). While snark could allow an individual to release negative emotion without directly
engaging in a conflict, the evidence above still suggests it is likely to be associated with negative
individual outcomes, depending on its effect on conflict-related stress and enduring negative
affect. The second main goal of this dissertation is to develop a tool for identifying individuals
who are inclined to use snark when experiencing conflict with a friend. Being able to identify
these individuals will be important to exploring the relationship between snark use and
individual well-being, and later implementing potential intervention and prevention strategies.
Conceptualizing Snark
Etymology. According to Merriam-Webster’s dictionary, lexicographers have sometimes
questioned whether snarky is a real word, but it has appeared as an adjective in the English
language for more than 100 years, continuing:
Its original meaning, “crotchety, snappish,” has largely been overtaken,
however, by the far more frequently-encountered sense “sarcastic, impertinent
or irreverent,” (Merriam-Webster, 2020, “Snarky vs. Sarcastic,” para. 1).
“Snarky” may be used to describe a specific utterance or assertion, or more generally to
describe a specific person who engages in this behavior habitually. Both uses are of interest in
this dissertation. Study 1 will evaluate normative beliefs about saying something snarky in the
context of a friendship dispute, and Study 2 seeks to reliably identify individuals who profess to
being inclined to being snarky across many types of friendships disputes.
Snark and sarcasm. One important consideration in the conceptualization of snark is its
overlap with sarcasm. Sarcasm has a deeper history in the psychological and communications
literature. Sarcasm is defined as “a sharp and often satirical or ironic utterance designed to cut or
give pain” (Merriam-Webster, 2019, “Definition of sarcasm,” para.1). Research definitions
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differ, with some studies identifying sarcasm and irony as interchangeable while others
differentiate between the two on whether the statement refers to a person or a situation, wherein
sarcasm more closely aligns with the dictionary definition while irony applies to what others
would call “situational sarcasm” (Averbeck, 2013; Ball, 1965). In theory, sarcasm comes in a
variety of forms which can be self-, other-, or situation-directed and can occur either in the
presence of its target or indirectly (Averbeck, 2013; Ball, 1965; Ivanko, Pexman, & Olineck,
2004). Each of these forms are likely to have different goals and outcomes, but because of its
direct interpersonal function, the facet of specific interest in this dissertation is face-to-face,
other-directed sarcasm. Some research has shown that the understanding of sarcasm develops
into middle and late childhood (Pexman, Glenwright, Krol, & James, 2005), but a true
appreciation for its usage and humor does not appear until late adolescence or early adulthood
(Glenwright, Tapley, Rano, & Pexman, 2017).
Merriam-Webster’s dictionary notes the close and overlapping connection between snark
and sarcasm, specifically:
The precise difference between utterances described as sarcastic and snarky will
vary somewhat based on the individual using each word. Some feel that sarcastic
usually implies irony, or stating the opposite of what is really intended (for
example, “thank you so much for your promptness” spoken to someone who
arrives late), whereas snarky implies simple impertinence or irreverence (as [in]
“does it ever get cold on the moral high ground?”; Merriam-Webster, 2020,
“Snarky vs. Sarcastic,” para. 1).
In everyday speech and interpersonal function, the distinction between the ironic and the
insolent or impertinent elements of a sarcastic statement are probably less important than
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whether the statement is harsh, directed at a person, and intended or experienced as censure,
reproach, animosity, demeaning, reprimanding, or humiliating. In short, snarky comments are
always sarcastic but not all sarcastic comments function as snark interpersonally.
Snark as aggression. As a harsh, person-directed criticism or insult, snark also has a
connection with some forms of aggression. So-called social aggression is aggression that is
“directed toward damaging another’s self-esteem, social status, or both” (Galen & Underwood,
1997). Social aggression can conceivably be physical, but it is generally regarded as verbal and
nonverbal. Social aggression includes direct behaviors, such as verbal criticism or ignoring
someone, and negative body language that is demeaning or condescending. When not done faceto-face, social aggression involves gossip and other individual and group verbal and nonverbal
behaviors designed to exclude someone from an important group (Galen & Underwood, 1997).
Thus, some categories of social aggression are indirect aggression, defined as aggressive
behavior that is done covertly or behind the victim’s back (Björkqvist, Österman, & Lagerspetz,
1994). Moreover, social aggression has overlap with another form of non-physical aggression—
relational aggression. Like social aggression, relational aggression is defined as verbal
aggression directed at damaging another individual’s relationships or group status as a means to
harm them or coerce their behavior (Crick et al., 1999). Relational aggression can be indirect,
operationalized as gossip, or direct, with emphasis on threatening an individual with loss of
group membership or friendship. Both social and relational aggression can be provoked by a
dispute or conflict or can occur unprovoked by an actor with an outside motive or grievance with
the victim (Little, Brauner, Jones, Nock, & Hawley, 2003).
While snark shares elements of social and relational aggression, its distinctions from
these better-known constructs are also important. First, like social and relational aggression,
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snark can occur unprovoked by actors with tangential agendas or can be provoked when an actor
feels slighted, wronged, disappointed, or attacked by the target. However, as discussed, relational
and social aggression are broader constructs that include provoked or unprovoked aggression that
is indirect. This dissertation’s use of the term snark includes only face-to-face behavior between
an actor and a target.
Second, although popular authors such as Denby (2009) have noted that the ironic and
sarcastic elements of snark require a knowing audience, perpetrators may cast their audience net
broadly or narrowly according to their purpose. Snark that employs sarcasm based on popular
culture, current events, celebrity, icons, and so on, can be readily appreciated by victims and
witnesses alike—each understanding the negative references and implied comparisons. In this
regard, like social and relational aggression, snark can operate to diminish and demean others’
social standing and group inclusion. Yet unlike social and relational aggression, which, in most
recognizable forms require at least tacit group participation, snark can occur privately, with little
regard for the participation and sympathy of a witness or a broader group. Further, when snark
references past events, symbols, conventions, idioms, etc., understood only between relationships
partners, the ironic and sarcastic elements that define snark could be missed or under-appreciated
by witnesses who are not its direct target. As such, snark can take the form of an “inside joke”,
albeit a negative one. Users and victims can understand this, and even presumably manipulate
this fact to keep the aggressive nature of their exchange from becoming public. In the literature
on social or relational aggression, an emphasis is placed on the weaponizing of others to hurt a
victim by excluding the victim from important social groups (e.g., though gossip). Snark may be
used for this purpose also, but this intent cannot be assumed.
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Relatedly, the literatures on social and relational aggression assume that the hurtful
elements of these forms of aggression turn on individuals’ needs for inclusion and social
belonging (Underwood, 2002). To the extent that social inclusion is deeply connected to the self
(Leary, 2006), snark likely shares this aggressive function to some degree. However, it is
proposed that snark is foremost directed at harming the integrity and security of a target’s selfesteem and self-image in important domains. As Denby (2009) colorfully notes, “snark is a
teasing, rug pulling form of insult that attempts to steal someone’s mojo, erase her cool,
annihilate her effectiveness” (p. 4). As such, any role snark plays in driving outsiders away
should be considered secondary. Snark can exercise leverage over individuals even when they
do not feel that their relationship or group status is at stake.
The lure of snark in friendship. If snark may be damaging to a friendship, why do
individuals behave this way towards friends? We can surmise that because snark is aggression
cloaked in sarcasm and humor, perpetrators sometimes hope that these elements will render the
aggression more palatable to others, perhaps even the victim. More obvious and transparent
forms of aggression could draw criticism from or be judged more harshly by the victim and
bystanders as they violate understood friendship expectations (Hall, 2012). Perpetrators may be
drawn to snark as a more subtle alternative. Indeed, theorists argue that sarcasm is useful for
tension management and is likely to be used when an individual is trying to address a situation
without causing too much disruption through open conflict (Ball, 1965). To this point, there is
evidence that sarcasm and other related behaviors have paradoxical features. Sarcasm is
perceived as offensive, victimizing, and anger-provoking (Bowes & Katz, 2011), but it is also
rated to be more humorous, polite, and positive than direct criticisms (Bowes & Katz, 2011;
Ivanko et al., 2004). Likewise, hostile humor is associated with the escalation of conflict
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(Bippus, 2003), but also with an improved mood and anger-release for the sarcastic speaker
(Berkowitz, 1970). Indeed, sarcasm, a key element of snark, has been found to be better accepted
when people have common ground and a good rapport, such as friends would have (Clark &
Marshall, 1981; Pexman et al., 2005). Lastly, authors who have written about snark have
commented on its artfulness, brilliant and creative phrasemaking, and comedic timing (Denby,
2009). Moreover, snark flatters listeners and victims by assuming they are sophisticated enough
to understand an oblique-but-contemptuous reference or joke (Denby, 2009). Accordingly, we
may surmise that some users of snark do so in hopes that, compared to other, more-direct and
manifest forms of attack and threat, snark blunts retaliation by impressing victims and witnesses
to some degree and leaving them flatfooted and at a loss for words.
Though not its sole purpose, snark may also be particularly useful in addressing conflicts
related to equity issues. Just as distributive communication is often promoted by competitive
intentions and goals of equity restoration (Guerrero & Afifi, 1999; Sillars, 1980), sarcasm can be
used to exert one’s control and maintain boundaries when in a position of superiority, or to
subvert existing power dynamics and undermine control when in a position of inferiority (Ball,
1965). In friendships where power is unbalanced, direct aggression may jeopardize the
friendship. A superior friend who aggresses directly against the inferior is likely to be perceived
as mean and may face repercussions from the peer group. On the other hand, an inferior friend
who aggresses openly against the superior risks being ostracized and losing the friendship
entirely, a resource they likely rely on in the social network. To add to the complexity, speakers
and audiences may see snark differently. Studies have shown that sarcastic speakers interpret
their comments to be humorous and more polite than direct attacks (Bowes & Katz, 2011), even
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though their targets do not. Snarky speakers may consider themselves to be acting with more
restraint and respect than their targets and others do.
Toward a Definition of Snark and Snarkiness
A few modern writers have addressed the topic of snark in books, offering a general
definition of snark as involving negative, sarcastic, undercutting behavior (Denby, 2009;
Dorfman, 2009). These definitions do not provide much operational guidance and they do not go
very far in suggesting boundaries to the construct or linking the construct to its interpersonal
motives and context. Toward this end, we suggest the following working definition of snark:
Snark is a form of verbal, face-to-face aggression that involves using negative, ad
hominem, sarcastic or non-literal humor to diminish and disarm the victim.
As such, snark is a class of aggressive behavior directed principally at the self-esteem and selfviews of the victim. Snark skillfully employs elements of cheekiness, playfulness, and wit to
undercut and disarm victims while amusing any audience at the victim’s expense. Because it is
shrewd and incisive, snark presumably makes it difficult for targets to respond effectively and
for others to censor. By relying on humor and ambiguity, it allows the perpetrator to level
criticism while permitting some protection from culpability. In this way, snark may be a
particularly useful tool for individuals to levy criticism at someone, including a friend, while
attempting to avoid reproach.
There are a variety of possible motives underlying snark such as harming the self-esteem
of the victim, establishing or altering power in the relationship, or more simply just expressing
frustration or attempting to persuade behavioral change. The construct shares several elements
with social and relational aggression, but it can be distinguished from these constructs,
particularly for its emphasis on face-to-face behavior, its private as well as public use, its

15

emphasis on the victim’s intrapersonal (self) versus interpersonal (group inclusion) vulnerability,
and some of the ways it may allow perpetrators to deflect accountability. Research is needed on
these and other features of snark to develop an understanding of the behavior and its role in
dyadic relationships.
Current Research
This research sought to provide a foundational exploration of snark by addressing
perceptions of the goals and impacts of snark in friendship and developing a measure to identify
individuals who are more likely to use snark against their friends. Snark is more skilled and
nuanced than other forms of aggression. Because it is largely neglected in the literature,
however, our understanding of this type of aggression is incomplete, particularly as a response to
friendship conflict. This dissertation began to explore this topic through two studies. The first
study explored the normative beliefs of emerging adults concerning snark within friendships and
how those compare to other forms of conflict response. The normative beliefs studied here
include the acceptability and effectiveness of this behavior in friendship conflict, the goals and
emotions underlying its use, the impact on its victim, and relational outcomes. In addition, Study
1 explored individual factors that may moderate beliefs about snarky behavior in friendship,
including sex, general sarcasm use, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism. The
second study aimed to validate a new measure for self-reported use of snark and explore the
internal consistency of this measure, its test-retest reliability, and the extent to which an
individual’s desire for social desirability relates to their own reported use of snark. Study 2 also
explored the new snark measure’s correlation with existing self-report scales for sarcasm use and
relational and social aggression use. Finally, Study 2 explored individual differences that may
predict snark use including gender, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism. It also
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addressed the interpersonal consequences of snark use through the closeness, conflict, and
competition present in individuals’ close friendships. These studies provide a conceptualization
and measurement of snark as a start to further study in the nuances of aggressive behavior and
the roles that different aggressive behaviors may play in friendship interactions, quality, and
sustainability.
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STUDY 1: NORMATIVE BELIEFS AROUND SNARK IN FRIENDSHIPS
Introduction
The first goal of this dissertation was to explore the concept of snark by assessing
individuals’ normative beliefs about snark between friends. As there is no existing research on
snark in the field of developmental psychology, this study provides a first glimpse at how people
think about the appropriateness, effectiveness, motives, and consequences of snark in the
friendship context, and how an individual’s personality traits may impact the ways they view
snark. For the purposes of this research, snark was explored within the specific context of
friendship conflict in an emerging adult sample.
As noted, conflict is common in friendships, and poorly managed conflict, especially
aggressive responses, can be harmful to the overall quality of the friendship. However,
aggression can also be a strategy for gaining social status and power within a peer group (Berger,
Karimpour, & Rodkin, 2008). Social aggression is associated with status goals of both the
individual and peer group (Faris & Ennett, 2012; Sijtsema, Veenstra, Lindenberg, & Salmivalli,
2009), and is predictive of peer-rated social status (Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Lagerspetz, 2000;
Walcott, Upton, Bolen, & Brown, 2008). These patterns are consistent throughout elementary,
middle, and high school (Heilbron & Prinstein, 2008), but limited evidence exists during the
college years. While the overall rate of aggression decreases in the late high school and early
college years, individual and relational patterns established throughout adolescence may
continue into adulthood (Pepler et al., 2006). More research is needed to understand how young
adults think about this type of behavior and how it relates to social and relational goals.
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In this study, participants read hypothetical vignettes which depicted two friends
interacting in a setting where there is a relationship imbalance (i.e., one friend is superior to the
other in some way) that causes upset feelings in one friend, establishing a potential for conflict.
Conflict and rivalry can arise from comparison and competition in friendships, as friends are a
common tool used to reflect on one’s own self and accomplishments (Tesser, 1988; Zuckerman
& Jost, 2001). There is some evidence that discontent over imbalances in a friendship may lead
to increased competitive behavior (Parker & Massey, 2018), so this research employed this
situation as the context to explore perceptions of snark.
To aid in developing a full understanding of how people think about snark, it was
compared to three other potential conflict responses discussed in the introduction above: a
distributive response (such as a direct verbal attack), an integrative communicative response
(such as discussing one’s feelings openly and calmly), and a withdrawal response (such as
ignoring or disengaging). Each of these behaviors have been shown to have distinctive effects
and meanings in relational conflict, allowing a comparison with snark to better understand its
impact in a relational conflict setting. Because theory and research suggest that integrative
responses are the most beneficial overall, integrative responses will provide the benchmark for
assessing snarky responses. Two other responses—distributive attacks and withdrawal—have
also been shown to have distinct negative implications for conflict resolution and both relational
and individual well-being. Accordingly, snark will also be compared to distributive and
withdrawal responses. While it is expected that snark will be perceived more negatively than
integrative responses, snark’s sarcasm and humor were expected to result in more positive
perceptions overall than distributive attacks or withdrawal in a friendship context.
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This study focused on the normative beliefs of a young adult (undergraduate) sample.
Young adults are ideally suited for an initial investigation of normative beliefs surrounding snark
because of the complicated nature of sarcasm use. Although even young children have the ability
to detect non-literal statements, understanding of intentions behind the use of sarcasm do not
begin to develop until middle childhood, and even so, adolescents have a lower level of
understanding of sarcasm than do adults (Filippova & Astington, 2008; Glenwright & Pexman,
2010). This may be because a full appreciation for sarcasm and its intentions requires better
theory of mind skills (Blakemore, 2008; Dumontheil, Apperly, & Blakemore, 2010), and these
continue to develop late into adolescence (Blakemore, 2012). As such, a young adult sample is
more equipped to successfully address early questions of the functions and impacts of snark
without concern of a lacking developmental understanding of the behavior itself. Further, snark’s
incorporation of humor may be particularly difficult for children or adolescents to understand, as
research has shown that perception of humorous elements in sarcasm and the understanding of
the possible muting function of ironic criticism continues to develop through adolescence and
into adulthood (Dews et al., 1996; Pexman et al., 2005). Finally, while increases in sarcasm
production do begin to appear in adolescence, production rates continue to lag significantly
behind those of adults (Aguert, Laval, Gauducheau, Atifi, & Marcoccia, 2016; Gibbs, 2000;
Pexman, Zdrazilova, McConnachie, Deater-Deckard, & Petrill, 2009). This may be important, as
research has shown that individual sarcasm use can impact one’s perceptions of sarcasm in
general and its impact during an interpersonal interaction (Ivanko et al., 2004). These various
factors indicate that while children and younger adolescents are equipped to identify sarcasm and
begin to interpret its social impact, they may have a limited understanding of the various nuances
and full implications of sarcasm use in a social context. As this is a foundational study for future
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research into this area, a young adult sample will provide a strong basis of understanding which
can be used as a comparison for further developmental study.
Perceptions of snark may also differ by gender. This study sought to address questions
regarding differences between males and females in acceptance of snark within friendships and
perceptions of motivations and impact, based on previous research into gender differences in
sarcasm interpretation and usage. Evidence consistently shows that males use sarcasm more
frequently in speech than do females (Bowes & Katz, 2011; Gibbs, 2000; Ivanko et al., 2004).
This pattern holds both generally and in specific contexts, such that males display higher sarcasm
than females both with friends and in negative situations (Colston & Lee, 2004; Gibbs, 2000).
There is substantial evidence that perceptions of sarcasm vary between sexes as well. Males
show a more favorable attitude towards sarcastic statements (Ivanko et al., 2004) and are more
likely to perceive them as humorous (Jorgensen, 1996). Women, in contrast, judge sarcastic
comments more critically than do men (Drucker, Fein, Bergerbest, & Giora, 2014; Glenwright et
al., 2017) and are more likely to be offended or angered by them (Jorgensen, 1996). It is possible
that these patterns reflect the same association between personal sarcasm usage and perceptions
shown by Ivanko et al. (2004). This study sought to further explore these sex differences by
examining them within the context of friendship conflict.
Normative Beliefs and Naïve Theories
Many decades of research demonstrate that individuals hold normative beliefs and naïve
theories about significant behaviors, and these can guide their intentions and evaluations of
others (Guerra, Huesmann, & Hanish, 1994; Heider, 1958; Huesmann, Guerra, Miller, & Zelli,
1992). Normative beliefs are individual, subjective beliefs about the acceptability of a specific
behavior across different settings and people (Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). These normative
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beliefs are both influenced by and further influence the individual’s broader mental awareness of
a situation, helping to regulate inappropriate behaviors and guide emotional and behavioral
reactions to others’ behaviors (Guerra et al., 1994; Huesmann & Guerra, 1997). While normative
beliefs are traditionally measured strictly as an individual’s understanding of the acceptability of
a behavior or prevalence within a certain group (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; Huesmann et
al., 1992), other aspects of an individual’s interpretation of a behavior can be assessed through
the naïve theories they hold about the behavior’s purpose and nature (Heider, 1958). Heider
argued that people develop naïve theories about other people’s behaviors to help explain and
predict social interactions. People attribute various feelings, beliefs, and intentions to others
based on their behavior to help understand it better. Both normative beliefs and naïve theories
guide individuals’ response decisions (Guerra et al., 1994; Heider, 1958), so it is important to
examine these two cognitions in tandem to aid in developing a full understanding of a behavior’s
perceived function in a relational context.
The primary aim of this study was to examine how people think about snark in
comparison to three other conflict behaviors (i.e., integrative, distributive, and withdrawal). Six
specific normative beliefs and naïve theories were addressed in this study:
1. Is snark acceptable behavior within friendships?
2. Is snark an effective conflict management technique within friendship conflict?
3. What emotions precede the use of snark?
4. What motivations underly the use of snark in friendships?
5. What is the perceived impact of snark on the victim?
6. What relational consequences are believed to result from the use of snark in
friendships?
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The following section addresses each of these beliefs separately along with some general
hypotheses related to the role of gender in the normative beliefs in these areas. All relevant study
hypotheses are summarized following the section on individual differences.
Is snark acceptable behavior within friendships? While some aggressive behaviors,
like physical aggression, are universally understood to be unacceptable in friendship, judgments
on other forms of aggression are less straightforward (Goldstein & Tisak, 2010; Helwig,
Hildebrandt, & Turiel, 1995). Sarcasm can be a useful tool in expressing frustration, coercing
behavioral change, or delivering a criticism while attempting to minimize conflict or hostility
(Ball, 1965). As such, it may be an enticing strategy for friends who are upset to alleviate
conflict and may be deemed more acceptable in the realm of friendship than direct hostile
behaviors. However, snark still contains an aggressive undertone and as such is unlikely to be
fully promoted over other positive behaviors that friends can choose.
Research on sarcasm usage with friends indicates that males are more likely than females
to use sarcasm with friends (Gibbs, 2000), thus it is likely that males will also be more likely to
endorse this behavior hypothetically. It is also possible that males are more likely to endorse
snark over other conflict response options as compared to females. In a study of conflict
strategies and friendship stability, Bowker (2004) found that minimizing tactics were associated
with negative outcomes for female friendships but positive outcomes for male friendships, and
more direct conflict strategies were actually associated with positive outcomes for female
friendships. These effects are likely impacted by gender differences on friendship expectations
(Hall, Larson, & Watts, 2011) and general differences in amounts of conflict and interactional
styles between same-sex friends (Benenson & Christakos, 2003; Maccoby, 1990). Further
support for these gender differences was expected in the current study.
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Is snark an effective conflict management technique? Managing conflict is a
complicated balance of intra- and inter-personal needs, emotions, and goals, as discussed in the
previous chapter. How different behaviors affect conflict scenarios has been studied, and there is
some evidence of sarcasm’s effect in these scenarios in communications literature. It has been
argued that irony and sarcasm can provide persuasive elements to an argument to aid in affecting
attitudinal or behavioral change (Gibbs & Izett, 2005). However, this may depend somewhat on
the specific target of the irony. Personally critical sarcastic statements were rated less effective in
an argument scenario than both literal statements and situationally critical ironic statements
(Averbeck, 2013). As snark is sarcasm directed in an attack on the personhood of its victim, it is
possible that snark will be viewed as the least effective of all conflict response alternatives.
What emotions are behind snark use? Conflict generates a variety of negative
emotions, and behavioral responses vary widely by which emotions are experienced and how
individuals respond to those emotions (Bell & Song, 2005; Nair, 2008). This study sought to
understand what emotions people believe might drive a snarky response during a conflict
situation. Anger and other negative emotions, such as frustration and even sadness, have been
linked to an increased risk of aggressive behavior (see Anderson & Buchman [2002] for review).
However, negative emotions can also predict withdrawal behaviors (McLaren & Steuber, 2013),
though avoidance is most uniquely predicted by emotions such as worry or fear (Lazarus, 2000).
Further, withdrawal may be more likely than aggression in response to sadness (Lazarus, 2000).
Trying to understand the emotions that precede or drive certain behaviors is one step that
individuals take in developing their naïve theories about the behavior and its function (Heider,
1958). Understanding the emotions that people ascribe to snark will help us understand the
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associations that they make between snark and specific emotional experiences that might predict
its use.
What motivations underly the use of snark in friendships? Previous research on
sarcastic speech has found that speakers use sarcastic criticism when they want to complain or
criticize their target while simultaneously being funny and appearing both less rude and more
emotionally controlled (Dews, Kaplan, & Winner, 1995; Jorgensen, 1996). Bowes and Katz
(2011) found that participants who perceived a comment as sarcastic also perceived the speaker’s
intent to be to lower their friend’s social standing. These findings support the current definition
of snark as an attack on the victim’s self-esteem that allow the aggressor to avoid blame for their
aggressive act. As such, it is expected that snark will be associated with goals related to selfesteem impact, avoiding direct conflict, and power dynamics in the relationship.
What is the perceived impact of snark on the victim? Research on sarcasm has found
conflicting evidence regarding the possibility that sarcasm may mute the negativity of criticism
in comparison to more literal comments (Colston, 1997; Dews et al., 1995; Toplak & Katz,
2000), though there is much agreement that sarcastic criticisms are still hurtful and victimizing to
their targets (Averbeck, 2013; Bowes & Katz, 2011; Glenwright et al., 2017). This study
explored the emotional profiles of victims after snark in comparison to those after other direct
and indirect conflict responses. It was expected that snark would be viewed as more hurtful to
the victim than either integrative or withdrawal responses, but less hurtful than distributive
responses per the muting hypothesis. Building upon previously identified gender differences
regarding the hurtfulness of sarcasm (Ivanko et al., 2004; Jorgensen, 1996), gender differences
were expected in this study as well.
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What relational consequences are believed to result from the use of snark in
friendships? In Goldstein & Tisak’s (2004) study on relational aggression, participants reported
they were more likely to be aggressive towards an acquaintance than a friend, but were more
likely to continue a friendship over an acquaintanceship or dating relationship after being a
victim to aggression. It is possible that while aggression violates friendship norms, friendship
may be more accommodating to occasional transgressions. However, if snark functions like
distributive communication, it is possible that it may be harder to forgive, as McLaren and
Steuber (2013) found, and therefore more likely to have a lasting negative impact on a
friendship. Finally, since there may be gender differences in the appropriateness of sarcasm
between friends, these may also reflect in the expectations of its impact on a relationship.
Goldstein & Tisak (2004) reported that girls were more likely to end any relationship following
aggression, so it is possible that they will perceive a greater likelihood of negative impact on a
friendship by snark that will males.
Individual Differences
The second aim of this study was to examine individual characteristics that may impact
the beliefs that people have about snark, as these beliefs are important to understanding how
snark may affect an individual and their relationship. Establishing how individual characteristics
relate to differing perceptions of snark will help us better understand who may be more likely to
endorse snark use in friendships and who may be particularly vulnerable to experiencing harm
when snark is present in friendship interactions.
Proneness to sarcasm. As sarcasm is a critical element of snark, it is expected that
opinions of sarcasm and its use overall will also impact perceptions of snark. Though there are
only a few studies that have directly addressed the links between general sarcasm use and other
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communication or relationship factors, there is some evidence to support the need for further
investigation. Ivanko et al. (2004) found that differences in self-reported sarcasm use across
different settings predicted differences in mocking or polite interpretations of observed sarcasm.
In a study of cultural differences, Dress et al. (2008) found that northern participants were more
likely to report sarcasm use than southern participants and were also more likely to describe
sarcasm as humorous. As snark incorporates both elements of humor and mocking, individuals
who use sarcasm regularly were expected to find it more acceptable as a response to conflict
within friendships and judge it to have a less harmful effects on the victim than would
individuals who do not regularly use sarcasm.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. Contingent self-esteem is self-esteem that is
dependent on one’s success in specific domains, including relationships with others, and is a
fragile form of self-esteem that requires constant reassurance and approval (Deci & Ryan, 1995).
Individuals with highly-contingent self-esteem are more threatened by negative evaluations and
generally display more anger and hostility following rejection or failure (Zeigler-Hill, Besser, &
King, 2011). When individuals experience negative events within the domain upon which their
esteem is contingent, the negative experience can have more extreme consequences for their selfevaluations and well-being (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Deci & Ryan, 1995). As sarcasm may be
perceived as a form of social rejection or mocking dislike (Asher, Rose, & Gabriel, 2001; Ivanko
et al., 2004), it is possible that snark between friends might be a particularly painful experience
for individuals with high friendship contingent self-esteem. If individuals project themselves
onto the victims of a hypothetical snarky response, individuals with self-esteem that is highly
contingent on their friendships will be more likely to attribute negative consequences to snark
than will individuals without highly contingent friendship self-esteem.
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Narcissism. The Dark Triad personality traits include narcissism, Machiavellianism, and
psychopathy, all of which are associated with maladaptive behavior tendencies and increased
conflict (Horan, Guinn, & Banghart, 2015). Narcissism is characterized by increased levels of
grandiosity, dominance, and superiority (Corry, Merritt, Mrug, & Pamp, 2008), but also an
increased sensitivity to interpersonal rejection (Besser & Priel, 2010). This dichotomy made it of
particular interest to me in use for understanding snark, as individuals with higher narcissism
may both find snark more alluring and more damaging. If snark is indeed viewed as a tool for
establishing power in a situation, it is expected that individuals with higher narcissism will view
snark as an effective tool to use in conflict management scenarios, as they are likely to share
such goals. However, an increased sensitivity to interpersonal rejection may also drive
individuals with high narcissism to see snark as particularly negative from the victim’s
perspective.
Summary
To summarize, this study was designed to explore the normative beliefs and naïve
theories that young adults hold around snark use, specifically when used in the context of
friendship conflict. Further, it aimed to examine the impact of sex and various personality
characteristics (i.e., sarcasm, friendship-contingent self-esteem, and narcissism) on these
perceptions. Specifically, the primary aims and associated hypotheses are listed below:
Aim 1: Examine perceptions of snark relative to other conflict response options (i.e.,
integrative, distributive, and withdrawal), and the role of gender in these perceptions.
1. Snark will be rated less appropriate than integrative responses, but more appropriate than
distributive. Males will find snark more appropriate than withdrawal, while females find
it less appropriate
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2. Snark will be rated as less effective than all three other conflict responses.
3. A distinct emotional profile will be believed to precede a snark response in comparison to
the other responses. The emotional profile will most resemble, but remain distinct from,
that that precedes a distributive response. The emotional profile was expected to include
higher levels of hurt, anger, and envy, with lower levels of worry.
4. Snark will be related to perceived motivations of hurting the victim, making oneself feel
better, asserting power in the relationship, being funny, and avoiding direct conflict. No
differences in perceived motivations will exist between males and females. While the
comparison between snark’s motivational profile and those of the other conflict responses
was largely exploratory, a few hypotheses did exist:
a. Snark will be less related to avoiding direct conflict than withdrawal, but more
than integrative and distributive responses.
b. Snark will be more related to being funny than any of the other conflict responses.
c. Snark will be viewed as equally likely to be intended for hurting the victim as
distributive responses, with both being higher than either integrative or
withdrawal.
5. Victim experience will be rated as negative as those following distributive responses and
more negative than following either integrative or withdrawal responses. Females will
rate the experience as more negative than will males.
6. The likelihood of negative relational impact will be higher following snark than either
integrative or withdrawal responses, but lower than distributive. Females will report a
higher likelihood of negative relational impact following snark than will males.
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Aim 2: Examine individual characteristics as they relate to beliefs around snark’s
acceptability, effectiveness, and victim impact.
1. An individual’s general sarcasm usage will impact their perceptions of snark, such that
individuals who report higher levels of general sarcasm usage will rate snark as more
appropriate, more effective, and less negative to the victim.
2. An individual’s friendship contingent self-esteem will impact their perceptions of snark,
such that individuals with higher friendship contingent self-esteem will rate snark as less
appropriate, less effective, and more negative to the victim.
3. An individual’s narcissism will impact their perceptions of snark, such that individuals
with higher narcissism will rate snark as more acceptable, more effective, and more
negative to the victim.
Method
Participants
Participants were 257 undergraduates (39% male, Mage = 18.8 years) recruited through
the Psychology 101 research pool at the University of Alabama. Consistent with the larger
subject pool, 75% of the participants identified as Caucasian, 16% as African American or
Black, 3% as Hispanic, Latin, or Spanish origin, 4% as a combination of two or more races and
ethnicities, and the remaining 2% as other races including Asian and American Indian. One
participant identified their gender as non-binary and so was excluded from all analyses that
included gender. All participants were recruited during the Fall 2020 semester and were offered
course credit through the subject pool as compensation for participation. Participation was
completed online in a single sitting and generally lasted less than one hour.
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Measures
Stimulus vignettes. Participants were presented with a series of four vignettes, each
followed by a matching set of questions to assess their beliefs and perceptions of the varying
conflict responses. The stimulus vignettes were composed with a common structure and depicted
a brief hypothetical interaction between two individuals described as close same-gendered
friends, matched to that of the participant. Each vignette established one member of the pair as
superior to the other on a specific personal attribute and noted that this imbalance bothered the
second member. A pilot study confirmed that the vignettes depicted scenarios that were realistic
and relevant to an undergraduate sample. The vignettes depicted scenarios in the domains of
academic success, physical attractiveness, popularity, and wealth. Upset over imbalances such as
these has been shown to spark snarky competitiveness in a previous study (Parker & Massey,
2018). For example, the vignette for academic success is:
Taylor and Riley have been best friends for years. They enjoy spending time with
each other and do lots of things together. Taylor always gets A’s in every class,
and all of their peers think that Taylor is smarter than Riley. This is upsetting for
Riley who tries very hard in school but often only gets B’s. The two friends are in
the same Biology for Non-Majors class and they just got their midterm grades
back. The instructor praised Taylor in front of the whole class for their perfect
score on the last exam.
With the premise established, the superior member of the pair makes a comment that highlights
his or her success in the given domain and could promote social comparison between the pair. In
piloting, participants viewed these statements as generally innocent in nature (i.e., not intended
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to hurt the friend) but also having at least moderate potential for generating problems or upset
feelings in the friendship. For the prospective vignette above, the initiating comment is:
As the friends are leaving class, Taylor asks Riley, "I’m glad the exam went well.
How'd you do?"
Finally, the vignette concludes by displaying the second partner’s response to the first partner’s
comment. Efforts were made to ensure participants would read the correct intonation into the text
while also not providing any leading emotions or intentions that may impact the participants’
responses to follow-up questions. The aggrieved member’s response varies systematically in
constructiveness or negativity, thusly:
 Snark: e.g., Riley replies sarcastically, “Never fear, your role as teacher’s pet is safe.”
 Direct: e.g., Riley replies quickly, “Why don’t you try being less nosy, geek? You’re
such a try hard.”
 Withdrawal: e.g., Riley replies, looking away, “I’m going to be late to my next class.
Later.”
 Integrative: e.g., Riley replies calmly, “I’d rather not talk about grades. I work really
hard but feel bad about my grades compared to how well you do.”
All subjects received each of the four behavior responses once and each vignette once; pairings
were counterbalanced across the sample such that each behavior response occurs with each
vignette with equal frequency and that the order of vignette presentation varied. See Appendix A
for all four vignettes used. Throughout the rest of this paper, the character that replied with the
varying conflict responses will be referred to as the actor, while their friend will be referred to as
the target.
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Perceptions. Following each vignette, participants answered the same series of questions
to explore their perceptions of the behavior displayed by the actor. These questions are presented
in Appendix B. These questions were designed to examine the six normative beliefs and naïve
theories described previously and were rated on a 5-point Likert scale.
Appropriateness. One question addressed the participant’s belief of how inappropriate the
conflict response behavior was (1 = not at all inappropriate; 5 = extremely inappropriate).
Effectiveness. One question assessed the participant’s belief of how effective the behavior
was as a conflict management strategy (1 = not at all effective; 5 = extremely effective).
Emotional profile. Five questions were used to address the participant’s belief of how the
actor was feeling before he or she responded. Participants were asked how likely it was that the
actor was feeling hurt, worried, angry, envious, and guilty independently (1 = not at all likely; 5
= extremely likely).
Motivations for use. Six questions were used to examine if participants’ perceptions of
the actor’s motivations reflected the conceptual definition of snark and how it is distinct from the
other behaviors. For the above vignette, participants were asked how likely it was that the actor
was trying to hurt the target, to make themself feel better, to be funny, to change the target’s
behavior, to avoid direct conflict, or to assert power. Responses were rated on a 5-point scale (1
= not at all likely; 5 = very likely).
Victim experience. Two questions were used to assess participants beliefs about how
negatively the target experienced the various types of responses directed at them by the second
actor. First, participants were asked how likely it is that the behavior was upsetting to the target.
Next, they were asked how likely it is that the behavior made the target feel diminished or
demeaned (1 = not at all likely; 5 = extremely likely).
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Relational impact. Two questions were used to assess the participant’s beliefs regarding
impacts on the relationship beyond the story presented. The first question asked if the participant
believed that the actor owed the target an apology (1 = Definitely not, 5 = Definitely yes). The
second question asked if the participants believed that the behavior would have a lasting negative
impact on the friendship (1 = Very unlikely, 5 = Very likely).
Individual Differences. Three questionnaires were used to measure individual
differences in sarcasm use, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism.
Sarcasm usage. The Sarcasm Self-Report Scale (SSS; Ivanko et al., 2004) consists of 16
items that address sarcasm usage in general and in specific settings. Participants ranked their
likelihood of using sarcasm for each item on a 7-point scale. Example items include “Likelihood
that you would use sarcasm with someone you just met,” and “You and your roommate are
having a serious argument about how to share the household chores. How likely are you to use
sarcasm?” The scale’s reliability is well-established by the developing study and use in
additional studies (Bowes & Katz, 2011; Dress et al., 2008). In this study, internal consistency
for the scale was α = .86. A single sarcasm score was computed for each participant by averaging
across all items, following Bowes and Katz (2011).
Friendship contingent self-esteem. The Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem Scale
(Cambron, Acitelli, & Steinberg, 2010) is composed of eight items that measure the degree to
which an individual’s self-esteem is dependent on the quality of their friendships. Participants
rated the extent to which each item is true of them on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = very little like
me; 5 = very much like me). Example items include, “I only feel good about myself when things
are going well in my friendships,” and “When my friends and I fight, I feel bad about myself in
general.” Scores across all eight items were averaged to generate an overall friendship contingent
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self-esteem score, with higher scores indicating that the participant’s self-esteem is more
contingent on friendship quality and success. This scale was shown to have high internal
consistency and good validity and reliability in an undergraduate sample (Cambron et al., 2010),
which was confirmed with this sample (α = .90).
Narcissism. The Short Dark Triad (SD3; D.N. Jones & Paulhus, 2014) was developed as
a 27-item measure of Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism (nine items each).
Participants completed the Narcissism subscale and responded to each statement using a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = disagree strongly; 5 = agree strongly). This measure has been found to be a
valid and reliable measure of the dark triad personality traits while maintaining brevity for use
with a larger battery of questionnaires (D. N. Jones & Paulhus, 2014). Example items include "I
like to use clever manipulation to get my way," "People see me as a natural leader," and "I'll say
anything to get what I want." The internal consistency of the items on the narcissism subscale
was acceptable, α = .65. While somewhat lower than that found by D.N. Jones and Paulhus
(2014; α > .68), it is similar to that found with other undergraduate samples (Aghababaei &
Błachnio, 2015; Blais & Pruysers, 2017).
Results
Preliminary Analyses
All data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS; IBM
Corp, 2016). Primary variables were checked for normality and determined to be within an
acceptable range for skewness and kurtosis. Generalizability across story condition (i.e.,
academic, attractiveness, popularity, or wealth) within conflict response was examined following
(J. Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2015). Individual differences variables (reported gender,
general sarcasm usage, and friendship contingent self-esteem) were included in the model as
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covariates to eliminate any potential biases due to relationships between individual
characteristics and responses to stories. All intraclass correlation coefficients were high (ICC ≥
.86), indicating that there was high generalizability across story conditions. Therefore, story was
ignored for all following analyses.
Normative Beliefs
Participant responses to vignette follow-up questions were analyzed with repeated and
doubly repeated mixed-model ANOVAs to assess differences in normative beliefs between
conflict response conditions. Greenhouse-Geisser corrections for degrees of freedom were used
in all analyses in this section due to violations of sphericity (ε = .72 - .98).
Appropriateness. To address the research questions of snark’s perceived appropriateness
as a friendship conflict management technique relative to alternative responses (Aim 1
Hypothesis 1), a mixed-model ANOVA with type of conflict response (snark, integrative,
distributive, withdrawal) as a within-subjects factor and reported gender (male, female) as a
between-subjects factor was conducted. Results revealed a main effect of conflict response,
(F(2.85, 723.92) = 182.52, p < .001, ηp2 = .42) and an interaction between conflict response and
gender, (F(2.85, 723.92) = 6.93, p < .001, ηp2 = .027) on ratings of appropriateness. There was no
main effect of gender, (F(1, 254) = 1.59, p = .21, ηp2 = .006). For females, the integrative
response was rated as the most appropriate, followed by withdrawal, then snark, then distributive
(p < .05). For males, the general pattern was the same, though there was no significant difference
between ratings of appropriateness for snark and withdrawal responses (see Figure 1). These
findings generally reflect the expected pattern.

36

Effectiveness. To address the research questions of snark’s perceived effectiveness as a
friendship conflict management technique relative to alternative responses (Aim 1 Hypothesis 2),
a mixed-model ANOVA with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive,
withdrawal) as a within-subjects factor and reported gender (male, female) as a between-subjects
factor was conducted. Results revealed a main effect of conflict response, (F(2.78, 704.85) =
194.45, p < .001, ηp2 = .43) on ratings of effectiveness. There was no main effect of gender, (F(1,
254) = 0.22, p = .64, ηp2 = .001) or interaction between conflict response and gender, (F(2.78,
865.58) = 2.17, p = .096, ηp2 = .008). Integrative responses were rated as the most effective
conflict management technique, followed by withdrawal, then snark, then distributive responses
(p < .05; see Figure 2). These findings nearly supported the hypothesis, though snark was rated
as more effective than the distributive response, contrary to expectations based in previous
research (Averbeck, 2013).
Emotional profile. To explore the emotional profile believed to precede snark relative to
alternative conflict responses (Aim 1 Hypothesis 3), a doubly-repeated mixed-model ANOVA
with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive, withdrawal) and type of emotion
(hurt, worried, angry, envious, guilty) as within-subjects factors and reported gender (male,
female) as a between-subjects factor. Results revealed main effects of conflict response, (F(2.69,
683.5) = 30.49, p < .001, ηp2 = .11), emotion, (F(2.89, 746.96) = 542.93, p < .001, ηp2 = .68), and
gender, (F(1, 254) = 11.60, p = .001, ηp2 = .044). This was qualified by an interaction between
conflict response and type of emotion, (F(10.16, 2580.06) = 31.38, p < .001, ηp2 = .11). All other
interactions were non-significant and irrelevant to hypothesis, all F ≤ 1.2, p ≥ .29, ηp2 ≤ .005.
See Figure 3 for depictions of the emotional profiles that were characteristic of each
conflict response and Figure 4 for direct comparisons of each conflict response within each
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preceding emotion. Participants believed that snark was preceded by high levels of envy,
moderate-high levels of hurt and anger, and low levels of worry and guilt. This emotional profile
resembles that reported for distributive responses (as hypothesized), though notably ratings for
envy were significantly higher than hurt and anger for snark but not for distributive. In general,
ratings were lower for snark than the other three conflict responses, indicating that on the whole
participants perceived snark to be a response that corresponded to less emotionality, or perhaps
that they had a harder time identifying the emotions that would precede a snarky response.
Specifically, snark was lower than all three in ratings for hurt, lower than integrative and
withdrawal in ratings for worry, and lower than distributive in ratings for anger and envy. Snark
was only rated higher in one context, as it was rated higher for anger than integrative responses,
though still lower than distributive responses. In summary, the emotional profile of snark
resembled that of distributive with a few notable differences and was in general marked by the
presence of anger, hurt, and envy and the absence of worry and guilt. These findings fully
supported the hypothesis. Additionally, findings suggested an additional feature of snark as a
behavior that may serve a protective function in hiding negative emotionality. This idea will be
expanded upon in the general discussion section.
Motivational profile. To explore the motivational profile believed to underly the use of
snark relative to alternative conflict responses (Aim 1 Hypothesis 4), a doubly-repeated mixedmodel ANOVA with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive, withdrawal) and
presumed motivation (to hurt the target, to make oneself feel better, to be funny, to assert power,
to change the target’s behavior, to avoid direct conflict) as within-subjects factors and reported
gender (male, female) as a between-subjects factor. Results revealed main effects of conflict
response, (F(2.93, 741.25) = 101.74, p < .001, ηp2 = .29), and motivation, (F(4.72, 1194.27) =
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177.5, p < .001, ηp2 = .41), but no main effect of gender, (F(1, 253) = 3.38, p = .067, ηp2 = .013).
This was qualified by interactions between conflict response and presumed motivation, (F(11.21,
2834.93) = 147.72, p < .001, ηp2 = .37), and between conflict response and gender, (F(2.93,
741.25) = 3.98, p = .008, ηp2 = .015). The interaction between presumed motivation and gender
and the three-way interaction were non-significant, F ≤ 1.06, p ≥ .38, ηp2 ≤ .004.
See Figures 5 and 6 for displays of the interaction between conflict response and
perceived motivations. For ratings of actor’s motivation to hurt the target, make themself feel
better, and to assert power in the relationships, snark was rated lower than the distributive
response but higher than both integrative and withdrawal responses. Snark was rated highest for
the motivation to be funny. Snark was rated as less likely to be used for changing the target’s
behavior than either integrative or distributive responses. Finally, snark was rated lower for
avoiding direct conflict than either integrative or withdrawal responses, but higher than
distributive response. For snark specifically, motivations to hurt the target, make themself feel
better, be funny, and change the target’s behavior were rated higher than motivations to assert
power and avoid direct conflict. The motivation to make themselves feel better was rated higher
than the motivations to hurt the target and change the target’s behavior, and the motivation to be
funny was rated higher than the motivation to hurt the target. In all, snark is believed to be a
response used to make oneself feel better and bring humor to a conflict situation, and may also
be used to some degree to hurt the target and change their behavior, but is not as likely to be
perceived as a tool for asserting power or avoiding direct conflict. These findings partially
supported the hypothesis and will be discussed in more detail in the general discussion.
Victim experience. To explore snark’s presumed impact on the target relative to
alternative conflict responses (Aim 1 Hypothesis 5), a doubly-repeated mixed-model ANOVA
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with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive, withdrawal) and target impact
(upset, diminished) as within-subjects factors and reported gender (male, female) as a betweensubjects factor. Results revealed main effects of conflict response, (F(2.83, 718.05) = 158.17, p <
.001, ηp2 = .38), type of victim impact, (F(1, 254) = 181.46, p < .001, ηp2 = .42), and gender,
(F(1, 254) = 6.54, p = .011, ηp2 = .025). This was qualified by interactions between conflict
response and gender, (F(2.83, 718.05) = 2.75, p = .045, ηp2 = .011), and between conflict
response and type of victim impact, (F(2.74, 707.56) = 17.66, p <.001, ηp2 = .065). The
interaction between victim impact and gender and the three-way interaction were non-significant,
F ≤ 1.59, p ≥ .20, ηp2 ≤ .006. The interaction between conflict response and victim impact is
displayed in Figure 7. In general, ratings that the victim felt either upset or diminished were
higher following the distributive response, followed by snark, followed by integrative and
withdrawal responses. Following integrative and withdrawal responses, participants ratings
indicated they believed the victim was more likely to feel generally upset than diminished.
Following snark and distributive responses, in contrast, participants perceived victims as equally
likely to feel both upset and diminished.
The interaction between gender and conflict response is displayed in Figure 8. Ratings for
victim impact were only higher for females than males following the distributive response.
Ratings of victim impact did not differ generally between males and females, though females did
rate impact higher following distributive responses. Both males and females rated victim impact
highest as a result of distributive responses, followed by snark. Females rated victim impact of
snark higher than both withdrawal and integrative responses while males only rated impact of
snark higher than integrative responses. While it was expected that snark would be rated as more
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negative than withdrawal and integrative, these findings are otherwise contrary to the expected
gender differences and expected resemblance between snark and the distributive response.
Friendship impact. To address the research questions of friendship outcomes following
snark relative to alternative responses (Aim 1 Hypothesis 6), two mixed-model ANOVAs were
conducted with participants’ beliefs that the actor should apologize to the target and the
likelihood that the actor’s behavior would have a lasting negative impact on the friendship as
dependent variables.
A mixed-model ANOVA with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive,
withdrawal) as a within-subjects factor and reported gender (male, female) as a between-subjects
factor revealed a main effect of conflict response (F(2.71, 689.14) = 234.41, p < .001, ηp2 = .48)
and an interaction between conflict response and gender (F(2.71, 689.14) = 7.41, p < .001, ηp2 =
.028) on perceived need for apology. There was no main effect of gender (F(1, 254) = 3.60, p =
.06, ηp2 = .014). For females, the perceived need for apology was greatest following the
distributive response, followed by snark, then withdrawal, then integrative with the lowest need
for apology. Responses by males followed a similar pattern, though there was no significant
difference in the perceived need for apology between snark and withdrawal responses.
Differences in perceived need for apology between males and females only existed for the
distributive response, such that females reported a greater perceived need for an apology. These
results are displayed in Figure 9.
A mixed-model ANOVA with type of conflict response (snark, integrative, distributive,
withdrawal) as a within-subjects factor and reported gender (male, female) as a between-subjects
factor revealed a main effect of conflict response (F(2.88, 732.12) = 175.97, p < .001, ηp2 = .41)
and an interaction between conflict response and gender (F(2.88, 732.12) = 4.43, p < .001, ηp2 =
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.017) on perceived negative impact. There was no main effect of gender (F(1, 254) = 2.98, p =
.09, ηp2 = .012). For females, the distributive response was rated as the most likely to have a
lasting negative impact, followed by snark, followed by integrative and withdrawal
simultaneously, as expected. For males, snark is no more likely to have a negative impact on
friendships than integrative or withdrawal responses, and all are less likely to have a lasting
negative impact than a distributive attack. There was no difference between males and females in
the perceived negative impact of snark, contrary to expectations. These findings are presented in
Figure 10.
Individual Differences
To address the research question of how individual characteristics may impact
perceptions and beliefs about snark, a subset of responses to the snark vignette (i.e.,
appropriateness, effectiveness, victim upset, and victim diminished) were analyzed with the selfreport scales. Table 1 shows bivariate correlations, means, and t-tests for males and females
separately for the variables of interest in this section. All of the snark response items were
significantly and moderately correlated. For females, there was a small positive correlation
between appropriateness and sarcasm usage; this correlation was not significant for males.
However, males did show a small positive correlation between appropriateness and friendship
contingent self-esteem; the same was not true for females. Males and females only differed
significantly on one variable: beliefs of victim diminishment following snark. Females were
more likely to believe that the victim would feel diminished and denigrated after the snark
response than were males (see Table 1). It is of note that males and females did not differ in selfreported general sarcasm usage, contrary to previous findings (Bowes & Katz, 2011; Dress et al.,
2008).
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Sarcasm. To test the hypothesis that general sarcasm usage would predict beliefs about
snark use (Aim 2 Hypothesis 1), a hierarchical regression was conducted with gender entered as
a control variable on Step 1, sarcasm entered on Step 2, and the gender by sarcasm interaction on
Step 3. This model was repeated four times, once each for the ratings of appropriateness,
effectiveness, victim upset, and victim diminished, respectively. Regression statistics are shown
in Table 2. As hypothesized, higher reported levels of sarcasm usage were associated with
increased beliefs that snark was an appropriate conflict management response in a friendship
setting (see Table 2). Sarcasm was not associated with perceptions of snarks effectiveness nor
expectations that the victim would feel upset. Though findings did not reach significance at α =
.05, there was some evidence that sarcasm accounted for some variance in reports of victim
diminishment, after accounting for the significant effect of gender (see Table 2).
Friendship contingent self-esteem. To test the hypothesis that friendship contingent
self-esteem would predict beliefs about snark use (Aim 2 Hypothesis 2), a hierarchical regression
was conducted with gender entered as a control variable on Step 1, friendship contingent selfesteem entered on Step 2, and the gender by sarcasm interaction on Step 3. This regression
model was repeated four times, once each for the ratings of appropriateness, effectiveness, victim
upset, and victim diminished, respectively. Regression statistics are shown in Table 3. Contrary
to hypotheses, higher friendship contingent self-esteem was associated with increased perception
of snark as an appropriate conflict management response. Support for other hypotheses was not
found, as friendship contingent self-esteem was not associated with beliefs about the
effectiveness of snark or the degree of its negative impact on the victim.
Narcissism. To test the hypothesis that narcissism would predict beliefs about snark use
(Aim 2 Hypothesis 3), a hierarchical regression was conducted with gender entered as a control
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variable on Step 1, narcissism entered on Step 2, and the gender by sarcasm interaction on Step
3. This regression model was repeated four times, once each for the ratings of appropriateness,
effectiveness, victim upset, and victim diminished, respectively. Results are shown in Table 4.
As expected, higher narcissism scores were associated with an increased belief that snark was an
effective conflict management strategy during friendship conflict. The remaining hypotheses
were not supported; narcissism was not associated with beliefs about the appropriateness of
snark or the degree of its negative impact on the victim.
Discussion
This study provides a first look at the concept of snark through the lens of others’
perceptions. Specifically, this study examined snark’s perceived appropriateness, effectiveness,
emotional profile, motivations, and consequences for victims and relationships when used in the
context of friendship conflict. Understanding these views of snark is key to understanding and
predicting its function and impact in interpersonal relationships. These views, representative of
individuals’ normative beliefs and naïve theories of the behavior, are shaped by an individual’s
prior experiences and social awareness and further shape future behaviors and interactions
(Guerra et al., 1994; Heider, 1958).
This study examined these views in comparison to views of other positive or negative
behaviors which are well-established in the research literature, providing an initial assessment of
where snark fits in existing conflict behavior taxonomies. This study also explored the role that
individual characteristics play in predicting these views. Understanding how individuals may
vary in their perceptions of snark can help us identify individuals who may be at risk of
overusing snark or who are particularly vulnerable to damage from snark. As a whole, this study
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provides an understanding of how people view snark within the context of friendship conflict and
who may be at risk for problematic patterns of snark use.
Normative Beliefs and Naïve Theories
Appropriateness. Choice of conflict response behaviors and responses to conflict
behaviors will both be driven, in part, by views on the appropriateness of the behavior within its
specific context. Snark was viewed as less appropriate than integrative communication, but more
appropriate than a distributive attack. This finding matched expectations based on previous
research, which has found that direct aggression (i.e., a distributive attack) in friendships is
universally unacceptable (Goldstein & Tisak, 2010) and integrative communication is the most
positive form of conflict management (Feeney, 2004; Sillars, 1980). That snark was rated as
more appropriate than a distributive response does not indicate that snark is viewed as
objectively appropriate, however it still provides support for the conceptualization of snark as a
form of aggression that is more subtle than direct attacks. It is possible that this perception could
lead to an increased willingness to use snark.
Females believed snark was less appropriate than withdrawal, again matching
expectations. Males, however, viewed snark and withdrawal equally. This interaction is, in fact,
driven by differences in views on withdrawal, not differences in views on snark. In this study,
females viewed withdrawal as more appropriate than did males. It is interesting that females did
not view snark as less appropriate than did males. Research has indicated that females are less
likely to use sarcasm with their friends (Gibbs, 2000). Further, this finding stands in direct
contrast to previous findings that males view sarcastic statements more favorably than females,
both in friendship settings and negative settings (Bowes & Katz, 2011; Colston & Lee, 2004;
Gibbs, 2000). However, as discussed in the introduction, snark is a very specific and aggressive
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subset of sarcasm and may not hold the same positive perception for males as other forms of
sarcasm. This finding may indicate that the aggressive undertones of snark may conflict with
friendship expectations and be generally understood as inappropriate, eliminating gender
differences. It is also possible that the specific scenarios presented to participants in this study
had some effect on this finding, and these results should be considered with caution until
confirmed by future research.
Effectiveness. When choosing how to respond in a conflict situation, individuals want to
choose a behavior that will be effective in managing the conflict well. Snark was rated as less
effective in a friendship conflict setting than both integrative and withdrawal responses, but more
effective than distributive. It is unsurprising to find that snark is viewed as less effective than
direct integrative communication, which is a behavior central to constructive conflict and known
to be the best type of conflict management (Adams & Laursen, 2001). It is interesting that
withdrawal was viewed as the second most effective behavior. It should be noted that overall,
withdrawal was still rated below the middle of the scale, indicating that it was still viewed as
generally ineffective. That snark was rated as even less effective may be indicative of its
resemblance to more direct aggression, and the issues related to engaging in this type of behavior
in a friendship setting.
It is interesting, however, that snark was viewed as more effective than the distributive
response. While it has been argued by some that sarcasm can be a persuasive tool in affecting
change (Gibbs & Izett, 2005), research has shown that people rate sarcastic criticisms as less
effective than direct criticisms (Averbeck, 2013). The findings of the current study stand in direct
opposition to this. This is likely due to the friendship context of this study, and the unique
demands and expectations related to friendships. When considering the breadth of concerns that
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must be balanced in a friendship (Rawlins, 2017), it is possible that views on sarcasm may be
more favorable in this context for its ability to manage these varied concerns better than direct
attacks against a friend.
Emotional profile. To help understand how people view others who use snark, this study
explored what emotions people believed to precede different conflict responses. Participants
rated the likelihood that the actor was feeling any of five emotions (i.e., hurt, worry, anger, envy,
and guilt) prior to their response. On average, a person who used snark was rated as less likely to
be experiencing any of the emotions. Looking at specific emotions, a person who responded with
snark was believed to be feeling less hurt and less worried than people who responded with any
of the other three choices. This finding could be interpreted in a few ways. First, it is possible
that participants had difficulty identifying exactly what the actor in the story was feeling prior to
their snarky response. However, as story was counterbalanced with conflict response, this is
unlikely as participants should have then had the same difficulty with the other responses.
Instead, this finding could argue that snark is viewed, in general, as a less emotional response.
Indeed, Dews et al. (1995) found that when a person used sarcasm to address another’s offensive
behavior, they were viewed as more in control of their emotions. The findings of the current
study provide further support for this idea that sarcasm serves a face-saving function for the
speaker by making them appear less emotional, and that this is true even for aggressive sarcasm
like snark. This function may make snark particularly appealing to people who want to appear in
control during conflicts.
In general, across the five emotions, snark was viewed most similarly to the distributive
response. Specifically, this was marked by beliefs that snark and distributive responses were the
result primarily of feelings of anger, hurt, and envy, and not so much of worry or guilt. Though
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the general pattern was the same, snark was viewed as less likely to be the result of these
emotions than was the distributive response. This is in line with previous findings that anger is
predictive of aggressive responses in conflict (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). In this study, both
aggressive responses were viewed as the result of feelings of anger, and the direct aggressive
response was viewed as even more likely to be so. While feelings of hurt were more likely to be
associated with snark than some of the other emotions, it should be noted that ratings of hurt
before snark were lower than those before the other three responses, again supporting the idea
that snark is associated with reduced or controlled emotionality.
It should be noted that ratings on envy were equally high for snark, integrative, and
withdrawal, and only slightly higher for distributive. This is, in part, a product of the vignettes.
While the character was not explicitly described as envious, they were described as upset over
the imbalance portrayed, and it is likely this was interpreted as envy regardless of the response,
as seen in the ratings. This was designed following the findings of Parker and Massey (2018),
wherein upset over imbalances was found to produce nasty behavior between friends, to aid in
the creation of scenarios that would be realistic for participants. Ratings on guilt were equally
low across all four conflict responses, which again was expected and viewed as a manipulation
check, as the actor was not intended to be viewed at fault for anything prior to the response itself.
Motivational profile. This study also explored the beliefs people attributed to what
different behaviors were intended to do in the friendship conflict scenarios – what were the
related goals and motivations. After each response, participants rated the likelihood that the actor
was trying to: hurt the target, make themselves feel better, be funny, assert power, change the
target’s behavior, and avoid direct conflict. These motivations were chosen as they are goals that
have been found to be associated with sarcasm, the other behaviors in the study, or just generally
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common to friendship conflicts (Dews et al., 1995; Guerrero & Afifi, 1999; Rawlins, 2017;
Reznik et al., 2010). Based on the literatures in sarcasm and aggressive humor, it was
hypothesized that snark would be viewed as a behavior used when trying to hurt the victim, be
funny, make oneself feel better, and avoid direct conflict. Further, it was expected that snark
would be more like distributive than integrative or withdrawal in aiming to hurt the target, but
that it would be more related to avoiding direct conflict than distributive.
Participants associated snark with goals of feeling better, being funny, changing the
target’s behavior, and hurting the target more than with asserting power or avoiding direct
conflict. While snark was less likely be used to avoid conflict than either the integrative or
withdrawal responses, it was still more likely than the distributive response. Snark was lower
than the distributive response for goals of hurting the target and making oneself feel better, but
higher than either integrative or withdrawal. While the goal to assert power received the lowest
rating for snark, it was still higher than those provided for either integrative or withdrawal.
Finally, snark was only higher than all other behaviors on the goal of being funny. This was
expected, as humor is a key element of snark that is not present in the other behaviors.
Snark and distributive attacks are believed to be the behaviors of choice for people who
want to make themselves feel better during conflict and hurt the target – but between the two
snark is more likely to be perceived as trying to be funny and help avoid direct conflict. Whereas
a distributive attack is believed to be equally attempting to hurt the target and make oneself feel
better as its primary goals, snark is believed to be more about making oneself feel better and
bring humor to the situation than it is about hurting the target. Both behaviors were also related
to goals of changing the target’s behavior, though integrative was believed to be the most related
to this goal. While snark and distributive seem to resemble each other in some motivations and
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goals, snark appears to carry more positive goal associations such as being funny and avoiding
conflict than do distributive attacks. This fits with previous research which has found that
sarcastic criticisms are used for the varied goals of criticizing but also being funny (Dews et al.,
1995), reducing tension to avoid open conflict (Ball, 1965), and improving mood and releasing
anger (Berkowitz, 1970). There was some support for the theory that sarcasm can be a useful tool
for balancing power dynamics, though this needs to be explored further (Ball, 1965).
Victim experience. Beyond beliefs about why someone might use snark, this study also
examined beliefs about the impact on its victims. It was expected that snark would be viewed as
a less negative experience than a distributive attack, but more negative than integrative and
withdrawal. Findings supported these expectations. These findings make sense in the context of
extant literature which presents distributive conflict responses as negative and integrative
responses as positive, with withdrawal ranging anywhere in between (Sillars, 1980). When used
in criticism or attack, some research has found that sarcasm mutes the negative impact (Colston,
1997; Toplak & Katz, 2000), but is still generally hurtful and victimizing (Averbeck, 2013;
Glenwright et al., 2017). It is not surprising, then, that snark fell between distributive and the
other responses. In that snark is a sarcastic alternative to a more direct attack, it is viewed as less
negative. However, as it is an attack, it is still a negative experience, especially relative to a more
open-minded discussion or outright avoidance.
This study explored two dimensions of victim impact. The first were views on how likely
the victim would be to feel upset after the response. Upset is a broad term that can represent a
variety of emotions and experiences, and thus provided a general view of the negative impact on
a victim. Also assessed were participant’s views that the victim would feel diminished, belittled,
or damaged by the response. Interestingly, it was believed that victims would feel equally upset
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and diminished following both snark and distributive responses, while integrative and
withdrawal responses were believed to result in more general upset than diminishment. These
results indicate that, like direct verbal aggression, snark does indeed serve the purpose of
attacking a person directly, as proposed. Of course, these impacts are believed to be less severe
for snark than distributive, but while snark may not be as relatively damaging, this does not mean
that it is not still objectively damaging.
Counter to expectations, females did not rate snark as more negative for the victims than
males. This is particularly interesting in light of previous findings that assert that females found
sarcasm more offensive than males (Ivanko et al., 2004; Jorgensen, 1996). It should be noted that
both males and females rated the negative experience of snark above the middle of the scale,
indicating that both believed there to be a good chance that the victim would be upset. Compared
to previous studies of sarcasm in a broader sense, it is possible that males in this study found
snark to be more negative due to its aggressive nature and this eliminated gender differences.
Further, males did not rate victim experience differently for snark and withdrawal, while females
viewed snark more negatively than withdrawal. This mirrors the results regarding the
appropriateness of the behaviors and indicates some remaining differences in viewing this
behavior relative to other behavior options.
Friendship impact. Finally, this study examined how participants expected these
different behaviors to impact the friendships themselves. Participants were asked whether they
believed the actor owed the target an apology for their behavior and how likely it was that the
behavior would have a lasting negative impact on the friendship. While some assumptions on
relationship impact can be drawn from the other beliefs covered in this section, this data can help
us understand the general beliefs that people hold about this.
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Believed need for apology was greatest for the distributive response, then snark, then
integrative. Females believed snark required an apology more than withdrawal, while males did
not rate the two behaviors differently. Females were not, however, more likely to believe snark
required and apology than were males. This pattern generally matches expectations and mirrors
the findings for both appropriateness and victim impact.
Snark was believed to be less likely to have a lasting negative impact on the friendship
than distributive. For females, it was more likely to have a lasting negative impact than
withdrawal and integrative responses. Males did not rate snark differently than withdrawal and
integrative. Once again, gender differences in beliefs about snark specifically did not exist. These
results resemble the general pattern from other findings above.
Individual Differences in Beliefs About Snark Use
Sarcasm. As sarcasm is a critical element of snark, it was expected that people who use
sarcasm regularly would view snark differently than people who do not use sarcasm or use it
only occasionally. Indeed, people who rated themselves as more sarcastic in their daily lives
viewed snark as more appropriate than individuals who rated themselves as less sarcastic. This
finding is in line with previous research that has found that personal use of sarcasm influenced
interpretations of sarcasm such that they were more positive (Ivanko et al., 2004).
Interestingly, highly sarcastic people did not view snark differently from less sarcastic
people in its effectiveness as a conflict management technique or its negative impact on the
victim. The former is somewhat surprising in light of the research by Ivanko et al. (2004), though
they studied perceived intent and not actual victim impact. While sarcastic people are more
likely to believe that using snark is okay in the context of friendship conflict, this is not
necessarily because they perceive it to have a less negative impact. It may simply be that they
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endorse sarcasm in all settings, and snark is not excluded. Finally, that general sarcasm use does
not relate to views on effectiveness is a novel finding, as this relationship has not been studied
before. This may seem surprising, as one might assume that a general use of a certain behavior
would be related to its believed effectiveness. However, we must remember that general sarcasm
covers a wide array of forms and functions, of which snark is only one. Generally sarcastic
people seem to understand that sarcasm is not necessarily an effective tool for conflict
management specifically.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. It was expected that individuals with self-esteem
that was highly contingent on their friendships would view snark as an attack that does not
belong in friendships, and would therefore rate snark as less appropriate, less effective, and more
negative. Results did not support these hypotheses, however. People who reported self-esteem
that was highly contingent on their friendships viewed snark as more appropriate than
individuals with self-esteem that was less contingent on their friendships. Further, there was no
impact of friendship contingent self-esteem on views of effectiveness or negative victim
experience. That snark was viewed as more appropriate as friendship contingent self-esteem
increased may indicate that these individuals focused on the imbalance elements of the vignettes
and related to the actor’s feelings prior to the response, thus leading to higher endorsement of a
snarky response. This interpretation is supported by research which showed that individuals with
highly contingent self-esteem were more likely to display anger and hostility after feeling
rejected (Zeigler-Hill et al., 2011). As with the sarcasm findings above, if the individual is likely
to have responded in similar ways in their own lives, it is not surprising that they would also
view it as more appropriate. It is perhaps most surprising that friendship contingent self-esteem
was not a significant predictor of beliefs about victim experience. Research has shown that
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people tend to view sarcastic statements as forms of social rejection or mocking dislike (Asher et
al., 2001; Ivanko et al., 2004). As people with highly contingent self-esteem would find this to be
particularly difficult to deal with if they were the victim, it was expected that their victim ratings
would reflect this. However, as these individuals viewed the behavior as generally more
appropriate, it is unsurprising that they did not view the victim experience as more negative.
Narcissism. As narcissism is associated with a desire for dominance in relationships and
use of aggressive tactics, it was expected that people higher in narcissism would have more
positive views of snark. People who scored high on narcissism rated snark as more effective than
people who scored low on narcissism, but there was no impact of narcissism on ratings of
appropriateness or victim impact. Considering that snark was rated higher than some of the
alternatives for trying to assert power, hurt the victim, and make oneself feel better, it is
unsurprising that people with higher narcissism would view this as an effective way to manage
conflict. Narcissism is associated with increased need for superiority and dominance in
relationships (Corry, Merritt, Mrug, & Pamp, 2008), so it is unsurprising that individuals higher
in narcissism would be more likely to view coercive conflict strategies such as snark as effective
tools. That narcissism did not predict views of appropriateness, however, may indicate that these
individuals still understand that the behavior could be problematic in a general sense, despite its
effectiveness for them personally.
It is surprising, however, that narcissism did not predict views of victim experience.
Research has shown that narcissists have an increased sensitivity to interpersonal rejection
(Besser & Priel, 2010), and that sarcasm can be viewed as a form of social rejection (Asher et al.,
2001). It was thus expected that narcissism would be associated with enhanced views of snark as
damaging for the victim. There are two possible explanations. First, there is some evidence that
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high narcissism is associated with reduced perspective-taking abilities (Böckler, Sharifi, Kanske,
Dziobek, & Singer, 2017). Considering this, it could have been argued that narcissism would be
associated with decreased views of the victim experience being negative. It is possible that these
sensitivities and deficiencies balanced each other out. Second, this finding could make sense
when considering different subtypes of narcissism. Besser and Priel (2010) found that
vulnerability to interpersonal threat was specific to vulnerable narcissism. The measure included
in this study, on the other hand, primarily measures factors associated with grandiose narcissism
(Maples, Lamkin, & Miller, 2014). Future research might consider exploring these subtypes and
their unique associations with snark vulnerabilities.
Summary
The beliefs and theories that people hold about why someone may have behaved a certain
way play a large role in guiding their own responses to said behavior (Guerra et al., 1994;
Heider, 1958). Understanding these beliefs can help us predict the impact that snark may have in
an interpersonal context.
Views of snark resembled views of distributive responses in many ways, though they
were generally less extreme. Previous research has shown that distributive responses during
conflict can be destructive to relationships (S. Cohen, 2004) and have a negative impact on the
broader health and well-being of the individual (Reznik et al., 2010). However, research also
shows that by young adulthood, most individuals understand that this behavior is problematic
and should be avoided (Laursen et al., 2001). As development progresses from adolescence into
adulthood, individuals begin to shift along the spectrum from more coercive tactics to more
negotiation or disengagement; however, this transition occurs faster in the hypothetical sense
than in actual use in real conflict (Adams & Laursen, 2001; Laursen et al., 2001). As snark is
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viewed as a less negative form of aggression which may be driven by similar emotions and
motivations, it is possible that snark use would be preferred over more direct attacks in
adolescence and emerging adulthood before eventually disappearing for most people in favor of
more cooperative tactics. While snark may be less negative than distributive, it is still objectively
negative and has the potential for creating problems for individuals and their relationships.
Further, if individuals view snark as a way to be aggressive and accomplish certain goals while
also avoiding direct reproach through the use of humor, they may be more likely to use it with
greater frequency than blatantly direct attacks. The cumulative effect of snark may be an
important question for future research.
There was little support for direct differences between males and females in how they
viewed snark. Interestingly, females clearly viewed snark as more problematic relative to other
choices than did males, though direct comparisons of views on snark alone did not usually differ.
Though previous literature has argued that males are comfortable with sarcasm both in general
and in their friendships (Gibbs, 2000; Ivanko et al., 2004), these studies have addressed general
sarcasm which can vary widely in both form and function. When considering snark, a specific
aggressive form of sarcasm, males tend to agree more with females in their views. Still, there is
some evidence of gender differences when considering views of the behavior relative to other
choices. Females often rated snark as more problematic than both integrative and withdrawal
responses, while males rated snark as generally equivalent to withdrawal and occasionally
integrative responses. While males and females do not directly differ in beliefs of snarks
objectively problematic nature, beliefs of its relative negativity may be important. When
considering response options in a conflict scenario, females may be less likely to endorse snark
or more likely to view it negatively, because there are clear preferential alternatives. This may
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indicate that snark could still be more problematic for female friends than for male friends, and
research should continue to explore this issue in more depth.
Finally, there was evidence that individual traits can be predictive of differing views on
snark. Sarcasm and friendship contingent both predicted varying views on snark’s
appropriateness in a friendship conflict context, while narcissism predicted varying views on its
effectiveness. These findings are important when considering how these views can impact
individuals’ responses to this behavior if it occurs in their friendships and whether they choose to
use it themselves. Individuals who are more sarcastic or narcissistic or whose self-esteem is
highly contingent on friendships may be more likely to use snark in their friendships.
Considering the findings that snark is generally viewed as a potentially problematic behavior in
friendships, this could put these individuals at an increased risk for friendship difficulties.
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STUDY 2: SELF-REPORTED USE OF SNARK
Introduction
Because snark is inappropriate, hurtful, and potentially damaging to friendships, it is
important to identify who is prone to using it. As noted in the general introduction, identifying
individuals prone to using snark in friendship disputes may be especially important in emerging
adulthood when a primary goal is establishing intimate relationships with others. According to
Self-Determination Theory, a central goal in an individual’s development and their approach to
relationships is to assert the needs of relatedness, autonomy, and competence in a balanced way
(Deci & Ryan, 2008). Balancing these needs in close relationships such as friendships requires
skill but is critical for personal and relational well-being (see La Guardia & Patrick [2008] for
review). The inability to balance autonomy and relatedness needs, specifically, through
adolescence and into young adulthood is predictive of depressive symptoms and social
withdrawal in adulthood (Chango et al., 2015). As conflict management strategies may be a key
factor in establishing friendship competence, being able to identify individuals with negative
conflict strategies could be useful in identifying individuals at risk for long-term relationship and
development difficulties.
Assessing Snark
The primary aim of Study 2 was to establish a self-report measure to assess individual
differences in the use of snark against friends, examine its generalizability across different
domains of friendship issues, and test some initial aspects of its reliability and validity. An
instrument for assessing snark could be useful in understanding the use of snark relative to other
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conflict response behaviors that are commonly studied and exploring the association between an
individual’s use of snark and other traits such as self-esteem, relationship expectancies, conflict
management goals, aggressive behavior, and so on.
Because snark has never been directly addressed in the psychological literature, it is
unsurprising that no formal assessments of snark existed before. However, work on sarcasm use
(e.g. Dress et al., 2008) and conversational indirectness (e.g., saying “it’s cold in here” as a
request for someone to close the door; Holtgraves, 1997) suggest that emerging adults have the
metapragmatic awareness to report on their usage of snark. For example, the Sarcasm SelfReport Scale (SSS; Ivanko et al., 2004) was developed to assess individuals’ tendency to use
sarcasm in daily life. It requires respondents to rate themselves generally (e.g., “How sarcastic
do you think you are?”) as well as in specific social situations (e.g., “How likely are you to use
sarcasm if you have to be at work in 15 minutes and your friend just accidentally locked your
keys in the car?”). Internal consistency is generally acceptable (α = .83; Szymaniak & Kalowski,
2020) and self-reports correlate with actual production of sarcasm in speech in experimental
tasks. Sarcasm use is related to self-reported conversational indirectness (Ivanko et al., 2004),
appreciation of irony (Gibbs, 2000), trait anger (Szymaniak & Kałowski, 2020), and regional
norms (Dress et al., 2008).
Following this encouraging work, the present study developed and evaluated a self-report
measure of the tendency to use snark during friendship issues. Self-reported snark use was
chosen for this research, because while snark might be observed in natural or contrived lab
settings, the effort involved in staging situations and coding snark observationally is time
consuming, given the early stages of the measurement of snark. Moreover, there is reason to
suspect that self-report assessment offers advantages over observational assessments. For
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example, studies have shown that strangers or outsiders are not as capable of effectively
perceiving sarcasm in a conversation as the partners themselves (Rockwell, 2000, 2003).
To develop a self-report measure of snark use, an initial pilot study was conducted on a
pool of 45 common friendship issues that could elicit snarky responses in individuals prone to
this. These issues were developed from existing measures of friendship conflict and from the
anecdotal observations of undergraduates queried for this purpose. Items were selected for the
pool on the basis of being clear and self-contained, yet short enough for potential inclusion in a
questionnaire of modest length. The pilot study was used to narrow these items down to a short
list of 18 conflict inducing-situations that vary in social domain and egregiousness. Findings are
reported in the Results section of this chapter.
As noted, sarcasm can be successfully assessed by asking respondents to evaluate
themselves globally or in terms of their likely response to specific, imagined situations. In the
present study, the latter approach has been adopted for study of snark. The use of snark may have
more negative social stigma than general sarcasm (Denby, 2009), and therefore be more subject
to underreporting than general sarcasm. Asking respondents for their use in specific situations
was meant to diminish this in part by providing respondents with some contextual justification
for snark use if they were inclined to use it. Nonetheless, a measure of individuals’ tendency to
respond to surveys in socially desirable ways was included and examined in relation to snark
reports to gain an initial understanding of this issue. It was expected there would be a small
correlation between higher social desirability scores and lower self-report snark scores, as this
behavior is not likely to be socially desirable. Finally, there is evidence that conflict behavior
stays stable over time (Canary et al., 2001), so the scale is expected to have high test-retest
reliability.
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Because of the conceptual overlap between sarcasm and snark, the Sarcasm Self-Report
Scale was also included in the present study. This afforded an opportunity to examine the
convergent validity of the new snark assessment. As formulated above, snark always involves
sarcasm directed at another person or their associated traits. Thus, the use of snark involves the
use of sarcasm, and it is expected that the use of one will be associated with the use of the other.
Research has shown that sarcasm directed at another person can be victimizing, anger-provoking,
and damaging to relationships (Averbeck, 2013; Bowes & Katz, 2011). Sarcasm, however, need
not be directed at someone else and may even be directed at the self or the general situation.
Thus, it was anticipated that the association between the new snark measure and existing sarcasm
measure would be modest. Differences between males and females in snark use were also
expected, based on previous research evidence in sarcasm. Males score higher than females
consistently on various scales of sarcasm and aggressive humor (Ivanko et al., 2004; Martin et
al., 2003).
Finally, we have conceptualized snark as a form of aggression that is related in some
ways and distinct in others to the broader concepts of social and relational aggression (see
General Introduction chapter). While the behavior itself is distinct from those typically included
in measures of relational and social aggression, there exists some overlap in potential goals and
uses. For example, one defined goal of both social and relational aggression is to attack a
victim’s self-esteem (Galen & Underwood, 1997). This is also a theorized goal of snark, which
was supported by Study 1’s findings regarding perceived motivations and victim impacts.
However, how each form of aggression achieves this goal is different, as relational aggression
exploits the relationship, social aggression employs other social partners, and snark engages
sarcasm to cache a personal attack. It is possible that individuals who are inclined to engage in
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one of these forms may also be more inclined to engage in another, though there are likely also
people who will give preference to one of these distinctions over another. As such, a modest
association between the new snark measure and an existing measure of self-reported social and
relational aggression in similar conflict contexts was expected.
Domain specificity. A great deal of theorizing and empirical research supports the
conclusion that conflict severity and management varies as a function of the domain within
which the conflict occurs (Smetana, Jambon, & Ball, 2014). In particular, the Social Domain
Model identifies three common-but-distinctive domains within which conflict may occur: moral,
conventional, and personal (Nucci, 1981, 1996; Turiel, 1983) The moral domain encompasses
issues concerning universal principles such as human rights and welfare and does not rely on
authority to determine right and wrong (Nucci, 1996). When individuals share the same broad
moral framework, disputes over violations can be less contentious, as the moral frameworks
themselves provide guidance regarding their severity and the justification concerning the need to
address them.
The conventional domain includes social and cultural systems and the agreed-upon rules
and expectations that determine appropriate interpersonal interactions (Nucci, 1996; Turiel,
1983). Conventional violations carry less intrinsic force than moral ones, but their enforcement is
backed by appeals to common good, decency, and cooperation in the interest of others and
smooth functions of a group. Violations of conventional rules and expectations therefore are
understood as warranting addressing, providing the offender respects the interpersonal and social
context. They can be less proscriptive than moral expectations, but no less justified.
According to ethicists and interpersonal scholars, the greatest latitude and consequently
largest area for disagreement and resistance from individuals occurs over personal issues.
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Personal issues include aspects of one’s private life that do not necessarily impact others such as
personal opinions and preferences and recreational activities (Nucci, 1981; Nucci, 1996). By late
adolescence, the personal domain begins to include a subset of issues related to one’s own health
and well-being (Smetana, 2011). Although it might be expected that personal issues are the most
subjective, and areas where interpersonal conflict is unlikely to arise, in fact, conflict surfaces
regularly in this domain between friends, perhaps even more so than the other two domains
(Daddis, 2005). One source of difficulty is that individuals often consider their friends’ activities
and choices to reflect on their own identity and character (R. M. Jones, Vaterlaus, Jackson, &
Morrill, 2014; Sullivan, 1953). Thus, friends can feel invested in the decisions that close
friendship partners make in this domain. Moreover, friends can be motivated to address the
personal choices of their friendship partners out of compassion and concern for the partner’s
well-being and safety, even if the partner’s decisions do not conflict with moral or conventional
expectations (Gilligan & Attanucci, 1988).
In the present study, the domain of the friendship conflict scenarios to was systematically
varied to examine whether the consistency of snark use varies across domains. In a relative
sense, it was expected that snark use would be low in the moral domain, as individuals may
prefer a more direct route to addressing serious issues such as these. The conventional domain
was expected to provoke relatively more snark use, as it can be tricky for individuals who feel
aggrieved to address concerns over obedience to social norms with friends. Snark may offer a
useful tool for doing so while avoiding direct conflict when a partner cannot appeal to
unambiguous and difficult-to-dispute moral precepts to change a partner’s behavior. Finally, the
personal domain is expected to generate the most individual variation in snark use, as the
fuzziness of the expectation in this domain makes it difficult to appeal to moral imperatives and
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social obligations, and because people may vary on how much input they consider appropriate to
friends in this domain.
Individual differences. While snark use may vary to some degree across social domains,
an underlying, individual tendency to use snark was expected across levels, allowing
identification of individuals who are more likely than others to use snark during conflict with
friends. As the use of snark is considered to be a behavior that characterizes some individuals
more than others, it was expected that individuals who tend to use snark in one domain will also
tend to use snark in others. Therefore, it was expected that individual differences in snark use
can be uncovered even in the face of domain specificity.
Personal Correlates of Snark Use
Studies of sarcasm and irony in communication have found higher endorsement and
usage among aggressive individuals (Averbeck & Hample, 2008), residents of the northern
United States as compared to participants from the South (Dress et al., 2008), bilinguals (Tiv,
Rouillard, Vingron, Wiebe, & Titone, 2019), and those with an individualistic orientation as
compared to a collectivist orientation (Rockwell & Theriot, 2001). Research in the fields of
humor and aggression have found many individual differences in conflict and relationship
quality as well. The secondary aim of this study is to utilize the new snark measure to identify
characteristics that may be associated with greater snark use in friendship conflict, namely
friendship contingent self-esteem and narcissism.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. Individuals with self-esteem that is contingent on
the success of their friendships may be more likely to respond to conflict with friends in negative
ways. Studies show that individuals with highly-contingent self-esteem display more anger and
hostility following rejection or failure in important domains (Zeigler-Hill et al., 2011).
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Contingent self-esteem has been linked to reactive aggression, though the relationship was found
to be dependent on gender and anger rumination (Turner & White, 2015). Specifically, higher
contingent self-esteem predicted more reactive aggression for high ruminating males and low
ruminating females (Turner & White, 2015). Since snark is believed to be associated with
feelings of anger and this measure includes both reactive and proactive examples of snark, it was
expected that individuals with high friendship contingent self-esteem would report a higher
likelihood of using snark. Further, Study 1 found that individuals with high friendship contingent
self-esteem viewed snark as more appropriate than did individuals with lower friendship
contingent self-esteem, furthering expectations that they would also be more prone to use it in
friendship contexts.
Narcissism. Narcissism is associated with grandiosity, dominance, and superiority (Corry
et al., 2008) and has been linked to increased conflict in relationships and maladaptive behavior
tendencies (Horan, Guinn, & Banghart, 2015). Further, narcissism is linked to an increased
sensitivity to interpersonal rejection (Besser & Priel, 2010), which may make friendship conflict
particularly difficult. Compared to the other two dark triad personality traits, individuals who
score high on narcissism are more likely to aggress against others following a threat to their ego
or self (D. N. Jones & Paulhus, 2014). This suggests that narcissism may predict an increased
likelihood to use snark against friends. Further, Study 1 found that individuals who scored higher
on narcissism were more likely to view snark as an effective conflict management tool, further
supporting expectations that the same individuals would be more likely to use snark in a
friendship conflict setting.
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Interpersonal Consequences of Snark Use
A final aim of this study is to explore interpersonal consequences of individual snark use,
specifically its impact on the quality of close friendships. The Conflict, Closeness, and
Competition Scale was developed to address specific domains of friendship quality (Parker &
Massey, 2018; Parker & McGuire, 2012). Previous research has found that greater friendship
conflict is associated with poorer adjustment in college (Swenson, Nordstrom, & Hiester, 2008),
and increased perceptions of negative qualities in friendship are associated with a preference for
coercive conflict management strategies (Burk & Laursen, 2005; Rose & Asher, 1999). Further
evidence supported a direct association of self-reported aggression with increased friendship
conflict and decreased positive friendship qualities (Cillessen, Jiang, West, & Laszkowski,
2005). It is expected that similar associations will be found for snark, as a form of indirect
aggression and conflict management tool, such that increased snark use will predict decreased
closeness and increased conflict in friendships. This is important to assess, as it could provide an
important key to identifying college students at risk of developing poor quality friendships and
therefore at risk of other well-being and adjustment difficulties.
Summary
To summarize, this study was designed to develop and assess a new measure for selfreported snark use following a range of friendship transgressions and irritations. Further, it aimed
to examine this new measure against existing measures of similar constructs such as sarcasm and
social aggression. Finally, it sought to explore the relationship between an inclination to use
snark in these settings and other intra- and interpersonal characteristics. Specifically, the primary
aims and associated hypotheses are listed below.
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Aim 1: Develop a reliable measure for assessing snark use in potential friendship
conflict settings and assess its qualities.
1. Snark use will vary according to the domain of the friendship transgression, such that
snark use will be higher following conventional issues and personal issues than following
moral issues.
2. Individual differences in snark use will exist despite overall domain differences. The
Relationship Snark Scale will display high internal consistency among all 18 items when
viewed as a single scale.
3. Males will report higher levels of snark use with friends than will females.
4. The Relationship Snark Scale will show high test-retest reliability over two weeks.
Aim 2: Assess convergent and divergent validity of the snark scale.
1. The Relationship Snark Scale will be at most mildly associated with the MarloweCrowne Social Desirability Scale.
2. The Relationship Snark Scale will be moderately associated with the Sarcasm SelfReport Scale.
3. The Relationship Snark Scale will be moderately associated with the social aggression
and relational aggression subscales of the Young Adult Social Behavior Scale.
Aim 3: Identify individual characteristics associated with greater snark use.
1. High scores on the Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem Scale will be at least moderately
associated with high scores on the Relationship Snark Scale.
2. High scores on the Narcissism subscale of the Short Dark Triad will be at least
moderately associated with high scores on the Relationship Snark Scale.
Aim 4: Explore potential interpersonal consequences of individual snark use.
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1. High scores on the Relationship Snark Scale will be associated with high scores on the
conflict subscale of the Conflict, Closeness, and Competition scale.
2. High scores on the Relationship Snark Scale will be associated with lower scores on the
closeness subscale of the Conflict, Closeness, and Competition scale.
Method
Pilot Study
To develop items for a self-report measure of snark use, a pilot study was conducted on a
larger pool of 45 common friendship issues. These issues were developed from existing
measures of friendship conflict and from anecdotal observations of undergraduates queried for
this purpose. Items were chosen that addressed issues across moral, conventional, and personal
domains, such that there were 15 items included from each domain. Thirty-five undergraduates
ranked the items according to severity and likelihood of provoking a snarky response using the
Q-sort methodology. Participants also rated each item individually according to its realism for
friends their age using a Likert scale. There were differences in ratings of severity by domain, as
expected according to Social Domain Theory; on average, moral domain items were rated as
more severe than social domain items which were more severe than personal domain items.
From the pilot responses, a final set of 18 items (six in each domain) were chosen for use in the
new measure. Items were selected based on being reported as realistic, covering a range of
severity ratings, and displaying a strong interclass correlation among snark ratings when
combined as a scale.
Participants and procedures
Participants were 353 undergraduates (24% male, Mage = 19.8 years) recruited through
the Psychology departments of three universities: The University of Alabama (87%), Drury
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University (9%), and The University of South Carolina Beaufort (4%). Two participants selfidentified their gender as non-binary and were excluded in analyses where gender was included.
Though males only represented one quarter of the sample, this is consistent with the larger
subject pool (25% male) at the University of Alabama, where most participants were recruited.
Also consistent with the larger subject pool, 76% of the participants identified as Caucasian, 14%
as African American or Black, 3% as Hispanic, Latin, or Spanish origin, 4% as a combination of
two or more races and ethnicities, and the remaining 3% as other races including Asian and
American Indian. The University of Alabama sample was recruited during the Fall 2020 and
Spring 2021 semester; participants were offered course credit through the subject pool as
compensation for participation. The smaller samples from external universities were recruited
during the Fall 2020 semester and were given course extra credit as compensation for
participation. Participation was completed online in a single sitting and generally lasted less than
an hour and a half.
Upon completion of the survey, participants were given the opportunity to opt-in to the
short-term follow-up for retest purposes. Follow-up was completely voluntary and did not offer
any compensation for completion. Forty-one percent (N = 145) of the participants opted in to
receive the follow-up survey. Of those, 32% (N = 47) completed the follow-up survey. The retest
sample resembled the main study sample (Mage = 20.2 years; 19% male; 75% Caucasian).
Follow-up participation was completed online in a single sitting and generally lasted less than 30
minutes. Retest windows spanned from two to five weeks (Mdays = 18.5, SDdays = 5.3).
Measures
Relationship Snark Scale (RSS). The final measure consists of 18 items that measure
self-reported tendency to use snark across a variety of friendship difficulties, ranging from severe
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moral infractions to mild annoyances. Each item consists of a short depiction of a friend’s
behavior, ranging across three domains: those that break moral principles (i.e., “Your friend told
another friend a secret you told them in confidence.”), those that break social expectations (i.e.,
“Your friend was late to pick you up when giving you a ride to a party.”), and those that are
personal choices that may be annoying (i.e., “Your friend never cleans their own car or
bedroom.”). After each item, participants rated the likelihood that they would respond to their
friend’s behavior by saying something snarky on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = Extremely unlikely;
7 = Extremely likely). The full measure can be found in Appendix C. This measure was used at
both Time 1 and Time 2. Internal consistency of these items was α = .90 at Time 1 and α = .92 at
Time 2. A single snark score was computed for each participant by averaging across their ratings
on all 18 items.
Social desirability. The Marlow Crowne Short Form-C (Reynolds, 1982) was used to
assess participants’ tendency to respond in socially desirable ways. This measure was used to
ensure that participants’ responses on the newly developed questionnaire were not impacted by
social desirability. The MC-C consists of 13 true-or-false items that have been successfully used
as a brief substitute for the widely used Marlow Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Reynolds,
1982). Internal consistency for these items was acceptable, α = .66, and within the range of that
found in previous studies, α ≥ .62 (Loo & Thorpe, 2000).
Sarcasm self-report. Participants completed the 16-item Sarcasm Self-Report Scale
(Ivanko et al., 2004) as described in Study 1. Once again, a single score was computed for each
participant by averaging across the 16 items. This measure was used at both Time 1 and Time 2.
Internal consistency of these items was α = .87 at Time 1 and α = .88 at Time 2.
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Relational and social aggression. Participants reported on their use of socially and
relationally aggressive behaviors during interpersonal problems using items from The Young
Adult Social Behavior Scale (Crothers, Schreiber, Field, & Kolbert, 2009). This measure has
been validated in undergraduate samples (Augustin, 2010; Kolbert et al., 2012). Participants
completed five relational aggression items (ex: “I intentionally exclude friends from activities to
make a point with them,”) and five social aggression items (ex: “I confront people in public to
achieve maximum damage,”). All items were rated on a 5-point Likert Scale (1 = Never; 5 =
Always). Internal consistencies of the subscales did not reach acceptable levels: relational
aggression, α = .59; social aggression, α = .53. The two subscales were combined into one larger
aggression scale which showed acceptable internal consistency among all 10 items, α = .73. This
combined subscale represents a broader theoretical umbrella of social and relational aggression
that has been represented in previous literature (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Galen & Underwood,
1997), thus the single score was used for analyses in this study. This measure was again collected
at Time 2, but internal consistency indicated the data may be unreliable (α = .39). This may have
been due to the small sample size collected at Time 2, but out of caution the data was excluded.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. Participants completed the eight item Friendship
Contingent Self-Esteem Scale (Cambron et al., 2010), as described in Study 1. A single
friendship contingent self-esteem score was computed for each participant using their mean
rating for all eight items. This measure was used at both Time 1 and Time 2. Internal consistency
of these items was α = .92 at Time 1 and α = .92 at Time 2.
Narcissism. Participants completed the nine item narcissism subscale of the Short Dark
Triad (SD3; Jones & Paulhus, 2014), as described in Study 1. Internal consistency for this
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subscale was acceptable, α = .66, as in Study 1. A single narcissism score was given to each
participant by averaging across the nine items of the subscale.
Quality of close friendships. Participants reported on the closeness and conflict they
experience in their closest friendships using items taken from the Friendship Quality
Questionnaire (Parker & Asher, 1993). This scale has shown high reliability in previous research
(Parker & Massey, 2018; Parker & McGuire, 2012). Participants were asked to consider their
closest friendships and indicate whether each item was true of their relationships on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = Absolutely no way, never!; 5 = Absolutely yes, extremely!). The conflict
subscale consisted of four items (ex: “My close friends and I argue a lot,”) with an internal
consistency of .73. The closeness subscale consisted of 14 items (ex: If I told my close friends a
secret, I could trust them not to tell anyone else,”) with an internal consistency of .93.
Results
All data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS; IBM
Corp, 2016). Primary variables were checked for normality and determined to be within an
acceptable range for skewness and kurtosis.
Initial Scale Development
Realism check. All 18 items were rated as realistic by participants (M = 4.02, SD = 1.26)
and there were no differences in ratings between males and females, p = .79. Generalizability of
realism across domain (i.e., moral, social, and personal) was examined following (J. Cohen et al.,
2015). Realism rating was entered as the dependent variable in a linear mixed-effects model with
individuals as random nested factors and domain as a fixed factor. Results indicated a significant
effect of domain, F(2, 704) = 55.35, p < .001. Realism ratings were highest for items in the
conventional domain (M = 4.30, SD = 1.02), followed by the moral domain (M = 4.00, SD =

72

1.33), and lowest in the personal domain (M = 3.76, SD = 1.34). While ratings of realism did
vary, this may reflect a general variation in the prevalence of these issues in most friendships,
where moral and personal choice issues may be less common. Despite these differences by
domain, all three domains were viewed as generally realistic by participants.
To examine any influence of individual characteristics (i.e., gender, social desirability,
sarcasm, aggression, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism) on perceptions of the
items as realistic, each variable was included in the multilevel model independently as a
covariate. Realism ratings were not impacted by gender (p = .32), sarcasm (p = .81), aggression
(p = .63), or narcissism (p = .24). Social desirability was negatively related to perceptions of
realism (γ = −0.65, p < .001), indicating that those with a higher tendency to respond in socially
desirable ways rated the items as less realistic. Friendship contingent self-esteem was positively
related to perceptions of realism (γ = .154, p = .001), indicating that those with self-esteem that
was more contingent on success in friendships rated the items as more realistic. To account for
this variation across individuals, realism was included as a covariate in regression analyses
predicting snark use from individual characteristics.
Domain influences on snark use. To examine if snark use varied as a result of the
domain of the friendship transgression (Aim 1 Hypothesis 1), a mixed-model ANOVA with
domain (moral, conventional, and personal) as a within-subjects factor and reported gender (male
and female) as a between-subjects factor was conducted. Mauchly’s test indicated that the
assumption of sphericity had been violated (p < .001), therefore degrees of freedom were
corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (ε = 0.83). Results revealed main
effects of domain, (F(1.65, 642.12) = 49.14, p < .001, ηp2 = .12), and gender, (F(1, 349) = 8.74, p
= .015). These main effects were qualified by a significant interaction between domain and
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gender, (F(1.65, 642.12) = 19.96, p < .01, ηp2 = .054), which is displayed in Figure 11. Females
reported a higher likelihood of using snark following issues in the moral domain than in the
conventional domain and more in the conventional domain than in the personal domain (p < .05).
Males, however, did not report any variation in snark use by domain. Males reported a higher
likelihood to use snark than females in the personal domain only. These findings confirm that the
scale includes a diverse array of items, representing a full spectrum of friendship issues and
providing a range of potential snark use, as intended.
Psychometric Properties of the Relationship Snark Scale
Individual tendency for snark use. To examine if a general tendency toward snark use
could be measured (Aim 1 Hypothesis 2), generalizability across items within individuals was
examined (J. Cohen et al., 2015). Snark rating was entered as the dependent variable in a linear
mixed-effects model with individuals as random nested factors, domain as a fixed factor, and
domain variation within individuals as an additional random effect. Domain was a significant
predictor of snark ratings, mirroring the ANOVA results above. After controlling for the overall
effect of domain, there was still significant variance in individuals’ scores (Wald Z = 9.13, p <
.001). A high intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC = .90) indicated high generalizability across
domain within individuals. Reliability analyses confirmed that all 18 items were internally
reliable as a scale (α = .90). Therefore, a single snark score was calculated for each participant
for use in analyses.
Gender differences in snark use. To evaluate gender differences in snark use (Aim 1
Hypothesis 3), an independent samples t-test was conducted. Results showed reported tendency
for snark use was lower for females (M = 3.36 , SD = 1.19) than for males (M = 3.72, SD = 1.27),
t(349) = -2.45, p = .015, d = .29, as expected.
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Test-retest. To assess stability of individuals’ inclination toward snark use following
friendship transgression (Aim 1 Hypothesis 4), a bivariate correlation of Time 1 and Time 2
snark scores was computed. Table 5 displays test-retest correlations for the snark scale along
with friendship contingent self-esteem and self-reported sarcasm. The Relationship Snark Scale
showed high test-retest reliability across a two- to five-week period, as expected.
Convergent and Divergent Validity. Table 6 displays bivariate correlations, means, and
t-tests for males and females separately for snark, social desirability, sarcasm, and relational /
social aggression.
Social desirability. A bivariate correlation was used to assess the degree to which an
individual’s tendency to respond in socially desirable ways was related to their responses on the
snark scale (Aim 2 Hypothesis 1). Results showed a small negative correlation between the two
scales (r = -.18, p = .001), indicating that individuals with a higher tendency to respond in
socially desirable ways tend to report less snark use, though the strength of this relationship was
weak, as expected. Further, the correlation between social desirability and the Relationship Snark
Scale was weaker than those between social desirability and the well-established scales for
sarcasm and relational / social aggression (see Table 6).
Sarcasm. To assess the degree of relation between an individual’s general sarcasm use
and use of snark after a friendship transgression (Aim 2 Hypothesis 2), a bivariate correlation
was used. Results indicated a medium-strength positive correlation between snark and sarcasm (r
= .35, p < .001), suggesting that individuals who report higher general sarcasm use tend to report
higher snark use, as expected.
Social and relational aggression. A bivariate correlation was used to assess the degree of
relation between an individual’s use of social and relational aggression in response to
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interpersonal difficulties and use of snark following friendship transgressions (Aim 2 Hypothesis
3). Results indicated a small positive correlation between snark and social / relational aggression
(r = .21, p < .001). Individuals who were more likely to report use of social and relational
aggression tactics tended to report more likelihood of using snark, as expected. Interestingly, the
correlation between snark and social / relational aggression was only significant for females,
while there was no significant correlation between these two measures for males (see Table 6).
Personal Correlates of Snark Use
Table 7 displays bivariate correlations, means, and t-tests for males and females
separately for snark, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. To test the hypothesis that friendship contingent
self-esteem would predict snark use (Aim 3 Hypothesis 1),a hierarchical regression was
conducted with gender, social desirability, and realism entered as control variables on Step 1,
friendship contingent self-esteem entered on Step 2, and the gender by FCSE interaction on Step
3. Regression statistics are shown in Table 8. Contrary to hypotheses, there was no significant
main effect of friendship contingent self-esteem on snark use, but there was a significant
interaction with gender. Results indicated that for males, as friendship contingent self-esteem
increased, reported snark use decreased (see Figure 12). There was no significant association
between friendship contingent self-esteem and reported snark use for females. These findings
were contrary to expectations. Possible explanations will be discussed in detail in the general
discussion chapter.
Narcissism. To test the hypothesis that narcissism would predict snark use (Aim 3
Hypothesis 2), a hierarchical regression was conducted with gender, social desirability, and
realism entered as control variables on Step 1, narcissism on Step 2, and the gender by
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narcissism interaction on Step 3. Regression statistics are shown in Table 9. As expected, there
was a significant effect of narcissism, indicating that individuals with higher narcissism reported
a higher likelihood of using snark in potential conflict settings with friends.
Interpersonal Consequences of Snark Use
Table 10 displays bivariate correlations, means, and t-tests for males and females
separately for snark, friendship conflict, and friendship closeness.
Friendship Qualities. To examine if an inclination for snark use could predict conflict
and closeness in friendships (Aim 4), two parallel hierarchical regressions were run. Gender,
social desirability, and realism were entered as control variables on Step 1, snark was entered on
Step 2, and the gender by snark interaction was entered on Step 3. This model was repeated
twice times, once each for ratings of friendship conflict and closeness. Regression statistics are
shown in Table 11.
Snark was a significant predictor of reported friendship conflict, indicating that
individuals who report a higher inclination of responding to friendship transgressions with snark
were more likely to report higher rates of conflict in their closest friendships, as expected (Aim 4
Hypothesis 1). To assess the ability of the Relationship Snark Scale to predict friendship conflict
beyond other measures of aggression, the model was repeated with social / relational aggression
included as a covariate. Snark still trended toward significance (b = .056, p = .065), after
controlling for the predictive power of social and relational aggression (b = .218, p = .01).
Counter to expectations (Aim 4 Hypothesis 2), there was no main effect of snark on
friendship closeness; there was, however, a significant snark by gender interaction. As depicted
in Figure 13, the relationship between snark and friendship closeness was generally negative for
males and positive for females, but neither slope was statistically significant in follow-up
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analyses. As before, the model was repeated with social / relational aggression included as a
covariate, to assess the ability of the RSS to predict friendship closeness after controlling for the
effects of other measures. The snark by gender interaction remained predictive of friendship
closeness (b = -.13, p = .039) after controlling for relational and social aggression (b = -.11, p =
.16). Examining the interaction, the general pattern remained the same, though the slope for
females began to trend toward significance (b = .05, p = .099).
Discussion
This study provides a strong foundation for the measurement of individual snark use. The
establishment of a stable, reliable measure of snark was the primary goal of this study as no
measure existed before. Negative conflict management behaviors can be detrimental to intra- and
interpersonal health and wellbeing, so being able to identify individuals who endorse snark will
aid in assessing those at risk for long-term relationship and individual difficulties.
Scale Development
Item Development. The items included in the Relationship Snark Scale were developed
to represent a wide range of behaviors that could create conflict between friends and provoke
snark use. To ensure that a range of severity in issues were included, items were developed
according to Social Domain Theory to represent transgressions across moral, conventional, and
personal domains. Social Domain Theory posits that conflict severity and management varies as
a function of these domains (Smetana et al., 2014), thus it was anticipated that a scale
representing items across all domains would be able to measure a full range of snark response. A
pilot study narrowed an initial pool of 45 items to 18 final items which represented a range of
severity ratings and snark provocation based on an undergraduate sample. The current study
confirmed that the 18 items were viewed as realistic situations that could occur in young adult
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friendships. Further, a wide range of snark was provoked by the scale, driven in part by the social
domains and variations by gender. While we expected snark to be used less following a moral
violation, as people may prefer to address the issue more directly, females reported the highest
likelihood of responded with snark to this domain. Knowing what we do about snark’s
underlying emotions and motivations from Study 1, this finding is not entirely surprising. Moral
violations are the most upsetting, and thus may provoke angry, aggressive responses such as
snark. Females reported the next highest endorsement of snark use following conventional issues
and then personal issues. From pilot data, we know that this pattern matches the perceived
severity of the items, such that moral items were rated more severe than conventional items
which were rated more severe than positive items. The general pattern for females reflects the
idea that the worse the friend’s instigating behavior is, the more likely they are to choose a
negative response such as snark. Overall, these findings confirm that the items included in the
Relationship Snark Scale were realistic and represented a range of friendship issues that provoke
varying degrees of snark.
Scale properties. High reliability across the full scale indicated the ability to measure
individual tendencies toward snark. This full measure can be used to identify individuals who are
more or less likely to use snark across a wide variety of friendship issues that have the potential
for generating conflict. Research has found that individuals who rely on negative conflict
behaviors have difficulties in their relationships and experience isolation, loneliness, and
problems related to general health and wellness (S. Cohen, 2004; Reznik et al., 2010). As Study
1 provides initial evidence to support that snark is a negative conflict behavior, being able to
identify individuals who are prone to its use with friends is a critical first step to preventing
further relational and adjustment difficulties.
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Relation to other measures. The new Relationship Snark Scale was also examined in
comparison to other relevant measures. Ratings on the snark scale were negatively associated
with a tendency to respond in socially desirable ways, though the strength of the correlation was
small. As snark is a socially undesirable behavior, as shown by the views reported in Study 1,
this finding is not surprising. While analyses controlled for the effects of social desirability out of
an abundance of caution, concern over this relationship is unwarranted in consideration of its
small strength and the stronger relationships found for other well-established measures such as
the Sarcasm Self-Report Scale (Ivanko et al., 2004) and the Young Adult Social Behavior Scale
(Crothers et al., 2009).
Snark use was positively associated with both the general use of sarcasm throughout
daily life and the use of relationally and socially aggressive behaviors during interpersonal
problems. The correlations were both significant and moderate in strength, indicating a
meaningful connection between snark and each of these constructs. Still, the correlations among
the scales were not strong enough to indicate that the measures overlapped wholly. As snark is a
form of sarcasm, it is unsurprising that people who are generally more sarcastic are also more
likely to be snarky. However, the strength of this correlation indicates that there are people who
may be sarcastic in a wide range of forms and settings but choose not to be snarky, and also
people who may not be generally sarcastic but may rely on sarcasm when criticizing others.
A similar relationship is found between snark use and the use of other socially and
relationally aggressive behaviors. Some correlation is unsurprising, as snark shares the same
general goal that researchers define for social and relational aggression: to hurt another’s selfesteem or social status. However, snark achieves this goal through a different process – directly
attacking the victim’s self with aggressive, humorous sarcasm as opposed to utilizing the dyadic
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relationship or other social agents as the mechanisms for harm. Further, this study specifically
measured snark in the context of a presumed dyadic interaction. It is possible that snark used in
more public contexts may differ from snark used in private and may show a stronger correlation
to forms of relational and social aggression. Finally, while the measure for social and relation
aggression was reliable at Time 1, it did not maintain reliability at Time 2. While this could have
been a result of the small retest sample size, these findings should be considered with some
caution. Future research should examine the replicability of this finding or explore the
relationship between the RSS and alternative measures of social and relational aggression.
Personal Correlates of Snark Use
Using the newly developed Relationship Snark Scale, a secondary goal of this study was
to examine how it was predicted by other individual characteristics, specifically friendship
contingent self-esteem and narcissism. These traits impacted views on the appropriateness and
effectiveness of snark, respectively, as a conflict management technique in friendships. It was
expected that they would also predict hypothetical snark use.
Friendship contingent self-esteem. While there was no overall effect of friendship
contingent self-esteem on snark use as expected, there was an interesting interaction with gender.
Friendship contingent self-esteem was negatively associated with sarcasm use in males, and
there was no relationship for females. These findings are both counter to expectations based on
the findings of Study 1, which showed that individuals higher in friendship contingent selfesteem viewed snark as more appropriate, and previous research which has found that
individuals with highly contingent self-esteem react with more anger and hostility (Zeigler-Hill
et al., 2011), which were also associated with snark in Study 1. Because this study examined
contingent self-esteem specifically in friendships, it is possible that the friendship context of the
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conflicts also contributed to hesitancy in participants’ endorsement of aggression. It is also
possible that participants may have preferred alternative conflict responses such as avoidance or
even more direct aggression. Turner and White’s (2015) study found distinctions in the
relationship between contingent self-esteem and aggression that suggest nuance based on
additional characteristics, such as whether the aggression is reactive or proactive and whether the
individual frequently ruminates over issues. This suggests further complexity needs to be
explored in this relationship to provide a more complete understanding of these findings.
Narcissism. The findings of this study supported the hypothesis that individuals higher
on narcissism would be more likely to use snark in a friendship conflict setting. These findings
are supported by previous research which has found that individuals who score high on
narcissism are more likely to aggress against others and to endorse aggressive humor (D. N.
Jones & Paulhus, 2014; Zeigler-Hill et al., 2011). Combined with the findings of Study 1, that
individuals who score high on narcissism are more likely to believe snark would be an effective
conflict management tool, these individuals may be particularly at risk for negative conflict
interactions, specifically in friendships where such behavior may be viewed as inappropriate and
damaging.
Interpersonal Consequences of Snark Use.
A final goal of this study was to explore a potential connection between an individual’s
inclination toward snarkiness and the quality of their closest friendships. Research has
established a link between aggression and negative friendship qualities (Cillessen et al., 2005).
Based on the patterns between snark and direct aggression in Study 1, it was expected that snark
would also be linked to increases in friendship conflict and decreases in friendship closeness.
Only one of these relationships was clear in the current study, however.
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A higher tendency to use snark in friendship issues was associated with higher conflict in
close friendships, as expected. This could mean that being snarky often generates more conflict
in one’s close relationships. It could also mean that being in relationships that are high in conflict
increases one’s willingness to be snarky towards a friend. Regardless, this finding shows that
identifying individuals who are prone to using snark to address issues can be useful in
identifying those who may be at risk for high conflict in their relationships. Frequent, negative
conflict is a risk factor for a range of developmental difficulties. Identifying at-risk individuals,
especially with an identifiable, risky behavior, is a key step to preventing further problems.
Interestingly, snark use was not necessarily associated with friendship closeness. There
was no main effect of snark on friendship closeness, and though there was indication of an
interaction with gender, further exploration did not indicate a clear directional effect. Though
snarky individuals may experience more conflict in their close friendships, this does not
necessarily mean that these friendships experience damage to the closeness between individuals.
This could simply be a byproduct of participants reporting on their close friendships specifically,
which one would expect to be rated as close. However, it is still important to note that their
closest friendships are no less close than those of individuals who are less snarky. These findings
could also be explained through a deeper understanding of dyadic differences, as some friends
may be characterized by a resilience to the use of tools such as sarcasm while others may find
this behavior difficult to manage. Future research should explore this further using a dyadic lens
to provide a deeper understanding of these findings.
Summary
This study established a reliable measure of individual proclivity toward snark use to
address a range of friendship issues for use with young adult samples. The brief, 18-item
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Relationship Snark Scale is the first measure developed to assess snark use, and it shows
distinction from existing measures of related concepts such as general sarcasm and social /
relational aggression. Further, this study provided a first look at variations in snark use by
gender, friendship contingent self-esteem, and narcissism. Finally, it provided evidence that
higher snark use can predict friendships with more conflict but does not necessarily indicate less
closeness with friends.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION
Taken together, these studies provide the foundation for a broader exploration of snark.
They show that perceptions of snark and preference for its use are both measurable for study.
Study 1 provided a basic understanding of how snark is viewed in a relational context. Study 2
established a self-report scale that can be used to measure proclivities for snark use. No empirical
examination or research conceptualization of snark existed prior to this research, but these
studies provide a launching point for ongoing examination. Future research should strongly
consider a deeper exploration of this behavior, as many of the findings included in this
dissertation suggest it is a potentially problematic behavior that is indeed relied upon by some in
managing friendship problems.
The developmental field has established that quality friendships are essential for optimal
development and that maladaptive approaches to conflict can be detrimental to the quality and
stability of friendships. Conflict and communications literatures have distinguished among types
of conflict behaviors both in their degrees of conflict resolution and extended impacts for
individuals and relationships. Psychological research has explored the nature and impact of
various types of aggression within friendships and other interpersonal relationships. Despite
these many avenues of impactful research, there remained a gap in the form of snark. Snark is
commonly spoken of and referred to in everyday language, and yet there had been no empirical
research on the behavior prior to this dissertation. Following definitions of snark in modern
speech and popular writing, snark has been conceptualized here as face-to-face sarcastic verbal
aggression. This conceptualization places snark amongst the nuanced forms of aggression which
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have a complex, dynamic research history in the field of development. While a full
understanding of this nuanced behavior will require continued research, this dissertation provides
a foundation to that future work.
As with other forms of aggression, there are gender differences in the use of snark.
Interestingly, gender differences in perceptions of snark were less clear. Males were more likely
to report using snark in a friendship conflict, but they did not necessarily view snark more
positively than did females. However, when considered relative to other conflict alternatives,
there was evidence that males did in fact view snark in a more positive light relatively, and this
may be related to their increased endorsement of snark use. Both males and females generally
agreed that integrative responses were the most positive conflict behavior while distributive
attacks were the most negative and snark fell in between. Females, however, clearly viewed
withdrawal as another alternative that was more positive than snark, while males did not make
this distinction. It is possible that females would be more likely to consider both integrative and
withdrawal responses before using snark, while males are as likely to consider snark as
withdrawal. Future research should explore how the views of snark relative to these conflict
management alternatives relate directly to the use of snark relative to these alternatives. Further,
considering males are more likely to use snark with their friends but not more likely to respond
positively to it, further exploration into potential consequences and risk factors for male
friendships is needed. The relative views of snark do not negative the absolute views of it as still
generally negative, and this might indicate a general risk trend for males. Finally, the vignette
study only presented same-sex friendships, and it is likely that views and beliefs about snark
would be different in cross-sex friendships. Particularly interesting would be the impact of the
gender of the snarker in cross-sex friendships on views of its appropriateness and impact.
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Both studies further provide evidence for other variations in snark views and usage based
on personality traits. The traits of friendship contingent self-esteem and narcissism were
explored as a first look at the role of individual traits. Narcissism provides the clearest link
between views of snark and endorsement of its use. Narcissism predicted both an increased
belief that snark would be an effective conflict management tool and an increased likelihood of
using snark to respond to friendship issues. This puts individuals with narcissistic traits at
particular risk for friendship problems, especially considering that increased use of snark was
also associated with increased conflict in close friendships. It is possible that other individuals
who share key characteristics with narcissism, such as highly competitive individuals, may also
be at risk for these same difficulties. Friendship contingent self-esteem did not share this clear
link between views and use. While individuals with high friendship contingent self-esteem
viewed snark as more appropriate, they were not necessarily more likely to use it. In fact, males
were less likely to report using snark when they scored high on friendship contingent selfesteem. It is possible that views of effectiveness are more important when determining the use of
a potentially problematic behavior such as snark. The direct link between an individual’s beliefs
about snark and their use of it in a friendship context is another area of interest for future study.
Further links between distinct personality traits and snark should also be explored.
These studies also present an interesting picture of snark’s impact on interpersonal
dynamics. Based on snark’s conceptualization in this dissertation and existing literature, snark
would likely be classified as a coercive conflict strategy. Coercive strategies are damaging to
both individuals and relationships and should therefore be a concern for developmentalists.
Study 2 found that snark was, in fact, associated with higher conflict ratings for close
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friendships. While Study 1 did find that people think snark is harmful to its victims and should
be followed with an apology for best relational outcomes, they did not necessarily believe that it
was very likely to have a negative long-term impact on the relationship. However, these ratings
followed a single incident of snark use. The findings of Study 2 may indicate that snark may be
most problematic when used more consistently. Further, while these individuals reported more
conflict in close friendships, their closeness to these friends did not vary from individuals who
were less likely to use snark. It is possible that snark can be part of a dyadic profile that is
generally conflictual but not altogether harmful. Recall that it is not the presence of conflict that
is harmful, but how it is managed. Perhaps there are certain friendships that manage to survive
despite high conflict, and maybe snark plays some role in this process. Future research should
explore additional interpersonal characteristics and perhaps approach this question from a dyadic
view to provide a deeper understanding of why some friendships can remain close despite
divisive behaviors.
Together, this array of findings begins to paint the complicated picture of snark and its
role in interpersonal interactions. These studies were examined specifically within the context of
friendship conflict, and generally presented private scenarios between two friends. Future
research should expand the findings here to other contexts such as different relationship
dynamics (i.e., romantic relationships, sibling relationships, coworkers, etc.), different settings
(i.e., public vs. private), or different situational cues (i.e., provoked vs. unprovoked snark).
Friendship is a unique relationship due to its voluntary nature, and the views and use of snark
may vary across relationship types based on their stability and inherent power dynamics.
Regardless of relationship type, snark may carry different meaning and intention when delivered
privately than when delivered in front of an audience. Bystanders could enhance the negative
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effect, adding a threat to social status that could further harm the victim. Alternately, sarcasm can
sometimes go unnoticed by bystanders, allowing friends to communicate discontent in a crowd
while maintaining an appearance of joviality. Finally, whether snark is delivered at random or in
response to specific actions of another is likely to carry differential impacts through variations in
its perceived appropriateness and motivations.
The developmental progression of both views and use of snark should also be explored.
As we know that sarcasm understanding and use develop with age, it is likely that this growth
would predict diverging views of snark across development, which might impact the use of snark
and its interpersonal impact. Further, understanding the development of trait-level snarkiness,
both as a general pattern and any specific precursors, is important for both prevention and
intervention efforts. For example, family socialization of communication patterns and emotional
expression throughout childhood are likely to impact individual snark use in adulthood. Families
that maintain open lines of communication and safe spaces for emotional expression are more
likely to encourage constructive, integrative of responses to conflict. However, families that rely
on repression of emotionality, psychological control, and coercive tactics may encourage
responses like snark. Especially through adolescence, as desires for autonomy and identity
discovery may lead to increased familial conflict, and the developing understanding,
appreciation, and use of sarcasm may lead to explorations with snark, the dynamics at play in the
family context may be prime for studying how this behavior is either reinforced or corrected. At
younger ages, it is likely the specific communication patterns of the parents or older siblings that
would be of interest, and the ways that the presence of a snark user may serve as a model.
Further, tracking the sarcasm understanding of the younger child and their perceptions of the
snark responses may be important for understanding how this behavior is processed in younger
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children and understanding risks of its use by parents or older siblings. Future research should
focus on exploring these trajectories and relationships in depth to understand how maladaptive
patterns of snark form throughout development.
Finally, a multicultural comparison of views and patterns of snark use could be helpful in
clarifying the complex, nuanced nature of snark and its functions. This research provided some
initial evidence of emotional and motivational goals of snark use in conflict that make it useful
for concealing emotionality and addressing an issue indirectly. Cultural norms of emotional
expression, aggression, and self-focused vs. relational-focused goals in relationships are likely to
drive differences in conflict behavior choices and views of appropriateness, goals, and impacts.
If snark truly masks negative emotionality, it might be favored in societies that discourage
emotional displays. However, as snark is aggression and largely favors the snarker over the
target, it is likely to be discouraged in cultures where cooperation and relationships take priority
over the self. Emotionality, directness, and relationship harmony are all factors that may vary in
conflict communication styles across cultures, such as between individualist and collectivist
societies. Based on the research here, snark also relates directly to each of these three concerns.
Re-examining these studies through a multicultural lens could provide more depth of
understanding to the findings of this dissertation, and expand our conceptual understanding of
snark to represent a wider diversity of experiences.
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TABLES
Table 1
Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, Standard Deviations, and T-test Results Comparing
Females and Males for Key Variables in Study 1
Variables
1. Appropriateness
(Snark)
2. Effectiveness
(Snark)

1
-

2
.389**

3
-.544**

4
-.498**

5
.208**

6
.117

7
-.070

-.266**

.061

.046

.103

-.138

.049

.103

-

-.161*

.093

.150
.052

.433**

-

-.346**

3. Victim Upset
(Snark)

-.470**

-.493**

-

4. Victim Dim.
(Snark)

-.367**

-.343**

.730**

5. Sarcasm

.170

.152

-.014

-.047

-

.221**

6. FCSE

.200*

.006

-.105

-.004

.024

-

7. Narcissism

.036

.178

-.025

-.049

.150

-.142

M(SD)
Females (n = 157)

.687**

-.055
-

2.66(1.2) 2.19(1.1) 3.73(1.1) 3.55(1.2) 3.80(.99) 2.91(1.0) 3.05(.53)

Males (n = 99)
2.75(1.2) 2.24(1.0) 3.52(1.2) 3.18(1.3) 4.00(1.0) 2.68(.82) 3.17(.57)
t(1, 254)
-.62
-.37
1.40
2.30*
-1.54
2.02
-1.63
Note. The upper right values of the correlation matrix are the correlation coefficients for female
participants, while the lower left values are those for the male participants. ** p < .01; * p < .05.
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Table 2
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Beliefs About Snark from Participant’s
Reported Gender and General Sarcasm Usage (Study 1)
Step / Variables
b
SE
Appropriateness
Step 1
Gender
.046
.074
Step 2
Sarcasm
.224
.072
Step 3
Gender x Sarcasm
-.024
.073
Effectiveness
Step 1
Gender
.026
.070
Step 2
Sarcasm
.104
.069
Step 3
Gender x Sarcasm
.042
.070
Victim Upset
Step 1
Gender
-.105
.075
Step 2
Sarcasm
-.103
.074
Step 3
Gender x Sarcasm
.071
.076
Victim Diminished
Step 1
Gender
-.183
.079
Step 2
Sarcasm
-.144
.078
Step 3
Gender x Sarcasm
.071
.080
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

t

F

df

R2

ΔR2

0.38

1, 254

.001

.001

5.09*

2, 253

.039

.037

3.42*

3, 252

.039

.0004

0.13

1, 254

.001

.001

1.21

2, 253

.009

.009

0.92

3, 252

.011

.001

1.96

1, 254

.008

.008

1.95

2, 253

.015

.008

1.60

3, 252

.019

.004

5.30*

1, 254

.020

.020

4.39*

2, 253

.034

.013

3.19*

3, 252

.037

.003

0.61
3.12**
-0.32

0.37
1.51
0.59

-1.40
-1.39
0.94

-2.30*
+

-1.85
0.89
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Table 3
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Beliefs About Snark from Participant’s
Reported Gender and Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem (Study 1)
Step / Variables
b
SE
Appropriateness
Step 1
Gender
.046
.074
Step 2
FCSE
.179
.077
Step 3
Gender x FCSE
.074
.084
Effectiveness
Step 1
Gender
.026
.070
Step 2
FCSE
.039
.073
Step 3
Gender x FCSE
-.022
.081
Victim Upset
Step 1
Gender
-.105
.075
Step 2
FCSE
-.007
.079
Step 3
Gender x FCSE
-.107
.087
Victim Diminished
Step 1
Gender
-.183
.079
Step 2
FCSE
.078
.083
Step 3
Gender x FCSE
-.060
.091
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

t

F

df

R2

ΔR2

0.38

1, 254

.001

.001

2.90

2, 253

.022

.021

2.18+

3, 252

.025

.003

0.13

1, 254

.001

.001

0.21

2, 253

.002

.001

0.16

3, 252

.002

.0003

1.96

1, 254

.008

.008

0.98

2, 253

.008

.000

1.16

3, 252

.014

.006

5.30*

1, 254

.020

.020

3.09*

2, 254

.024

.003

2.20

3, 252

.026

.002

0.62
2.33*
0.87

0.37
0.53
-0.28

-1.40
-0.09
-1.24

-2.30*
0.94
-0.66
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Table 4
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Beliefs About Snark from Participant’s
Reported Gender and Narcissism (Study 1)
Step / Variables
b
SE
Appropriateness
Step 1
Gender
.046
.074
Step 2
Narcissism
-.058
.133
Step 3
Gender x Narc.
.113
.135
Effectiveness
Step 1
Gender
.026
.070
Step 2
Narcissism
.261
.124
Step 3
Gender x Narc.
.051
.127
Victim Upset
Step 1
Gender
-.105
.075
Step 2
Narcissism
.106
.135
Step 3
Gender x Narc.
-.137
.137
Victim Diminished
Step 1
Gender
-.183
.079
Step 2
Narcissism
.155
.142
Step 3
Gender x Narc.
-.227
.144
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

t

F

df

R2

ΔR2

0.38

1, 254

.001

.001

0.29

2, 253

.002

.001

0.43

3, 252

.005

.003

0.13

1, 254

.001

.001

4.39*

2, 253

.018

.017

1.56

3, 252

.018

.0006

1.96

1, 254

.008

.008

1.29

2, 253

.010

.002

1.19

3, 252

.014

.004

5.30*

1, 254

.020

.020

3.25*

2, 253

.025

.005

3.00*

3, 252

.035

.010

0.62
-0.44
0.84

0.37
2.10*
0.40

-1.40
0.79
-1.00

-2.30*
1.09
-1.58
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Table 5
Test-retest Correlations of Friendship Snark, General Sarcasm, Social / Relational Aggression,
and Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem Across a Two- to Five-week Retest Period (Study 2)

Self-Report Friendship Snark

M
3.44

Time 1
SD
1.22

α
.90

Sarcasm Self-Report Scale

3.95

1.04

.87

Friendship Contingent
2.92
1.01
.92
Self-Esteem
Note. All test-retest correlations are significant at p < .001.
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M
3.34

Time 2
SD
1.42

α
.93

r
.80

3.79

1.02

.88

.88

2.98

1.07

.92

.86

Table 6
Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, Standard Deviations, and T-test Results Comparing
Females and Males for Snark, Social desirability, Sarcasm, and Aggression in Study 2
Variables
1. Social Desirability

1
-

2
-.270**

3
-.367**

4
-.164**

.240**

.343**

2. Sarcasm

-.328**

-

3. Aggression
(Relational/Social)

-.351**

.268*

-

.237**

.318**

.075

-

4. Snark

-.270**

M(SD)
Females (n = 265)
5.75(2.78)
3.89(1.02)
1.87(.43)
3.36(1.19)
Males (n = 86)
5.84(2.46)
4.15(1.09)
2.05(.55)
3.72(1.27)
t(1, 349)
-0.24
-1.98*
-3.17**
-2.45*
Note. The upper right values of the correlation matrix are the correlation
coefficients for female participants, while the lower left values are those for the
male participants. ** p < .01; * p < .05; two-tailed.
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Table 7
Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, Standard Deviations, and T-test Results Comparing
Females and Males for Snark and Personality Variables in Study 2
Variables
1. Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem

1
-

2
-.284**

3
.050

2. Narcissism

-.233*

-

.124

3. Snark

-.154

.174

-

M(SD)
Females (n = 265)
2.99(1.01)
3.10(.55)
3.36(1.19)
Males (n = 86)
2.72(1.01)
3.15(.59)
3.72(1.27)
t(1, 349)
2.16*
-0.65
-2.45*
Note. The upper right values of the correlation matrix are the correlation coefficients for
female participants, while the lower left values are those for the male participants. ** p <
.01; * p < .05.

108

Table 8
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Snark Use from Participant’s Reported
Gender, Social Desirability, Realism Ratings, and Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem (Study 2)
Step / Variables
b
SE
Step 1
Gender
.353
.147
Social Desirability -.092
.024
Realism
-.177
.087
Step 2
FCSE
-.040
.064
Step 3
Gender x FCSE
-.306
.147
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

t

F
7.52**

df
3, 346

R2
.061

ΔR2
.061

5.73**

4, 345

.062

.001

5.50**

5, 344

.074

.012

2.39*
-3.87**
-2.03*
-0.63
-2.09*
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Table 9
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Snark Use from Participant’s Reported
Gender, Social Desirability, Realism Rating, and Narcissism (Study 2)
Step / Variables
b
SE
Step 1
Gender
.353
.147
Social Desirability -.092
.024
Realism
-.177
.087
Step 2
Narcissism
.300
.112
Step 3
Gender x Narc.
.096
.255
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

t

F
7.52**

df
3, 346

R2
.061

ΔR2
.061

7.53**

4, 345

.080

.019

6.03**

5, 344

.081

.000

2.39*
-3.87**
-2.03*
2.67**
0.38
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Table 10
Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, Standard Deviations, and T-test Results Comparing
Females and Males for Friendship Quality Variables in Study 2
Variables
1. Closeness

1
-

2
-.267**

2. Conflict

-.023

-

3. Snark

-.159

.088

3
.048
.178**
--

M(SD)
Females (n = 265)
4.34(.63)
2.11(.68)
3.36(1.19)
Males (n = 86)
3.87(.65)
2.36(.73)
3.72(1.27)
t(1, 349)
5.97**
-2.81**
-2.45*
Note. The upper right values of the correlation matrix are the
correlation coefficients for female participants, while the lower left
values are those for the male participants. ** p < .01; * p < .05.
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Table 11
Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Friendship Qualities from Participant’s
Snark Use, Gender, Social Desirability, and Realism Ratings (Study 2)
Step / Variables
b
Conflict
Step 1
Gender
.244
Social Desirability
-.057
Realism
-.012
Step 2
Snark
.066
Step 3
Gender x Snark
-.059
Closeness
Step 1
Gender
-.473
Social Desirability
.027
Realism
.156
Step 2
Snark
.015
Step 3
Gender x Snark
-.125
+
Note. **p < .01; * p < .05; p < .10

SE

.084
.014
.050
.031
.068

t

df

R2

ΔR2

8.54**

3, 346

.069

.069

7.65**

4, 345

.081

.013

6.26**

5, 344

.083

.002

17.04**

3, 346

.129

.129

12.83**

4, 345

.129

.001

11.13**

5, 344

.139

.010

2.89**
-4.17**
-0.24
2.17*
-0.86

.078
.013
.046

-6.06**
2.16*
3.40**

.028

0.54

.063

F

-1.98*
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FIGURES
Figure 1
Ratings of Appropriateness of Conflict Response Types for Males and Females (Study 1)
5

4

3

2

1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive

Female

Male

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 2
Ratings of Effectiveness of Conflict Response Types (Study 1)
5

4

3

2

1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 3
Ratings of Perceived Related Emotions Within Conflict Response Type (Study 1)
5
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1
Snark

Integrative
Hurt
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Angry

Envious

Guilty

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 4
Ratings on Conflict Response Within Perceived Related Emotions (Study 1)
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Hurt

Worried
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Angry
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Envious
Withdrawal

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Guilty

Figure 5
Ratings of Believed Underlying Motivations by Conflict Response Type (Study 1)
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1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive

Withdrawal

Hurt target

Feel better

Be funny

Assert power

Change target's behavior

Avoid direct conflict

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Figure 6
Ratings of Conflict Response Within Believed Underlying Motivations (Study 1)
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1
Hurt target

Feel better
Snark

Be funny
Integrative

Assert power
Distributive

Change target's
behavior

Withdrawal

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Avoid direct
conflict

Figure 7
Ratings of Victim Impact Within Conflict Response (Study 1)
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Snark

Integrative
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Diminished

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 8
Ratings of Victim Impact of Conflict Responses for Males and Females (Study 1)
5
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1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive

Female

Male

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 9
Ratings of Need for Apology for Conflict Response Type for Males and Females (Study 1)
5
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1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive
Female

Male

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 10
Ratings of Lasting Negative Friendship Impact for Conflict Response Type for Males and
Females (Study 1)
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1
Snark

Integrative

Distributive

Female

Male

Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Withdrawal

Figure 11
Snark Use by Social Domain for Males and Females (Study 2)
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Females
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Note. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals for each mean.
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Personal

Figure 12
Relationship Between Friendship Contingent Self-Esteem and Snark After Controlling for
Realism Ratings and Social Desirability, For Males and Females (Study 2)

124

Figure 13
Relationship Between Snark and Friendship Closeness After Controlling for Realism Ratings
and Social Desirability, For Males and Females (Study 2)
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A
Study 1 Vignettes
Academic Success Vignette
Taylor and Riley have been best friends for years. They enjoy spending time with each other and
do lots of things together. Taylor always gets A’s in every class, and all of their peers think that
she is smarter than Riley. This bothers Riley who tries very hard in school but often only gets
B’s.
The two friends are in the same Biology for Non-Majors class and they just got their midterm
grades back. The instructor praised Taylor in front of the whole class for her perfect score on the
last exam. As the friends are leaving class, Taylor says to Riley "I'm glad the exam went well.
How'd you do?"
 Snark: e.g., Riley replies sarcastically, “Never fear, your role as teacher’s pet is safe.”
 Direct: e.g., Riley replies quickly, “Why don’t you try being less nosy, geek? You’re such a
try hard.”
 Withdrawal: e.g., Riley replies, looking away, “I’m going to be late to my next class.
Later.”
 Integrative: e.g., Riley replies calmly, “I’d rather not talk about grades. I work really hard
but feel bad about my grades compared to how well you do.”
Physical Attractiveness Vignette
Scottie and MJ have been best friends for years. They enjoy spending time with each other and
do lots of things together. MJ knows that all of their friends think that Scottie is more physically
attractive than she and is bothered by it.
One day the two friends are scrolling through social media while hanging out at their apartment
and Scottie says, “With my looks, I think I could be an influencer on social media and make
some extra cash. Do you think I should give it a shot?”
 Snark: e.g., MJ replies sarcastically, “I don’t know that the world is ready for all that
hotness.”
 Direct: e.g., MJ replies quickly, “Sure. You’re a self-obsessed picture whore, so that fits.”
 Withdrawal: e.g., MJ replies, looking away, "I’ve got to go home, it’s late.”
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 Integrative: e.g., MJ replies calmly, “Look, everyone knows you look good, but I’m really
self-conscious about my own looks and sometimes it can be really hard to always hear
about how good you look.
Popularity Vignette
Alex and Skyler have been best friends for years. They enjoy spending time with each other and
do lots of things together. Alex is more popular than Skyler with their peers in school and is
always being invited to different types of events and parties every day. Skyler wishes she got
invited to more things like Alex.
Skyler decides to host her own party for her birthday. When Skyler asks Alex if she can come,
Alex says, "Sure, but I'm going to be late. I've got some dinner plans first. Is that okay?"
 Snark: e.g., Skyler replies sarcastically, “Right. I forgot I had to book with your secretary a
month in advance to fit on your calendar.”
 Direct: e.g., Skyler replies quickly, “Whatever, don’t even bother coming. You’re a crappy
friend anyway.”
 Withdrawal: e.g., Skyler replies, looking away, "I have to go get ready."
 Integrative: e.g., Skyler replies calmly, “It feels like you’re always busy doing something
and we never have time to hang out together anymore. I miss my friend.”
Wealth Vignette
Pat and Harper have been best friends for years. They enjoy spending time with each other and
do lots of things together. Pat’s family has a lot of money and pays for Pat to go to school and
live in her own apartment, but Harper has to rely on scholarships, financial aid, and a part-time
job to pay for everything. Harper wishes her family had money like Pat’s so she could do and
buy more things.
One day the two friends are at the store together because Pat needs a new jacket for winter.
Harper feels like they've been looking forever when Pat finally grabs two of the more expensive
ones and says, "I can't decide which one I like better, so I think I'm just going to buy them both!
What do you think?"
 Snark: e.g., Harper replies sarcastically, "“Why stop there when you can just buy the
whole collection?”
 Direct: e.g., Harper replies quickly, “Do you always have to be such an entitled show-off
and wave your money in everyone’s face? Snob.”
 Withdrawal: e.g., Harper replies, looking away, “I’ve got to go home. I’ve got work to do.”
 Integrative: e.g., Harper replies calmy, “I know you’re just trying to buy some new stuff,
but I don’t have money like you do, and it can be really hard for me when you act like it’s
no big deal.”
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APPENDIX B
Vignette Follow-up Questions (Study 1)
Take a moment to think about the situation and how Riley was feeling before she replied how
she did. Think about each of the emotions below and indicate how likely you think it is that
Riley was feeling each of them right before responding.

Hurt
Worried
Angry
Envious
Guilty

Very unlikely
(1)

Somewhat
unlikely (2)

Neither likely
nor unlikely (3)

Somewhat
likely (4)

Very likely
(5)

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o

Whatever you may think about Taylor’s behavior in this interaction, the truth is that sometimes
friends behave this way. For the following questions we want you to focus only on Riley’s
behavior and why she chose to respond the way that she did. What do you think she wanted to
accomplish? For each different possible motivation, indicate how likely you think it is that it
contributed to the response.
Very unlikely
(1)
To hurt Taylor's feelings
o
To make herself feel better
o
To be funny
o
To assert power in the
o
friendship
To change Taylor's behavior
o
To avoid direct conflict
o
with Taylor

Somewhat
unlikely (2)
o
o
o
o
o
o

Neither likely
Somewhat
nor unlikely (3) likely (4)
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Very likely
(5)
o
o
o
o

o
o

o
o

Are there any other reasons why Riley may have responded that way, other than those above?
________________________________________________________________
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Now we want you to think about Riley's response relative to the whole situation.
Do you think Riley's response was appropriate or inappropriate, considering the situation and
friendship with Taylor?

o
o
o
o
o

Very inappropriate (1)
Somewhat inappropriate (2)
Neither appropriate nor inappropriate (3)
Somewhat appropriate (4)
Very appropriate (5)

How likely is it that Riley's response was upsetting to Taylor?

o
o
o
o
o

Very unlikely (1)
Somewhat unlikely (2)
Neither likely nor unlikely (3)
Somewhat likely (4)
Very likely (5)

How likely is it that Riley's response made Taylor feel diminished or denigrated (belittled,
damaged)?

o
o
o
o
o

Very unlikely (1)
Somewhat unlikely (2)
Neither likely nor unlikely (3)
Somewhat likely (4)
Very likely (5)

As a conflict management technique, how effective do you think Riley's response would be?

o
o
o
o
o

Very ineffective (1)
Somewhat ineffective (2)
Neither effective nor ineffective (3)
Somewhat effective (4)
Very effective (5)
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Now we want you to think about the friendship between Taylor and Riley and what the
consequences might be for Riley's response.
Do you think Riley owes Taylor an apology?

o
o
o
o
o

Definitely not (1)
Probably not (2)
Might or might not (3)
Probably yes (4)
Definitely yes (5)

How likely is it that Riley's response will have a lasting negative impact on the friendship
beyond this moment?

o
o
o
o
o

Very unlikely (1)
Somewhat unlikely (2)
Neither likely nor unlikely (3)
Somewhat likely (4)
Very likely (5)
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APPENDIX C
Relationship Snark Scale
1. Your friend was late to pick you up when giving you a ride to a party.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

2. Your friend dyed their hair a color that you think looks silly or dumb.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

3. Your friend told another friend a secret you told them in confidence.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

4. Your friend entered your room without knocking.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?
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5. Your friend lied to you about someone they were dating.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

6. Your friend kept shooting down your movie suggestions for movie night after you
already watched a movie of their choice.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

7. Your friend ditched you after finding out another friend had "better" plans.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

8. Your friend always doodles in class instead of taking notes.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?
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9. Your friend spent an extremely long time getting ready before a party that you wanted to
go to together.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

10. Your friend interrupted you in the middle of a story.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

11. Your friend didn't stand up for you when another person made fun of you.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

12. Your friend cheered for a rival sports team that was playing against your favorite team.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

133

13. Your friend ordered pineapple on their pizza, which you think is disgusting.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

14. Your friend spoiled a TV show or movie that you had planned on watching by telling you
then ending.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

15. Your friend never cleans their own car or bedroom.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

16. Your friend played music loudly late at night when you were trying to wind down.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?
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17. Your friend broke an important promise they made to you.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?

18. Your friend had sex with your significant other.
How likely would you be to respond to this by saying something snarky or sarcastic
about them as a person?
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