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What distinguishes between an amorous drunk and a hostile 
one looking for a fight? When does power corrupt and when 
does it promote social responsibility? Why does anonymity 
sometimes bring out the best in people and sometimes the 
worst? Power, alcohol intoxication, and concealed identity can 
have profound social consequences, but the valence and range 
of the outcomes is surprisingly contradictory. Experiencing 
high levels of social power can lead to corruption and unethi-
cal behavior in the pursuit of self-interest (Lammers, Stapel, & 
Galinsky, 2010), but can also result in a heightened concern 
for others and more generous contributions to collective 
resources (Chen, Lee-Chai, & Bargh, 2001; Galinsky,  
Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003). Intoxicated individuals can be 
both more aggressive (Pihl, Peterson, & Lau, 1993) and altru-
istic (Steele, Critchlow, & Liu, 1985) than people who are 
sober. Finally, anonymity can increase selfishness and cheat-
ing (Zhong, Bohns, & Gino, 2010), but it can also promote 
helping behavior (Bohns, Gino, & Zhong, 2010).

Although each of these research streams is studied indepen-
dently from the others, the current article describes how all of 
these contradictory effects can emerge from a single underly-
ing mechanism. In particular, we draw upon Jeffrey Gray’s 
research on the Behavioral Inhibition System to offer a general 
model of disinhibition that focuses on the reduced salience of 

competing response options to account for these diverse and 
seemingly contradictory effects. This model of disinhibition 
can also explain how power, alcohol, and anonymity both 
reveal the person, leading to greater correspondence between 
underlying dispositions and behavior, and shape the person by 
leading individuals to behave more consistently with strong 
situational cues.

Mechanisms of Disinhibition
In his seminal book on the neuropsychology of anxiety, Jeffrey 
Gray outlined the functional properties of a brain system 
involved in the slowing or cessation of ongoing behavior in 
response to unexpected events or cues for punishment (Gray, 
1982). Using a combination of behavioral, pharmacological, 
and electrophysiological methods, he identified the septal-
hippocampal system as the neural basis of behavioral expres-
sions of anxiety and the primary target of anxiolytic drugs. 
Gray labeled this brain network the Behavioral Inhibition 
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Abstract

Social power, alcohol intoxication, and anonymity all have strong influences on human cognition and behavior. However, the 
social consequences of each of these conditions can be diverse, sometimes producing prosocial outcomes and other times 
enabling antisocial behavior. We present a general model of disinhibition to explain how these seemingly contradictory effects 
emerge from a single underlying mechanism:  The decreased salience of competing response options prevents activation of the 
Behavioral Inhibition System (BIS).  As a result, the most salient response in any given situation is expressed, regardless of whether 
it has prosocial or antisocial consequences. We review three distinct routes through which power, alcohol intoxication, and 
anonymity reduce the salience of competing response options, namely, through Behavioral Approach System (BAS) activation, 
cognitive depletion, and reduced social desirability concerns.  We further discuss how these states can both reveal and shape 
the person. Overall, our approach allows for multiple domain-specific models to be unified within a common conceptual 
framework that explains how both situational and dispositional factors can influence the expression of disinhibited behavior, 
producing both prosocial and antisocial outcomes.
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System (BIS) and proposed that it serves to interrupt any 
behaviors that may lead to aversive consequences, producing 
a heightened state of arousal and a vigilant scanning of the 
environment to determine the correct course of action. Gray’s 
research has had a tremendous influence and is featured prom-
inently in a number of models of behavioral inhibition (Carver 
& White, 1994; Elliot & Thrash, 2002; Patterson & Newman, 
1993; Sutton & Davidson, 1997).

Importance of goal conflict and  
routes to disinhibition
Although Gray’s earlier research characterized the BIS as 
being responsive primarily to threats or cues for punishment, 
his later work emphasized the importance of goal-conflict 
(Gray & McNaughton, 2000). In particular, BIS activation is 
said to arise when competing motor responses are simultane-
ously activated—for example, when one goal calls for a cer-
tain action and a second goal simultaneously calls for a 
conflicting action. Thus, BIS activity occurs not only in the 
face of potential threats, but also when the appropriate response 
to a given situation is not clear (McNaughton & Gray, 2000). 
In Gray’s revised model, the anxiety and attentional vigilance 
that results from BIS activity serves to interrupt ongoing 
behavior during states of goal conflict so that the most appro-
priate course of action can be identified.

Disinhibition in this model refers to a state in which the 
relative strength of any competing motor response is decreased, 
thereby allowing the most salient action to be expressed with-
out interference from the BIS. States in which there are mul-
tiple competing responses, by contrast, activate the BIS and 
are characterized by inhibition of behavior and a heightened 
experience of anxiety (Emmons & King, 1988; Frone, 2000; 
Gray & McNaughton, 2000).

More recently, researchers have implicated the anterior  
cingulate cortex (ACC) in conflict-detection processes 
(Botvinick, Braver, Barch, Carter, & Cohen, 2001; Yeung,  
Botvinick, & Cohen, 2004). In particular, situations involving 
high levels of response conflict tend to be characterized by 
heightened levels of ACC activity, which in turn engages atten-
tional control mechanisms in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex 
to determine the best course of action (A. W. MacDonald, 
Cohen, Stenger, & Carter, 2000). The ACC appears to act as 
a cortical extension of the septo-hippocampal BIS system, 
helping to adapt behavioral responses as environmental cir-
cumstances change (Luu, Tucker, Derryberry, Reed, & 
Poulsen, 2003). Increased ACC activity has also been associ-
ated with greater anxiety (Hajcak, McDonald, & Simons, 
2003), as well as higher scores on dispositional measures of 
BIS sensitivity (Amodio, Master, Yee, & Taylor, 2008; Bok-
sem, Tops, Wester, Meijman, & Lorist, 2006). As predicted 
by Gray’s model of behavioral inhibition, individuals with a 
reduced ability to detect conflict between competing response 
cues also tend to be more impulsive in their behavior—when 
conflict between competing response options remains 

undetected, the BIS is not called onto active duty (Olvet & 
Hajcak, 2008). More generally, disinhibited states appear to 
emerge when a single dominant response option is perceived, 
preventing conflict-related activity in the BIS from inhibit-
ing prepotent behaviors.

Applying general processes of disinhibition  
to three diverse domains
Adopting this conflict-based perspective on disinhibition 
allows seemingly distinct research literatures to be united by a 
common mechanism. Specifically, we argue that the paradoxi-
cal effects of social power, alcohol, and anonymity are all 
related to a decreased salience of competing response options, 
which in turn results in less conflict-related BIS activity. 
Although the BIS framework can be applied to many different 
phenomena, we focus on these specific subject areas for two 
reasons. First, they appear to be unrelated to one another on 
the surface, thereby demonstrating the breadth of a general 
model of disinhibition. Second, these examples illustrate three 
distinct pathways to a disinhibited state: Social power results 
in a heightened approach motivation and goal focus, alcohol 
intoxication impairs attentional resources, and anonymity 
reduces social desirability concerns. Although the causal path-
ways are different in each of these cases, we argue that they all 
result in a disinhibited state characterized by reduced response 
conflict. Consequently, there is no inhibitory interference from 
the BIS and the most salient response in any given situation is 
likely to be enacted, regardless of whether it has prosocial or 
antisocial consequences. Figure 1 highlights the three distinct 
paths to disinhibition that are examined in this article, each 
characterized by a decreased salience of competing response 
options and a consequent reduction in BIS activity.

It is important to note that the most salient response can be 
internally triggered by an individual’s chronically active 
motives and dispositions. This is especially true in weak situ-
ations without strong contextual norms and cues. Thus, disin-
hibition can reveal the person, leading behavior to be more 
consistent with one’s underlying tendencies. However, the 
most salient response can also be externally triggered when 
there are strong cues present in the environment. When situa-
tional cues dominate, disinhibition shapes the person by lead-
ing them to act in line with prominent environmental 
affordances. In contexts where neither the situation nor the 
disposition is clearly stronger, the most salient responses are 
likely to be those that receive joint input from both internal 
and external cues.

In this article, we review the three routes to disinhibition 
via social power, intoxication, and anonymity, demonstrating 
how the salience of competing response options is reduced  
in each case. We further emphasize how the effects of both 
the individual’s dispositional characteristics and the situa-
tion’s most salient cues can be enhanced via these disinhibi-
tory effects to produce both prosocial and antisocial 
behaviors.
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Disinhibition Through BAS Activation:  
The Case of Social Power

The first mechanism by which response conflict can be 
reduced is through heightened activity in the Behavioral 
Approach System (BAS), a dopaminergically-mediated brain 
circuit associated with the approach and pursuit of potential 
rewards. The BAS is thought to support appetitive movement 
toward a desired goal, and it is often associated with positive 
affect and forward locomotion (Gray, 1990; Watson, Wiese, 
Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999). An important cognitive conse-
quence of BAS activation is that attention tends to narrow 
towards the desired goal (Gable & Harmon-Jones, 2008, 
2010). Behaviorally, this means that any actions associated 
with the currently active goal are strengthened, whereas any 
competing behavioral responses receive less activation  
(Harmon-Jones & Harmon-Jones, 2002; Shah, Friedman, & 
Kruglanski, 2002).

Because of this selective enhancement of goal-related behav-
iors, strong engagement of the BAS reduces the salience of 

competing responses and thus results in less conflict-related 
BIS activity during response selection, allowing goal-directed 
behavior to be expressed in an uninhibited manner. More gener-
ally, the BAS and BIS systems tend to have an antagonistic rela-
tionship, such that increasing activation in one system decreases 
activation in the other (Corr, 2002, 2004). For this reason, peo-
ple often engage in the zealous pursuit of goal-directed behavior 
to reduce BIS-related anxiety through heightened BAS activity 
(McGregor, Nash, Mann, & Phills, 2010).

This BAS-related silencing of the BIS suggests that any 
situation that heightens BAS activity is likely to lead to a dis-
inhibited state in which a single dominant response influences 
behavioral output. Some of the factors that increase BAS 
activity include sexual arousal (Janssen, Vorst, Finn, &  
Bancroft, 2002), approach-oriented affect (Carver, Sutton, & 
Scheier, 2000), and high levels of extraversion (Depue &  
Collins, 1999). In this section, we focus on an additional path-
way to increased BAS-related disinhibition: social power.

Social power refers to asymmetric control over valued 
resources in social relations (Emerson, 1962; Magee & 

Path A: BAS Activation

Path B: Cognitive Depletion

Path C: Reduced Social Concern

External
Cues

Internal
Cues

External
Cues

Internal
Cues

External
Cues

Internal
Cues

Response 1

Response 2

Response 3

Response 1

Response 1

Response 2

Response 3

Social
Concern 1

Social
Concern 2

Decreased
Response Conflict

Decreased
BIS Activation

Disinhibition of
Dominant Response,

Regardless of Whether It
Is Prosocial or Antisocial

Fig. 1. Three pathways to disinhibition. In Path A, activity in the Behavioral Approach System (BAS) increases the strength of 
the most salient response. In Path B, depletion of cognitive resources hinders the perception of nonsalient response cues. In 
Path C, reduction in social concern lowers the activation of any responses derived from evaluative concerns. Each pathway 
reduces the simultaneous activation of competing responses, thereby decreasing activity in the Behavioral Inhibition System 
(BIS) and producing only a single dominant response (i.e., disinhibition). The most salient response will in turn depend upon 
the strength of internal cues (e.g., dispositions) and external cues (e.g., situational norms); the meaning and implications 
of these internal and external cues may sometimes be congruent with one another (as represented by their partially 
overlapping circles). Disinhibition can result in antisocial or prosocial consequences, depending on the valence of the most 
salient response option.
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Galinsky, 2008). Variations in the experience of power (or lack 
thereof) can have profound psychological effects, resulting in 
a number of cognitive and behavioral differences between the 
powerful and the powerless (Guinote & Vescio, 2010). By 
definition, the powerful live in a world of relative abundance, 
such that they have increased access to resources and potential 
rewards. As a result, social power tends to be associated with 
heightened activity in the BAS, as evidenced by increased left-
frontal brain activity after an individual is primed with power 
(Boksem, Smolders, & De Cremer, 2009). This greater BAS 
activation among the powerful then promotes approach toward 
potential rewards (Inesi, 2010; Keltner, Gruenfeld, & Anderson, 
2003; Smith & Bargh, 2008).

One of the defining psychological consequences of having 
power—an increased goal focus—is also consistent with 
heightened BAS activity (Galinsky et al., 2003; Guinote, 
2007b). Indeed, the wide range of effects of power can all be 
united and parsimoniously explained through an increased 
focus on goals and facilitation of goal-directed behavior 
(Galinsky, Rus, & Lammers, 2010). The source of this goal-
directed behavior can be internally driven by dispositional 
motives or externally driven by situational cues.

Power reveals the person: The influence of 
dispositional factors
As goal-focused BAS activity increases with the experience of 
power, there is less inhibition from competing responses to 
restrain the expression of personal motives. Indeed, numerous 
studies have found that power reveals the person by increasing 
the correspondence between traits and behavior, with the per-
sonalities of high-power individuals being better predictors of 
their behavior than the personalities of low-power individuals. 
For example, individuals with a communal orientation are 
more likely to behave in socially responsible ways when 
primed with power, whereas those with an exchange orienta-
tion behave in self-serving manners following the same 
manipulation (Chen et al., 2001). In one Chen et al. study, 
communally oriented participants were willing to work longer 
on an experimental task when primed with power, thereby 
decreasing the amount of labor required from their subordi-
nates. Conversely, the power prime led exchange-oriented par-
ticipants to perform less work during the same task. Similar 
disposition effects are reflected in the observation that priming 
men with power leads them to view their female work partners 
in sexual terms, but only for those men with a predisposition 
toward sexual harassment (Bargh, Raymond, Pryor, & Strack, 
1995). Powerful individuals are also more likely to act in  
line with their preexisting value orientations when negotiat-
ing with others (Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & 
Liljenquist, 2008). For high-power negotiators, social value 
orientation, a personality trait that describes preferences for 
allocations between the self and others, significantly predicted 
how much they trusted their opponent when entering a nego-
tiation. This trait did not, however, predict the trust levels of 

nonpowerful participants. Thus, power led to divergent nego-
tiation styles by amplifying participants’ prior dispositional 
orientations. Related to this finding, increased power can also 
lead to greater interpersonal sensitivity, but only among those 
who identify with an empathic leadership style rather than an 
egoistic leadership style (Côté et al., 2011; Mast, Jonas, & Hall, 
2009). Similarly, the effects of subliminally priming power 
appear to have diverging effects depending on one’s internal-
ized cultural values: Individuals from individualistic Western 
cultures who were primed with power more readily accessed 
words related to the concept of entitlement, whereas East Asians 
primed with power more readily accessed words related to 
social responsibility (Zhong, Galinsky, Magee, & Maddux, 2011).

Overall, social power appears to bias individuals to behave 
in line with their preexisting attitudes and dispositions, regard-
less of the social consequences (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; 
Keltner et al., 2003). Power increases goal-focused BAS activ-
ity, which reduces inhibition from competing responses that 
would otherwise limit the expression of one’s personality and 
personal motives.

Power shapes the person: The influence of 
situational factors
In addition to the influence of dispositional variables, the 
effects of power can also be altered by the presence of salient 
situational cues. Powerful individuals appear to be more 
responsive to the dominant affordances in any given situation, 
such that contextually activated goals are more likely to be 
pursued when in a powerful state (Guinote, 2008). The ten-
dency for the powerful to actively engage in goal-directed 
behavior can thus lead to diverse outcomes depending upon 
the nature of the social situation. For instance, public-goods 
and commons dilemmas are monetary allocation games that 
are structurally similar to one another but involve very differ-
ent actions. Action in the commons dilemma involves taking 
resources away from the group, whereas action in the public-
goods dilemma involves giving resources to the group. Greater 
social power results in a greater number of actions being taken 
in each of these dilemmas, regardless of the social conse-
quences of those actions (Galinsky et al., 2003). Similarly, 
whereas competitive contexts tend to result in more self- 
interested uses of power, cooperative contexts result in more 
generous and supportive uses of power (Handgraaf, Van Dijk, 
Vermunt, Wilke, & De Dreu, 2008; Tjosvold, 1985). When the 
powerful have tempting rewards dancing in front of them, they 
are more likely to cheat to capture these tantalizing possibili-
ties (Lammers et al., 2010). However, when the situation 
involves strong cues for altruism, such as cries for help,  
the powerful are more likely to intervene in an emergency 
(Whitson, Liljenquist, Galinsky, Magee, & Gruenfeld, 2011). 
The situational context can thus establish the salient goal that 
powerful individuals pursue, thereby influencing whether 
their disinhibited behavior will result in prosocial or antisocial 
outcomes.
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Power summary

The panoply of power findings we have reviewed is consistent 
with our broad conceptualization that disinhibition occurs 
when the salience of alternative response options is reduced. 
In any given situation, an individual must choose the appropri-
ate action from an array of competing behavioral affordances. 
Response conflict and behavioral inhibition occur when  
two or more affordances are equally salient, resulting in 
ambiguous perception of the appropriate action (Gray & 
McNaughton, 2000).

We have proposed that powerful individuals experience 
less response conflict due to heightened BAS-related activity, 
which narrows goal-focused attention. For example, in a pub-
lic goods dilemma, the most salient action of contributing 
resources to the group is often inhibited by the competing ten-
dency to distrust the intentions of others and refrain from giv-
ing. Power helps to reduce the salience of this competing 
response, so that the powerful are more likely to follow the 
most salient response option and contribute to the group with-
out hesitation (Galinsky et al., 2003). Regardless of whether 
the dominant response emerges from a person’s disposition or 
the situation, power disinhibits both prosocial and antisocial 
behavior by reducing the salience of competing response 
options. Through the general processes of disinhibition, power 
both reveals and shapes the person.

Disinhibition Through Cognitive Depletion: 
The Case of Alcohol Intoxication
A second pathway by which response conflict and associated 
BIS activity can be decreased is through the depletion of cog-
nitive resources. Our finite cognitive capacities limit the 
amount of information that we are able to attend to in any 
given moment (Baddeley, 1986). Although we are continu-
ously presented with a large number of perceptual cues and 
behavioral affordances, we can only focus on a relatively 
small number of these at any given time. The availability of 
attentional resources thus affects the ability to perceive and 
encode competing response options (Awh, Vogel, & Oh, 2006; 
Engle, Kane, & Tuholski, 1999). During moments in which 
more cognitive resources are available, a broader array of 
response cues and potential actions can be perceived. When 
cognitive resources are more limited, however, only the most 
salient responses are likely to be attended to and pursued.

Consequently, the reduction of cognitive resources is likely 
to lead to a state of disinhibition, as the salience of competing 
response options is lowered and conflict-related BIS activity is 
correspondingly decreased. Some examples of this pathway to 
disinhibition include dispositionally lower working-memory 
capacities (Engle, 2002), heightened cognitive load or distrac-
tion (Ward & Mann, 2000), aging (von Hippel, 2007), and 
exhaustion or depletion effects (Vohs & Heatherton, 2000). In 
this section, we focus on the specific domain of alcohol 
intoxication.

The psychological effects of alcohol intoxication are often 
understood in terms of alcohol myopia, a state in which atten-
tional capacities are reduced and shallower cognitive process-
ing occurs (Steele & Josephs, 1990; Steele & Southwick, 
1985). As a result, weak cues for guiding behavior are no lon-
ger extensively processed. It is for this reason that intoxicated 
individuals tend to perform worse in tasks in which a prepo-
tent response must be inhibited in favor of an alternative 
response such as in the go–stop task or the Stroop task (Curtin 
& Fairchild, 2003; Easdon & Vogel-Sprott, 2000; Fillmore & 
Vogel-Sprott, 1999). Because weaker, less focal cues receive 
less attention, there is less activation of conflicting responses 
and therefore less BIS-related inhibition of any dominant 
behavioral tendencies. As a result, the most salient cues in any 
given moment are more likely to guide behavior when intoxi-
cated. In keeping with Gray’s model, alcohol also appears to 
directly decrease the responsivity of the septo-hippocampal 
system, thereby decreasing the experience of anxiety and the 
expression of behavioral inhibition (Gray & McNaughton, 
2000; Peterson, Pihl, Seguin, Finn, & Stewart, 1993).

As in our general model of disinhibition, inebriation can 
both reveal and shape the person. The most salient cues for 
guiding drunken behavior emerge from both internal and 
external sources, regardless of whether they produce prosocial 
or antisocial outcomes.

Inebriation reveals the person: The influence  
of dispositional factors
With regard to dispositional influences, preexisting attitudes 
and personality characteristics tend to moderate the behavioral 
consequences of alcohol intoxication. For example, although 
aggression is a common result of alcohol consumption (Pihl  
et al., 1993), it occurs primarily among those individuals who 
have higher levels of dispositional aggressive tendencies  
to begin with (Giancola, 2002; Moeller, Dougherty, Lane, 
Steinberg, & Cherek, 1998). For instance, Giancola (2002) 
administered alcohol or placebo beverages to participants 
prior to the completion of what appeared to be a competitive 
reaction time task (although in actuality, the opponent was 
computer controlled). Participants were told that if they were 
the fastest to respond on a given trial, they would have the 
opportunity to shock their opponent. Conversely, they received 
a shock whenever their purported opponent was faster. Aggres-
sion was measured as the intensity of shock that the participant 
chose to deliver to their opponent following a successful trial. 
Inebriation increased aggression in those who showed a high 
level of dispositional aggressiveness but did not do so in those 
who showed low levels. Among dispositionally aggressive 
individuals, the salient response is to shock one’s opponent, 
whereas the conflicting response reflects concerns of nonvio-
lence as well as the potential for retaliation. Because alcohol 
reduces the attention that is allocated to such conflicting 
response cues (Steele & Josephs, 1990), participants’ disposi-
tionally heightened aggressive impulses were able to be 
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expressed more freely when drunk. Conversely, individuals 
with high levels of dispositional empathy are less likely to 
behave aggressively when intoxicated, which is consistent 
with their preexisting motivational profile reflecting a height-
ened sympathy for others (Giancola, 2003). Risky sexual deci-
sion making, another common effect of alcohol consumption, 
is likewise moderated by individuals’ initial beliefs about the 
dangers of such actions (Davis, Hendershot, & George, 2007). 
Thus, similar to social power, alcohol intoxication can also 
reveal the person by increasing the correspondence between 
underlying dispositions and behavior.

Inebriation shapes the person:  The influence  
of situational factors
In keeping with our general model of disinhibition, the effects 
of alcohol can also be influenced by salient situational cues. 
For instance, the provision of an explicit norm of nonaggres-
sion has the effect of reducing aggressive behavior while 
intoxicated (Jeavons & Taylor, 1985). In the Jeavons and  
Taylor study, inebriated individuals administered shocks that 
were 75% less intense when there was a salient norm of non-
aggression than they did when there was no such norm. Drunk 
individuals are also more helpful than are their sober counter-
parts when the situation involves strong cues for helpful 
behavior, such as a direct request for assistance from another 
person needing help (Steele et al., 1985). In such cases, there 
appears to be less attention paid to competing cues for not 
helping (e.g., the potential costs of getting involved), resulting 
in the disinhibition of more generous behavior. Conversely, 
intoxicated aggression is greater in situations in which an 
anger response is provoked (Gustafson, 1993). By the same 
token, the presence of dominant situational cues can either 
promote or reduce risky sexual decision making amongst 
intoxicated individuals (Cooper, 2006; T. K. MacDonald, 
Fong, Zanna, & Martineau, 2000). T. K. MacDonald et al. 
found that when participants were saliently primed with ideas 
about sexual intercourse, intoxicated individuals produced 
riskier sexual decisions than the sober group, whereas no dif-
ferences were observed following the presentation of more 
subtle cues (cf. Ariely & Loewenstein, 2006). However, when 
a salient message about the dangers of unprotected sex was 
present, drunken participants actually become more conserva-
tive (i.e., more likely to practice safe sex) than did the sober 
ones (T. K. MacDonald et al., 2000).

Alcohol summary
Overall, alcohol-induced depletion of cognitive resources 
allows for the processing of only the most salient response 
options, with competing cues and affordances receiving less 
attention. Sometimes the most salient response option is pro-
duced internally from dispositional characteristics, and some-
times it is produced externally from strong situational cues. In 
either case, a reduction in conflict-related BIS activity results 

in a variety of disinhibited behaviors, which can be either pro-
social or antisocial depending on the specific situational and 
dispositional context.

Disinhibition Through Reduced Social 
Desirability Concerns: The Case of 
Anonymity

A third pathway by which the salience of competing responses 
can be reduced is through the reduction of social desirability 
concerns. Concern about social desirability is a powerful force 
in human society, as there can be serious adaptive consequences 
to being rejected by one’s social group (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995). During situations with relatively high levels of personal 
accountability, any behavioral response must be regulated in 
line with impression management goals in order to maintain 
desired levels of social acceptance (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). 
For instance, even though an employee may feel anger toward a 
coworker, the initial desire to express that anger may be inhib-
ited by the competing goal of maintaining a positive relation-
ship. When concerns about social evaluation are decreased, 
however, basic motivational impulses can be expressed more 
readily without being inhibited by the simultaneous and con-
flicting activation of socially desirable responses and the need 
to present a positive self-image to others (Joinson, 1999).

In this section, we focus on situations in which social desir-
ability concerns are reduced through the concealment of per-
sonal identity, such as when in the dark, wearing a mask, or 
interacting in an anonymous chat room. Related to the notion 
of deindividuation (Diener, 1979), these contexts involve a 
reduction in self-awareness and the concern for projecting a 
positive self-image to others. Such anonymity can also serve 
to reduce the experience of anxiety (and therefore the BIS 
activity which supports it), which is consistent with our gen-
eral model of disinhibition (Shepherd & Edelmann, 2005). As 
in other disinhibited states, a sense of anonymity can result in 
both higher levels of prosocial activity such as honesty and 
self-disclosure, as well as antisocial activities such as aggres-
sion and verbal abuse (Joinson, 2007). Similarly, anonymity, 
like power and alcohol, can both reveal and shape the person.

Anonymity reveals the person: The influence  
of dispositional factors
Whether the disinhibited behavior stemming from anonymity 
is “toxic” or “benign” appears in part to depend upon the pre-
existing disposition of the individual (Suler, 2004). Large 
crowds can produce a sense of anonymity and loss of personal 
identity in everyone (Reicher, 2001), but it is the disposition-
ally aggressive individuals that are most likely to escalate  
levels of crowd violence when the opportunity presents  
itself (Russell, 2004). For instance, Russell (1995) asked spec-
tators at an ice hockey game how likely they would be to con-
tribute to a sports riot and found a positive relationship with 
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aggressive personality characteristics. Conversely, less aggres-
sive individuals in the same environment reported that they 
would be more likely to intervene to stop any fights that broke 
out (Russell & Mustonen, 1998). Consistent with research on 
gender differences that have found that males in general are 
more aggressive than females (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Steffen, 
1986), male and female groups also respond differently to ano-
nymity and deindividuation, with only all-male groups engag-
ing in aggressive antisocial behaviors when deindividuated 
(Cannavale, Scarr, & Pepitone, 1970). Similarly, people are 
less concerned about social evaluation when interacting over 
the Internet, allowing them to express themselves more 
directly and with less inhibition (Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsi-
mons, 2002). With fewer external constraints on action, anon-
ymous situations allow internally generated motives to reveal 
themselves more clearly.

Anonymity shapes the person:  The influence  
of situational factors
Strong situational cues also have a potent influence in shaping 
behavior during states of concealed identity. Although ano-
nymity was once thought to exclusively produce increases in 
antisocial or antinormative actions (Festinger, Pepitone, & 
Newcomb, 1952; Zimbardo, 1969), a meta-analysis of deindi-
viduation studies reports that anonymous individuals display 
an increased conformity to situation-specific norms and  
that they rely on salient contextual cues for guiding behavior 
(Postmes & Spears, 1998). In other words, the specific expres-
sion of disinhibited anonymity can be positive or negative, 
depending on the dominant responses afforded by strong situ-
ations and their salient norms. Although these responses might 
normally be inhibited by conflicting impression management 
goals, anonymity allows the situation to have a direct and 
uninhibited influence on behavioral outcomes by reducing the 
activation of competing response options.

Thus, anonymity can result in both prosocial and antisocial 
outcomes depending upon the valence of the most salient situ-
ational cue (Gergen, Gergen, & Barton, 1973; Johnson & 
Downing, 1979). For instance, Johnson and Downing (1979) 
asked participants to wear one of two costumes—either one 
that looked like a nurse’s outfit or one that resembled a Ku 
Klux Klan uniform—while taking part in a study purportedly 
examining the effects of arousal on learning. Participants were 
told that they could alter the intensity of an electric shock to be 
administered to a student in another room whenever he made 
errors during the task. When anonymity was increased by 
making the participants unidentifiable to the purported student 
in the other room and the experimenter, participants in the Ku 
Klux Klan outfit tended to increase the intensity of the shock, 
whereas those in the nurse’s uniform tended to decrease the 
shock. In this case, anonymity decreased concern about how 
one’s actions would be evaluated (by the experimenter and 
other participants), allowing the situational cues to have a 
stronger effect on behavior.

Dim lighting also has the effect of heightening perceived 
anonymity, but can produce either aggression and self- 
interested behavior (Prentice-Dunn & Rogers, 1980; Zhong  
et al., 2010) or greater prosocial behavior (Bohns et al., 2010), 
depending on the context. For example, dimmed lighting or 
donning a pair of sunglasses allows individuals to feel anony-
mous psychologically, and this illusory anonymity increases 
cheating. In one Zhong et al. study, participants completed a 
math task in which they graded their own answers and paid 
themselves based on performance. Participants in a dimly lit 
room reported solving a greater number of problems than they 
actually did and thus paid themselves significantly more. In 
this case, participants found themselves in a dilemma in which 
cheating is a salient option that can produce greater rewards, 
but may engender negative social consequences and sanctions. 
In such a situation, the competing social desirability concerns 
normally activate the BIS system, which in turn inhibits decep-
tive behavior. When the sense of anonymity increases under 
dim lighting, however, the concern about being caught is no 
longer salient enough to activate the BIS and prevent partici-
pants from cheating. Conversely, the same illusory anonymity 
can also encourage individuals to point out obvious and fix-
able embarrassments exhibited by a stranger (e.g., that he has 
food stuck between his teeth or that his pants zipper is down)—
things that are difficult to express but would nonetheless help 
the stranger to avoid future embarrassment (Bohns et al., 
2010).

A heightened cue dependence is similarly observed in 
anonymous online social behavior, which can produce both 
supportive self-disclosure and verbal aggression (Joinson, 
2007). For instance, Barak and Gluck-Ofri (2007) examined 
patterns of self-disclosure in online support forums and found 
that public posts containing higher levels of self-disclosure 
elicited significantly higher levels of self-disclosure from 
anonymous commenters. However, these feelings of anonym-
ity also produce greater incidences of negative expressions 
when the online social environment is less supportive. For 
example, Moor, Heuvelman, and Verleur (2010) examined the 
incidence of hostile verbal attacks, or “flaming,” on YouTube 
video comments and found that viewing a greater number of 
offensive comments posted by others predicted a greater like-
lihood of contributing similar comments oneself. Being 
exposed to a greater number of hostile comments led people to 
perceive a “flaming” norm, thus indicating that this form of 
expression was context appropriate. This is consistent with the 
idea that anonymity leads people to follow the most salient 
response option and to ignore the competing response ten-
dency of social grace.

Anonymity summary
Overall, contexts that produce anonymity tend to result in 
behaviors with distinct social implications depending on 
whether the resulting sense of anonymity decreases the per-
ceived social consequences of engaging in selfish and 
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aggressive behaviors or reduces the potential embarrassment 
associated with connecting with others through self-disclosure 
and performing helpful but potentially embarrassing acts. In 
each of these cases, social concerns produce competing 
responses when participants are identifiable, resulting in inhi-
bition of the salient action. When anonymous, however, the 
strength of these social concerns decreases, allowing for the 
disinhibited expression of the most salient response regardless 
of its prosocial or antisocial impact.

Implications of a General Model of 
Disinhibition
A number of novel insights can be obtained by adopting the 
general model of disinhibition we have articulated in this arti-
cle. In particular, elaborating upon the central role of the BIS 
allows multiple domain-specific models of disinhibited behav-
ior to be unified within a common conceptual framework. An 
additional advantage of our model is that it allows for an inte-
grated perspective on how both situational and dispositional 
factors can influence the expression of disinhibited behavior, 
producing both prosocial and antisocial outcomes. Each of the 
three diverse states we discussed often lead to the same proso-
cial and antisocial outcomes. For example, increased stereo-
typing and prejudice is observed as a consequence of power 
(Fiske, 1993; Goodwin, Gubin, Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000;  
Guinote, Willis, & Martellotta, 2010), alcohol (Bartholow, 
Dickter, & Sestir, 2006), and anonymity (Lea, Spears, & de 
Groot, 2001; Plant & Devine, 1998). Conversely, each of these 
factors can also lead to greater altruism (Bohns et al., 2010; 
Steele et al., 1985; Whitson et al., 2011).

Disinhibition both reveals and  
shapes the person
In any given moment, there are a number of potential actions 
that can be brought to bear on the world. Some of these actions 
will be externally cued by environmental stimuli, and some 
will be internally cued by chronically active goals and motiva-
tions. We propose that disinhibited states are characterized by 
a reduced number of potential actions, such that a single domi-
nant behavioral option becomes particularly salient at the 
expense of other competing options. When an individual is 
characterized by a strong motivational orientation and does 
not sense pressing situational cues or norms, the most salient 
response will be internally driven. However, when the situa-
tion is characterized by a narrow range of affordances (i.e., a 
“strong situation”), the most salient response will be exter-
nally driven (Meyer, Dalal, & Hermida, 2010). In contexts 
where neither the situation nor the disposition is clearly stron-
ger, the most salient responses are likely to be those that 
receive joint input from both internal and external cues. 
Understanding the behavioral consequences of disinhibition 
thus requires an assessment of the most salient responses from 
both internal (e.g., goals, values, motives, and dispositions) 

and external (e.g., perceptual cues from the environment) per-
spectives, the relative strength of each, and the consistency 
between these internal and external cues (cf. Funder, 2008).

Our model thus explains how disinhibition can both reveal 
the person, leading to greater correspondence between behav-
ior and underlying dispositions, and shape the person by lead-
ing individuals to behave more consistently with strong 
situational cues. It has been observed, for example, that power 
can heighten the influence of external cues on behavior  
(Guinote, 2008), as well as the influence of dispositional char-
acteristics (Galinsky et al., 2008). Previous work has aimed to 
integrate these two seemingly contradictory perspectives by 
noting that power can enhance cognitive processing of the pri-
mary constructs activated in a situation, whether driven by 
inner experiences or environmental properties (Guinote, 
2007a). We adopt a similar perspective in the current model, 
emphasizing that power (along with other disinhibiting con-
texts) can facilitate the engagement of the most salient 
response, regardless of whether it was triggered by the internal 
or external environment. A key distinction, however, is that we 
argue that this is not an effect of power per se, but is a conse-
quence of the disinhibition that power produces. Thus, our 
model proposes that any disinhibiting context can either reveal 
or shape the person depending on the relative strength of inter-
nal and external response cues. Our model further identifies 
the reduction of response conflict and BIS activity as the prox-
imal mechanism that underlies such effects (see Figure 1).

Disinhibition produces both prosocial  
and antisocial outcomes
The model in this article also explains how disinhibition can 
produce both prosocial and antisocial outcomes. Many models 
of disinhibition assume that it is universally associated with 
negative outcomes, such that it involves the expression of 
socially undesirable behavior and is associated exclusively 
with psychopathology (Festinger et al., 1952; Nigg, 2000; 
Zimbardo, 1969). However, our perspective allows both posi-
tive and negative outcomes to result from disinhibited states. 
In Gray’s model, behavioral inhibition reflects the slowing or 
cessation of ongoing behavior, regardless of whether or not 
that behavior is considered socially desirable (Gray & 
McNaughton, 2000). Accordingly, there are likely to be many 
cases, from helping in emergencies to pointing out embarrass-
ing information (e.g., zipper down), in which prosocial behav-
ior is inhibited due to the activation of conflicting responses 
(e.g., the costs of intervening or wanting to maintain social 
appropriateness).

We have proposed that reduced BIS activity, driven by the 
decreased salience of competing response options, is respon-
sible for producing disinhibited behavior. Some recent studies 
support this notion by demonstrating how directly reducing 
BIS activity by asking people to recall a time in which they 
acted without inhibitions can increase both helping behavior 
and a willingness to cheat for personal benefit (van den Bos, 
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Müller, & van Bussel, 2009; van den Bos et al., in press). A 
more balanced perspective on disinhibitory states thus allows 
for a consideration of both the positive and negative conse-
quences of disinhibition.

The pathways to disinhibition
Although social power, alcohol intoxication, and anonymity 
appear to be unrelated to one another on the surface, they pro-
vide a diverse set of examples for the effects of a common 
disinhibitory mechanism. These domains also illustrate three 
different pathways—heightened BAS activity, the depletion of 
cognitive resources, and the reduction in social desirability 
concerns—by which the relative strength of any competing 
motor response is decreased, thereby allowing the most salient 
action to be expressed without interference from the BIS.

Although we have focused on the specific domains of 
social power, alcohol intoxication, and anonymity, similar dis-
inhibitory effects are hypothesized to emerge during any con-
text in which the salience of competing response options is 
decreased and the BIS is correspondingly silenced. Any time 
the BAS is activated, cognitive resources are depleted, or 
social desirability concerns are reduced, disinhibition is likely 
to occur. In addition, these processes could produce either pro-
social or antisocial outcomes, depending on the most salient 
behavioral affordance.

There is emerging evidence in support of the central propo-
sition that any form of BAS activation, reduction in cognitive 
resources, or decrease in social desirability concerns can result 
in disinhibition. For example, a dispositionally stronger BAS 
system has been associated both with a greater tendency to 
cooperate in a prisoner’s dilemma (Hirsh & Peterson, 2009) 
and a heightened use of physical aggression (Harmon-Jones, 
2003). Similarly, the elderly, who often face reductions in cog-
nitive resources, offer more constructive advice in uncomfort-
able situations (Apfelbaum, Krendl, & Ambady, 2010) but 
also express greater prejudice (Radvansky, Copeland, &  
Hippel, 2010). We propose that these apparent contradictions 
can be resolved by adopting the response salience framework 
we have outlined. The general model of disinhibition allows 
for an understanding of when disinhibition is likely to occur, 
while also predicting whether the social consequences will be 
positive or negative across a variety of different contexts.

It is worth pointing out, however, that these three distinct 
pathways to disinhibition can also operate jointly with one 
another. For example, the powerful are less dependent on oth-
ers, thereby reducing their concerns about social desirability 
(Keltner et al., 2003). Similarly, they often face severe 
demands on their time, leading to attentional overload and 
depletion (Fiske, 1993). In addition, the depletion of cognitive 
resources can also lead to a reduced ability to attend to social 
desirability concerns (e.g., Govorun & Payne, 2006), as well 
as an increase in BAS activation (Schmeichel, Harmon-Jones, 
& Harmon-Jones, 2010). More generally, it is important to 
consider the multiple disinhibiting forces that might be present 

in any given context, as these pathways may be operating in 
parallel and be mutually reinforcing.

Future directions
A number of novel empirical predictions also emerge from our 
proposal that decreases in response conflict and the correspond-
ing reductions in BIS activity serve as a common mechanism 
that produces behavioral disinhibition. First, if the diverse con-
texts of inebriation, power, and anonymity do indeed exert their 
behavioral effects through a common mechanism, then a variety 
of interactions should be observed when the manipulations are 
administered simultaneously. One possibility is that disinhibi-
tion works according to a threshold effect (Inesi, Botti, Dubois, 
Rucker, & Galinsky, in press); once one source or pathway has 
produced a disinhibited state (e.g., power), the addition of 
another source of disinhibition (e.g., alcohol) will not produce 
more disinhibited behavior. For example, alcohol intoxication 
might reduce the behavioral differences between the powerful 
and the powerless. Similarly, a state of anonymity could reduce 
the behavioral differences that are observed between sober and 
intoxicated individuals. In each of these cases, the individual 
will already be in a disinhibited state, thereby reducing the 
behavioral impact of any further disinhibiting force. Alterna-
tively, the sources could combine in additive ways. For exam-
ple, the anonymous drunks might be particularly disinhibited. 
Future research should explore whether the sources of and path-
ways to disinhibition are additive or operate according to a 
threshold effect.

Second, the central role of the BIS in our framework allows 
for novel predictions to be made from an individual differ-
ences perspective, given that the dispositional strength of the 
BIS is thought to be reflected in the personality trait of neu-
roticism (Gray & McNaughton, 2000). Higher levels of neu-
roticism are associated with a more sensitive BIS, such that 
neurotic individuals have a lower threshold for behavioral 
inhibition in response to potentially conflicting actions. Con-
sequently, two novel yet opposing hypotheses emerge from 
our model. First, given their higher baseline levels of BIS 
activity, the behavioral difference between inhibited and disin-
hibited states may be most pronounced among neurotic indi-
viduals. Highly anxious individuals would thus demonstrate 
the largest observable change in their behavior when drunk 
rather than sober, when they are powerful rather than power-
less, or when they are anonymous rather than identifiable. In 
contrast, it may be the case that more neurotic individuals 
retain their relatively higher levels of BIS activation even 
when competing responses are less salient. Consequently, the 
effects of these disinhibiting situations may be less pronounced 
at higher levels of neuroticism, such that neurotic individuals 
would remain inhibited. Although both of these effects are 
plausible, available evidence appears to support the first 
hypothesis: Neurotic individuals are more likely to seek out 
alcohol and anonymity as a means of reducing the experience 
of anxiety and the concomitant BIS activation (Kuntsche, 
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Knibbe, Gmel, & Engels, 2006; Shepherd & Edelmann, 2005). 
Future research can help to address this question more directly.

Third, identifying the BIS as a common mechanism in each 
of these cases allows specific neurophysiological predictions to 
be made. Because our framework argues that reduced response 
conflict is the key factor underlying disinhibited behavior, neu-
ral indicators of response conflict should be reduced in disinhib-
ited situations. For instance, the Error-Related Negativity (ERN) 
is an event-related potential component that is implicated in the 
detection of conflict, performance errors, and uncertainty 
(Yeung et al., 2004). It has also been related to the BIS, such that 
heightened BIS activity tends to be associated with a larger 
ERN (Amodio et al., 2008; Boksem et al., 2006). If the disinhib-
iting contexts that we described do indeed exert their effects 
through a reduction in response conflict and the corresponding 
decreases in BIS activity, individuals in these disinhibited states 
would be expected to demonstrate a smaller ERN. Initial evi-
dence is supportive of this possibility, as alcohol intoxication is 
indeed associated with smaller ERNs in response to perfor-
mance errors (Curtin & Fairchild, 2003; Ridderinkhof et al., 
2002; Yeung & Cohen, 2006). Future studies should examine 
whether the same holds for power and anonymity.

Summary
Social power, alcohol intoxication, and anonymity can all pro-
duce seemingly paradoxical behavioral outcomes. In some 
cases, they can increase prosocial behavior, whereas in others 
they promote antisocial or selfish behavior. The contradictory 
effects of these diverse manipulations can be explained by 
pointing to a common mechanism of disinhibition. Thus, our 
general model of disinhibition has attempted to unify multiple 
domain-specific models of disinhibited behavior into a common 
conceptual framework. Although the specific routes to disinhi-
bition are diverse (activation of the BAS, cognitive resource 
depletion, and reduction in social desirability concerns), they all 
involve the reduced activation of competing behavioral options, 
thereby preventing BIS activation and ultimately producing the 
uninhibited expression of the most salient response. The spe-
cific response that emerges depends on both preexisting dispo-
sitional motives (strong internal cues) and the dominant 
affordances of the situation (strong external cues). Thus, disin-
hibition can both reveal and shape the person. Taking into 
account an individual’s dispositional orientation and the situa-
tional context allows for a better understanding of the behav-
ioral consequences of disinhibited states. Although the powerful 
and inebriated might be more willing to help during an emer-
gency, it may be best to turn the lights on and hide the alcohol 
when relying on them to avoid their selfish inclinations.
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