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Abstract 
 

Research has shown that individuals who display high disgust sensitivity tend to 

demonstrate in-group attraction and decreased liking of out-groups. In addition, they also 

have a tendency to give deceptive responses to questions so that they may fit in with the 

specific group and gain social approval. However, no research has indicated whether or 

not individuals who are highly disgust sensitive are willing to even tolerate these out-

group members, or whether or not they score higher on social desirability scales. The 

present study investigated whether disgust sensitivity is correlated with tolerance toward 

non-conformists and social desirability scores.  Participants completed the Disgust Scale, 

the Willingness to Tolerate Nonconformists Scale (General Social Survey Version), and 

the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale.  It was predicted that disgust sensitivity 

would be negatively correlated with the willingness to tolerate nonconformists and 

positively correlated with social desirability.  Results revealed that disgust sensitivity is 

indeed negatively correlated with the willingness to tolerate nonconformists.  However, 

disgust sensitivity was not correlated with social desirability.   
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Introduction 

 The emotion of disgust is becoming more understood with research. What is 

certainly known is that it is uniquely human and probably felt universally by everyone 

(Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley, 2000). Rozin et al. state three components that are required 

for the occurrence of the emotion: a sense of oral incorporation, a sense of offensiveness, 

and contamination potency. Since it is absent in nonhuman primates, it is essential for 

behavioral scientists to know what it is about humans that make us susceptible to the 

emotion of disgust. In the tradition of functionalism then, it may be necessary to ask to 

what extent does the emotion of disgust have a social function that is unique to humans.  

 Disgust is believed to act as a defensive emotion. Specifically, disgust acts as a 

defense mechanism from external threats. As a result, people high in disgust sensitivity 

tend to experience more anxiety (Haidt, McCauley, & Rozin, 1993). Thorpe, Patel, & 

Simonds (2003) found disgust sensitivity to be significantly related to both general 

anxiety and health anxiety. This anxiety may also contribute to the onset of obsessive 

behaviors such as excessive washing. In addition, it prevents individuals from seeking out 

new adventurous experiences (Haidt et al., 1993). Thus, a young child who finds mud or 

insects disgusting may be less likely to go on a camping trip.  

 What is also evident is that other than gape elicitors (stimuli that make you open 

your mouth) that are associated with bad tastes, disgust is not an innate principle (Rozin 
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et al., 2000). Rather, it is dependent upon cultural contexts. Rozin and Fallon (1987) 

stated that from approximately ages two or four to seven or nine years old, there seems to 

be a lack of disgust outside of the sensory realm. At this age, disgusting stimuli are 

rejected simply because individuals are taught to do so. Similarly, Rozin et al. (2000) 

stated that nonhumans do not display any sense of offensiveness outside of the sensory 

realm (e.g., gape elicitors in response to disgusting food). Therefore, disgust seems to 

require enculturation.  

 The enculturation process has a very enduring effect on an individual. During this 

process, people readily form disgust responses to disgusting stimuli. However, once these 

responses have been acquired, it is difficult to lose them (Rozin & Fallon, 1987). This 

may explain why disgusting experiences with food cause us not to want to eat that certain 

food item again for a while. A child may like to eat potatoes because his family and 

friends eat potatoes. However, if he happens to take a bite into a rotten potato, he quickly 

develops a disgust response. Thus, he is not likely to eat potatoes again for a while. 

 Consistent with the premise that disgust requires enculturation is the disease 

avoidance model of disgust (Matchett & Davey, 1991). This model states that the 

function of disgust is to avoid and reject potentially contaminating objects. According to 

this model then, disgust acts as an adaptive emotional response in response to stimuli that 

are associated with the potentially contaminating objects (Cisler, Reardon, Williams, & 

Lohr, 2007). For example, once a culture becomes aware of a potentially harmful disease, 

it will  begin to develop a disgust response in order to protect the body from harm. 

However, knowing a disease exists, naturally we will come to consider who or what 

caused the disease to spread. Therefore, we will know how to avoid it.  
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 If this source of disease is found, that culture will form a disgust response to the 

source, thus forming an inclination to break contact with and withdraw from it (Moll et 

al., 2005) and beginning the enculturation process. This inclination to break contact with 

the source can be explained by the laws of sympathetic magic (Rozin, Millman, & 

Nemeroff, 1986). The first law of sympathetic magic explains the concept of contagions. 

Humans have a perception that once the disgusting object comes into contact with the 

person, it is always in contact. Essentially then, there is a perceived permanent transfer of 

the animate properties of things such as diseases.  

 The disease avoidance model can be further explained by the Intergroups 

Emotion Theory (Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000; Smith & Mackie, 2006;). This theory 

states that when people identify with a group, they will evaluate social phenomena in 

terms of what they imply for the group. Upon evaluation of these social phenomena, we 

then produce group-based emotions. These group-based emotions will thus come to 

determine the collective action to be taken by the group. If these specific emotions are 

experienced repeatedly over a long span of time in response to a specific group of people, 

the emotions will become affiliated with the mental representation of that group (Smith & 

Mackie, 2003). These emotions will become part of the perceiversÕ reaction to the object, 

thus affecting our behaviors. Therefore, if the phenomenon of a disease such as AIDS is 

repeatedly associated with a group of people (e.g., Africans), according to the disease 

avoidance model, we will develop a disgust response to them and thus reject everyone 

associated with that group of people.  

 While the disease avoidance model explains how the function of disgust is to 

avoid and reject potentially contaminating objects, it does not explain excessive 
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avoidance of the objects. Contamination fear on the other hand, is associated with 

excessive avoidance (Rachman, 2004; as cited in Cisler, Reardon, Williams, & Lohr, 

2007). Cisler et al. (2007) found that fear interacts with disgust, which in turn increases 

the aversive conditions associated with disgusting stimuli. Thus, if we readily associate a 

certain disease or contagion with a certain race of people, it is clear to see how we may 

come to avoid them. The contagions with which they may be associated with cause us not 

only to reject them but also to avoid them. Unfortunately, this pattern of thinking has 

been considered to be associated strictly to preliterate and Third World cultures (Rozin et 

al., 1986).    

Disease avoidance and contamination fear are both defense mechanisms to protect 

the body from harm. However, some things that cause disgust responses are not 

necessarily threatening to the body (e.g., abnormal sexual activity). It seems, then, that 

we sometimes form disgust responses to do more than just protect our physical body. 

Indeed, Rozin et al. (2000) suggested that disgust originated as a rejection response to 

bad tastes and eventually began to evolve into a much more conceptual emotion. As a 

result, the function of disgust evolved from a mechanism for avoiding harm to the body 

to a mechanism for avoiding harm to the soul.  

This function is further explained in the Contempt, Anger, and Disgust (CAD) triad 

hypothesis (Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & Haidt, 1999). The CAD triad hypothesis links three 

emotions (contempt, anger, and disgust or CAD) to violations of community, autonomy, 

and divinity respectively. Together, these emotions constitute related but separate 

emotions that result from the moral violations of others. The moral condemnation of 

others, as a result of these moral violations, is a universal feature of human social life. 
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However, specific moral violations are dependent on cultural contexts (Haidt et al., 

1993).  

 Perhaps the best explanation for the impact that disgust has on our moral judgments 

comes from the Social Intuitionist Model (Haidt, 2001). Essentially, this model sees 

humans as social creatures whose moral judgments are formed by judgments of those 

around them. In the case of disgust, then, it seems that we acquire a feeling of disgust 

about something immoral because our culture tells us that it is immoral. In other words, 

we are much more likely to conform to culture specific norms. Furthermore, we are 

unlikely to deviate from these norms unless we are exposed to different environments 

that educate these moral intuitions (Pizzaro and Bloom, 2001). Thus, a skilled 

manipulation of a certain individualsÕ affective states can construct his/her moral 

judgments (Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2006). 

 Haidt (2003) agreed with the idea that conscious moral reasoning can be used to 

construct and modify upon our initial intuitions. However, he is hesitant to agree that this 

happens very often. One reason that we are not likely to modify our intuitions regarding 

disgusting stimuli is because of excessive avoidance. As previously mentioned, Cisler et 

al. (2007) explained how fear interacts with disgust so that disgusting stimuli come to be 

not only rejected, but avoided. Therefore, because of our tendency to move away from 

these stimuli, any exposure to the feared stimulus will likely be very brief. These brief 

exposures can result in a process called incubation (Eysenck, 1968). Incubation is the 

strengthening of fear response due to brief exposures to the aversive (in this case 

disgusting) stimulus. Therefore, if we are afraid of something very disgusting, we are 

likely to avoid it when we encounter it. This in turn may increase our level of fear or 
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disgust intuitions about a specific stimulus because we are unable to modify it without 

selective exposure to the stimulus.  

If , on the other hand, we do not feel disgusted by certain stimuli, social 

inappropriateness may occur. Moll et al. (2005), for example, explained how social 

inappropriateness, which is a core symptom of antisocial behavior due to acquired frontal 

and temporal damage, may also be related to a lessening of the influence of moral 

affiliations with disgust. Thus, disgust may act to regulate our behavior so that it is 

deemed socially appropriate. 

 If low levels of disgust may generate an antisocial personality, then it may be 

reasonable to assert that high levels of disgust generate a socially acceptable personality, 

from which an individual is likely to conform to cultural norms and practices. Current 

research supports this assertion. For example, Navarette and Fessler (2006) found a 

positive correlation between disgust sensitivity and in-group attraction. In addition, they 

also found that disgust sensitivity predicted more negativity toward out-groups.  

Therefore, in-group attraction may cause individuals to conform to the established norms 

and regulations of that group. In addition, out-groups that threaten or oppose these norms 

may be rejected. Consistent with these findings, Hodson and Costello (2007) found that 

increased overall disgust sensitivity significantly predicted decreased liking of 

immigrants and foreign ethnic groups. They also found that disgust sensitivity was 

positively correlated with the liking of the dominant in-group. These patterns of disgust 

relationships are very similar to research that shows a relation between disease avoidance 

and prejudice (Faulkner, Schaller, Park, & Duncan, 2004). After all, disgust-related 

concerns pertaining to interpersonal contamination are thought to influence the rejection 



The Social Function of Disgust 9 

of out-groups and socially deviant groups (Hodson & Costello, 2007). Therefore, it is 

reasonable to conclude that these individuals are much more likely to conform to social 

norms within their contextual environments. 

 The desire to conform likely has social influences. Hornsey, Majkut, Terry, & 

McKimmie (2003) stated that motivation to conform is in part influenced by the desire to 

be liked or accepted by a given group with a set of established norms. They also state that 

they will likely conform even when the majority may be wrong about a certain issue. The 

reason for this is that they do not want any unwelcome attention that is likely to be seen 

as negative in the popular view. Eventually, belonging to the group may become so 

central to the individual that group membership becomes part of the self (Mackie et al., 

2000). Upon this, social phenomena that harm or favor an in-group will thus harm or 

favor the self, therefore causing the individual to experience affect and emotion as a 

result of its implications for the in-group. Therefore, a person who conforms to group 

norms in a salient manner may experience strong negative or positive emotions when 

their group could potentially be hurt or helped by these phenomena.  

 Since disgust sensitivity is related to liking of familiar in-groups and feelings of 

negativity toward out-groups, they should be much more likely to have a collective 

orientation or culture. The behavior of people with a collective orientation is largely 

determined by the goals, attitudes, and values shared with oneÕs in-groups (Lalwani, 

Shavitt, & Johnson, 2006). However, they also have a tendency to give deceptive 

responses to questions so that they may fit in with the specific group and gain social 

approval. Thus, it is reasonable to hypothesize that individuals who are highly disgust 

sensitive would score higher on social desirability scales, in which responding is 
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correlated with the tendency to give answers that make the respondent look good 

(Paulhus, 1991, as cited in Lalwani et al., 2006).  In addition, because they tend to 

demonstrate feelings of negativity toward out-groups, it is also likely that they will be 

less tolerant toward nonconformists. 

The current study focused on the possible social function of disgust as a defense 

mechanism against external threats that may cause the body physical or moral harm. 

Based on the research reviewed, disgust sensitivity is strongly related to the liking of the 

dominant in-group and the rejection of deviant out-groups. Thus, they are likely to have 

negative attitudes (such as less tolerance) toward any group of nonconformists. This is 

especially true when these groups are competitive, as competitive out-groups tend to 

frustrate and annoy (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). However, the research also 

demonstrates how individuals with a collective orientation are likely to score higher on 

social desirability scales. Since disgust sensitivity is highly correlated with the liking of 

the in-group (thus a collective orientation), it is also likely that individuals who are highly 

disgust sensitive may also score higher on social desirability scales. 

 In order to test the how disgust sensitivity is related to conformity and social 

desirability, this study focuses on correlations between disgust sensitivity, attitudes 

toward nonconformists, and a scale of social desirability independent of 

psychopathology. It is anticipated that disgust sensitivity will be negatively correlated 

with the willingness to tolerate nonconformists and positively correlated with social 

desirability. If correlations are found between disgust sensitivity and both of the other 

scales, it will demonstrate how the emotion of disgust has a social function. Specifically, 

it will show how disgust has a function to promote social cohesion and norms that enable 
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cooperation and civilization. In addition, it also has possible implications for discussing 

how cultural preferences and shared feelings can hinder interrelation growth with various 

out-groups. 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 34 college students recruited from General Psychology classes 

from. The mean age for the participants was 21.97 (SD = 5.08). The ethnic identities 

were as follows 11.8% (4) identified as Black, 82.4% (28) identified as White, and 5.9 % 

(2) were identified as Hispanic. 11 males and 23 females participated in the study. 

Materials 

 Disgust Scale Revised (DSR; Haidt, McCauley, & Rozin, 1994b). A 27 question 

disgust scale (with two filler questions) that assesses an individualsÕ disgust sensitivity in 

regards to various scenarios. Ratings are made by way of a Likert scale from 0 (Strongly 

disagree/very untrue about me/not disgusting at all) to 4 (Strongly agree/very true about 

me/extremely disgusting). Scores range from 0 (not at all disgust sensitive) to 100 (very 

disgust sensitive). 

 Willingness to Tolerate Nonconformists Scale General Social Survey Version 

(NORC GSS Version; Davis and Smith, 1996). A scale that assesses an individualsÕ 

tolerance toward nonconformists. The nonconformists include racists, communists, 

militarists, homosexuals, supporters of government ownership of railroads and industries, 

and those who oppose all churches and religions. Questions assess whether these 

nonconformists should have the right to make a public speech for their cause, teach in a 

college, and have their book supporting their cause removed from the public library. 
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Ratings to these questions are made by answering Òyes,Ó Òno,Ó or ÒdonÕt know. Scores 

range from 18 (very tolerant) to 54 (very tolerant). 

 Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (M-C SDS, Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). 

This is a social desirability scale that assesses statements concerning personal attitudes 

and traits. Thirty-three items are rated as True (T) or False (F). Scores range from 0 to 33. 

Higher scores tend to represent tendencies to distort self-reports in a favorable direction.   

Procedure 

 After reading the study information sheet and being told they could withdraw 

without penalty, participants began by filling out a demographics questionnaire. This 

questionnaire addressed different variables such as gender, race, age, religiosity, and 

social economic status. Upon completion of the demographics questionnaire, participants 

then completed the paper and pencil questionnaire with questions from all three scales 

(DS-R, NORC GSS Version, and M-C SDS), scrambled and compiled together for a total 

of 78 questions. Participants received credit for their General Psychology class.  

Results 

 Correlational analyses were conducted for the three variables of interest: disgust 

sensitivity (DS), social desirability (S), and intolerance toward nonconformists (ITN). 

The mean DS score was 51.82 (SD = 19.44), S score was 13.76 (SD = 6.57), and ITN 

score was 25 (SD = 6.60). A moderate, statistically significant correlation was found 

between DS and ITN to support the hypothesis that these two variables are indeed 

related: r = .436, p = .011). DS accounted for 19% of the variance (r! = .19), while S only 

accounted for 4,5% of the variance (r! = .045). Figure 1 demonstrates the correlational 

pattern of DS and ITN for all 33 participants.  
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 No significant correlations were found between disgust sensitivity and social 

desirability, or social desirability and intolerance toward nonconformists. Statistical 

analyses were also conducted for age and sex in regards to DS, S, and ITN. A strong, 

statistically significant difference was found between males and females in regards to DS. 

Females (M = 60.96, SD = 12.47) scored significantly higher on DS than males (M = 

30.8, SD = 16.1), t(31) = 5.84, p = .000 (two-tailed). However, there were no significant 

differences between sex on S, or ITN. No significant correlations were found between 

age and any other variables. Table 1 summarizes all of the correlations and descriptive 

statistics conducted. 

Discussion 

 The present study investigated the relationships between disgust sensitivity (DS), 

social desirability (SD), and attitudes toward nonconformists.  It was predicted that DS 

would be positively correlated with SD and intolerance toward nonconformists (ITN). 

Using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS), the study examined whether 

there were significant Pearson correlations between these three variables. 

 The study showed that there is indeed a positive relation between DS and 

intolerance toward nonconformists (ITN), but no relationship between DS and SD. The 

relationship between DS and ITN supplements previous research in many ways. To begin 

with, the results further support Haidt et al.Õs (1993) notion that disgust acts as a 

defensive emotion from external threats. In this case, disgust seems to be protecting 

individuals from nonconformists who may have values that are different or threatening to 

their own.   



The Social Function of Disgust 14 

 Perhaps the best explanation for the correlation found between DS and ITN is that 

disgust may be an intergroup emotion. On the basis of disgust and intergroups emotion 

theory (Mackie et al., 2000; Smith & Mackie, 2006), it seems that when people identify 

with a specific social group, they experience group-based emotions of disgust. In the 

United States for example, it may be considered disgusting to eat your dog, whereas in 

Southeast Asian countries it is perfectly normal. The reason for this is likely due to 

effects of strong enculturation. 

 Outside of the sensory realm (gape elicitors), disgust requires enculturation 

(Rozin and Fallon, 1987). Thus, if one is heavily indoctrinated by that specific cultureÕs 

values and norms, that person will likely become highly disgust sensitive and less tolerant 

of nonconformists. In light of this, certain things may come to be rejected because they 

do not fit with that specific cultureÕs values (e.g., homosexuality, eating dogs, etc.).  

Therefore, a person who is more disgust sensitive will likely be less tolerant of things that 

do not conform to his/her culture. 

 The notion of intergroup emotions brings up an interesting point however. Is DS 

the cause of ITN, or are they related as a result of something else? This study used a 

Pearson correlation to examine the relationships, and therefore causation cannot be 

implied. This study certainly does not imply that DS is the cause of ITN. It merely 

implies that a relationship exists between the two variables. Rather, this study proposes 

that consistent with intergroup emotions and the role of enculturation, when people 

identify with and conform to a specific group, they will likely be more susceptible to the 

enculturation process. This is especially true when the person is highly disgust sensitive.  

The reason for this is that DS is correlated with the liking of the dominant in-group 
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(Hodson & Costello, 2007). Therefore, this study suggests that disgust sensitive people 

will have a more positive liking to the dominant in-group, and will adhere to their 

principles, values, and norms stronger than less disgust sensitive people. In addition, they 

will come to be less tolerant of nonconformists because they see them as a potential 

threat. This assertion is consistent with the finding that DS predicts more negativity 

towards out-groups (Navarette and Fessler, 2006). In light of these findings, this study 

proposes that the social function of disgust is to promote social cohesion among members 

of a personÕs in-group and reject and avoid members of potentially harmful out-groups. 

 The findings of this study as well as other studies bring up an interesting question.  

Is DS a bad thing? What this study proposes is that moderate levels are preferable. We 

must remember that disgust acts as a defensive emotion from external threats (Haidt et 

al., 1993). Therefore, if we do not experience the emotion, it is reasonable to believe that 

we may expose ourselves to harmful stimuli. On the other hand, a lack of disgust may 

generate social inappropriateness that may influence antisocial behavior (Moll et al., 

2005). Things such as necrophilia therefore will not seem so disgusting and may even be 

enjoyable for the person. 

 While the study did not find a correlation between S and DS, there still may be a 

relationship.  What may be making the correlations weak is that people who report less 

DS may also be scoring higher on social desirability scales.  For example, the three 

individuals who reported the least DS also were among the five highest scores on S.  It 

may be that these individuals see DS as a bad thing, and therefore use deceptive answers 

in order to look good.  Therefore, individuals who report both very high DS and very low 

DS score high on S.   
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Conclusion 

 The present research demonstrates how disgust sensitivity is related to intolerance 

toward nonconformists. Individuals that are more disgust sensitive are more likely to 

show less tolerance toward individuals who do not conform to values and norms within 

oneÕs in-group. This in turn could have implications for prejudice and fear among 

different groups of people.   

 This study was certainly not without weaknesses however. The variable of disgust 

sensitivity only accounted for a small amount of the variance for intolerance toward 

nonconformists (r! = .19). It is likely that education may play a major role as well. For 

example, Haidt, McCauley, and Rozin (1994a) demonstrated how blue-collar workers 

more disgust-sensitive than students and middle-class managers. This study only used 

college students and therefore may have weakened the results. Thus, applying this study 

to a more general population will likely strengthen the results. In addition, because the 

study was a correlational study, causation of intolerance toward nonconformists cannot 

be implied. An experiment that looks at variables such as education may further enhance 

our understanding of intolerance toward nonconformists. Finally, since this study asserts 

that disgust is an intergroup emotion, more research on intergroup emotions and disgust 

sensitivity would hopefully support this assertion. 
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Table 1 

Means (SD’s) and correlation matrix for DS, SD, ITN, age, and sex 

Measure  DS   SD   ITN 
DS   --   -.214    .436* 
SD   -.214   --   -.048 
ITN   .436*   -.048   -- 
Overall mean  51.82 (19.44)  13.76 (6.57)  25.00 (6.60) 
Female mean  60.96 (12.47)  13.17 (6.93)  25.96 (7.00) 
Male mean  30.8 (16.10)  15.1 (5.76)  22.8 (5.25) 
Note: *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2-tailed). 
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Scatter plot demonstrating the relationship between disgust sensitivity (DS) and nonconformist 

rating. Higher DS scores represent higher disgust sensitivity while higher nonconformist ratings represent 

less tolerance toward nonconformists. 
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