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Abstract
The present paper provides an analysis of an Indian female contestant and a British female 
contestant involved in an Emotion Event, conflict scenario in Celebrity Big Brother, a British 
reality television show that was aired by the Channel 4 television company. It was shown 
that the spoken communication between the two contestants conformed to the low context vs. 
high context communication cultures that are associated with collectivism and individualism, 
respectively. More specifically, whereas the more collectivistic Indian participant engaged in 
a more inferred, contextualised and implicit communication style, the style of communication 
of the British participant was characterised by a clear, logical, explicit message. Furthermore, 
in a  typical individualistic response to the hurtful threat of shame, the British participant, in 
contrast to the Indian participant who demonstrated a more socially constructive response, em-
ployed a  more aggressive, confrontational response strategy that was characterised by fight 
(Wilson, 2017) and relatively uncontrolled anger. This opposes the viewpoint that emotions are 
discrete entities that function independently of other emotions and supports a conceptual struc-
ture of emotions that is based on the proximity of emotion clusters (Wilson & Lewandowska- 
-Tomaszczyk, 2019)..

Key words: anger, collectivism, culture, Emotion Events, high context communication, 
Hinduism, individualism, low context communication, reality show, shame

1. Introduction

Abundant evidence shows that emotions do not translate well across languages. 
Many of these studies use different methodologies to provide contrastive analyses 
of cultural differences between emotion concepts (e.g., Wilson & Lewandowska-
-Tomaszczyk, 2017; Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk & Wilson, 2013). Other studies 
have shown that there are fewer differences in emotional expressions across cultu-
res (e.g., Ekman & Friesen, 1986). However, the inherent problems of objectivity 
mean that it is relatively more difficult to analyse emotion events from a cultural 
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viewpoint. Analysing emotion events in television reality shows offers a possible 
greater approximation towards valid, objective interpersonal interaction within 
such events.

The present study analyses two female contestants (Jade Goody, a white Brit-
ish reality show celebrity and Shilpa Shetty, an Indian, Hindu Bollywood star) who 
interact in an Emotion Event, conflict scenario in Celebrity Big Brother, a British 
reality television show that was aired by the Channel 4 television company (2007). 
Within an Emotion Event scenario structure, the analysis is performed on the basis 
of two cultural dimensions – low context vs. high context communication (Hall, 
1959) and collectivism vs. individualism (Hofstede, 1980). The central emotion in 
the analysis of the verbal exchange is shame, which is shown to elicit culture-spe-
cific instances of fight and flight, and associated emotions (Wilson, 2017). This is 
consistent with the viewpoint of a cluster representation of emotions in conceptual 
space (Wilson & Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 2019). 

1.1. Emotion Events

Emotions can be defined in terms of an Emotion Event, arising as a reaction to 
a stimulus. There are thus prototypical Emotion Event Scenarios and extended 
event scenarios. These extensions cover either peripheral scenarios or clusters of 
emotions, which can eventually lead to a blended Event Scenario. Mixed feelin-
gs, experiencing more than one emotion at the same time, i.e., emotion clusters, 
and the difficulty in identifying one particular emotion vis-à-vis another and 
experiencing a  blended type of emotion instead are frequent departures from 
a prototype.

Biological, physiological and some psychological/cognitive properties can be 
identified along with prototypically accompanying scenarios by sophisticated qu-
estionnaires, applied to investigate emotions in a variety of languages and cultures 
(see analyses of English and Polish surprise, fear, joy, and happiness (Lewan-
dowska-Tomaszczyk & Wilson, 2010, 2013; Wilson, Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk, 
& Niiya, 2013). On the basis of these variables we can propose a Prototypical 
Emotion Event Scenario, which covers the following constituents:

Context (Biological predispositions of Experiencer; Social and Cultural
conditioning; On-line contextual properties of Event) [Stimulus    →    Experiencer
{(internally and externally manifested) physiological and physical symptoms;
affective state + (internally experienced) Emotion}    →    possible external
reaction(s) of Experiencer (blending; language: metaphor; emotion and
emotional talk; non-verbal reactions)]
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1.2. Culture: Collectivism versus Individualism

Collectivism

The fundamental feature of collectivism is the closer interpersonal relationships that 
are present within groups, which result in these groups being more cohesive. Individu-
als within these groups have a greater obligation to fulfil their responsibilities towards 
other group members (Oyserman et al., 2002). The social, interconnected ties within 
the in-group are more important than the individual, autonomous functioning of the 
person within that group (Triandis, 1995). Consistent with the more social elements of 
collectivism, self-concept is based on group membership (Hofstede, 1980), and inc-
ludes characteristics such as the sacrifice of the self for others and common goals, as 
well as the maintenance of good relations (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Well-being for 
the collectivist is determined by successful performance in social roles and the com-
pletion of duties (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Emphasis is placed on the achievement 
of in-group harmony by controlling the outward expression of emotions. 

Individualism

In individualistic cultures one perceives oneself as an individual, autonomous enti-
ty and there is less emphasis placed on one’s relationships with others. The various 
accounts of individualism share the fundamental features of more of an individu-
alised construal of goals, uniqueness and control (Oyserman et al., 2002). Highli-
ghting the personal autonomy associated with individualism, Hofstede (1980) views 
the inclusion of self-fulfilment and personal accomplishments in one’s identity, the 
importance of rights in comparison with duties, and a focus on oneself and immediate 
family as central features. In contrast with collectivistic individuals who have relati-
vely more interdependence within their in-groups (e.g., family, nation), individualists 
show a greater degree of independence from their in-groups, which is evidenced in the 
importance they place on personal goals in comparison with the goals of their in-gro-
ups. Consistent with Schwarz’s (1990) emphasis on the importance of individualistic 
status achievement, Triandis (1995) observes the negotiation of duties within social 
relationships. Individualists regard the formation of a positive self-concept as a funda-
mental personal characteristic that they closely associate with personal achievement.

Low Context vs. High Context Communication Cultures

It was the work of Hall (e.g., 1959) that initially highlighted the importance of 
low context vs. high context communication styles across cultures. Commu-
nication style denotes the way in which individuals express themselves when 
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communicating with others and specific patterns have been observed that are pro-
totypical for certain cultures. With respect to the present study, whereas India has 
traditionally been identified as a high context culture (Nishimura, Nevgi & Tella, 
2008), Britain is regarded as a low context culture. 

High Context Communication Cultures

In high context cultures very little information is explicitly conveyed in the coded, 
verbal part of the message. In contrast, most of the meaning of the message is 
present in the physical context or internalised in the individual. Self-construals are 
based on interdependence relationships that place emphasis on connectedness and 
harmony through the high regard for the actions, feelings and thoughts of others 
in social relationships. The message recipient is responsible for gaining insight 
into the contextual or hidden meaning of the message. Less emphasis is placed on 
direct, explicit messages and the verbal content is deemed an inherent, inseparable 
part of the whole communication context. Relatively less importance is placed on 
conveying a clear verbal message. It is important for the recipient of the message 
to detect implicit and subtle contextual cues when attempting to gain an under-
standing of the communication. In the absence of such context, the interlocutor’s 
message might be regarded to be pointless and possibly deceitful.

Low Context Communication Cultures

As meaning is expressed in an explicit verbal code in low context cultures, the 
recipient of the message expects the sender to give a detailed message, be direct, 
and use language that is not ambiguous. On the basis of the emphasis placed on 
privacy, autonomy and independence, there is more freedom to express oneself 
and be direct. It is the sender of the message who is often responsible for misun-
derstanding or miscommunication as they are expected to present direct, clear, 
unambiguous information that the recipient can easily decode. Consistent with 
this, greater value is placed on rational, logical and analytical thinking. In order 
that the listener can completely understand the meaning of the message the spe-
aker is primarily responsible to express ideas and thoughts with utmost clarity. 

1.3. Shame

The Nature of Shame

The features of shame make this self-conscious, moral emotion a key element of 
human interaction. One of the main reasons for shame being an important self-
-conscious emotion is that it is characterised by negative criticism of the global 
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self (Lewis, 1971) and is therefore related to evaluations of self-worth and self-
-esteem. The central features pertaining to this global self include acceptance or 
rejection by others, self-regulation and self-evaluation. It is clear that such criti-
cism involving the global self is more likely to be more threatening as damage 
to the very essence of one’s being is at stake. Shame is further characterised by 
fear of this damage or criticism to the global self (Kam & Bond, 2008). Such 
involvement of the global self can be seen more clearly when one compares it 
with guilt, which is another self-conscious emotion, but one that is typically less 
hurtful than shame as the main focus is on behaviour, not one’s core self, and 
hence one’s self-worth and self-esteem are less threatened (Tangney & Tracy, 
2012). Ogarkova, Soriano, & Lehr (2012) observe that shame is elicited in re-
sponse to the violation of an important social standard in which the transgressor 
is concerned with others’ actual or imagined evaluations, which might lead to 
external sanctions. The feeling of being small and the desire to avoid being 
seen by others lead to avoidance and withdrawal behaviours. Shame is more 
of an intense emotion than guilt and is associated with feelings of weakness, 
powerlessness and helplessness. The tendency to hide, withdraw and disappear, 
and feelings of powerlessness associated with shame are consistent with two of 
the four approaches to shame outlined by Fontaine et al. (2006). Shame, unlike 
guilt, is also not characterised by an emphasis on reparations or penance (Ogar-
kova, Soriano, & Lehr, 2012). Finally, shame can lead to aggressive behaviour 
(Scheff, 2014). 

Shame the Master Emotion

The prominence of shame as one of the most, if not the most, important emotion in 
our lives can be witnessed in its unique function in social relationships due to its 
psychological and social importance, which has led to it being labelled a master 
emotion. This status is warranted on the basis of a number of features, not least on 
account of its relationship with a wide range of other emotions, including anger 
and aggression, fear, anxiety, sadness and depression, hurt, and compassion. Po-
ulson (2000) additionally deems envy, jealousy, disgust, happiness, pride, relief, 
hope and love to be related to shame. 

To gain an understanding of the possible mechanisms underlying the in-
fluence of shame on emotions in its closest proximity one needs to understand 
how physical threats and the threat of social exclusion are both associated with 
affective pain. MacDonald & Leary (2005) argue that “the aversive emotional 
state of social pain is the same unpleasantness that is experienced in respon-
se to physical pain” (p.  203). They further propose that one is motivated to 
avoid possible situations that threaten social exclusion through the feelings of 
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pain that they are often coupled with in a similar way in which one learns to 
avoid physical threats. The role of shame in socially threatening situations is 
highlighted by Dickerson, Gruenewald & Kemeny (2004), who identify shame 
and the physiological activity that accompanies it as a fundamental underlying 
emotional response to such threats in the same way that, for example, fear and 
its physiological responses occur when one is physically threatened. To summa-
rise, shame can be viewed as an emotional response to social pain that is equiva-
lent to the unpleasant emotional states that are elicited by situations involving 
physical pain and threat.

The emotions that derive from the affective pain that accompanies threats to 
the preservation of one’s social self, and hence shame, are similar to those emotions 
that have been widely documented to arise from the affective pain associated with 
physical threat. Furthermore, the social pain that underlies shame and physical pain 
elicit the same mechanisms to defend against such threats, namely fight, flight and 
fright responses (Elison, Garofalo, & Velotti, 2014).1

Collectivistic vs. Individualistic Shame

As argued by Lewandowsks-Tomaszczyk & Wilson (2014), in collectivistic cul-
tures that place more emphasis on interpersonal harmony, one would expect rel-
atively more withdrawal tendencies associated with shame. Consistent with this, 
Wallbott & Scherer (1995), in a large-scale cross-cultural study involving partic-
ipants from 37 countries who were required to describe instances in which they 
had experienced emotions including shame and guilt, observed that in collectiv-
istic cultures shame adheres more closely to the general shame profile, which 
includes the feature of withdrawal. With an individualistic-collectivistic score of 
48, (Hofstede, https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries/), 
one would expect individuals from India to conform to this pattern relatively 
more than the British (score 89). However, in terms of the present study it is 
also pertinent to focus on more specific features of Shilpa Shetty than global 
collectivism. In this respect, a significant feature is her Hindu faith, particularly 
as Croucher et al. (2011) observes that Female Indian Hindus are more likely 
to prefer avoiding, compromising, integrating, and obliging conflict styles than 
female Indian Muslims. 

To sum up, there is evidence to suggest that Shilpa Shetty, on account of both 
her collectivistic and Hindu background might have a tendency towards avoidan-
ce and compromise in situations involving shame and conflict.

1	 Elison, Garofalo, & Velotti (2014) prefer to use the term freeze instead of fright. However, these 
are equivalent and the term used in the present paper is fright.
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A key issue with regard to the present focus of study is the possible great-
er anger that this emotion appears to generate in individualistic cultures. Scheff 
(2014) observes that it is the hidden shame that is characterised by elements of 
anger and violence that is more salient in individualistic cultures. It is the empha-
sis on achievement in individualistic societies that fosters an element of alienation 
and because there is an expectation that one will attain a sense of individual com-
pleteness, the shame that arises from the failure to meet this expectation is more 
likely to be hidden. Such instances of hidden, unresolved shame can accumulate 
and lead to resentment, anger and outbursts of violence. On the basis of this, one 
would expect Jade Goody to exhibit relatively more anger in response to her pos-
sible experiences of shame.

1.4. Aims

A comparative analysis of an Emotion Event scenario involving Jade Goody and 
Shilpa Shetty is performed to determine whether they conform to expectations 
based on individualistic/low context communication culture vs. collectivistic/
Hindu/high context communication culture, respectively.

2. Analysis of Big Brother Emotion Event Scenario

2.1. Background

The Emotion Event scenario is present in an unedited video excerpt from 
Celebrity Big Brother 5 (2007) that lasts for 9 minutes and 24 seconds (pu-
blished on YouTube on 17th February, 2010, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=P7WHd9PUL5w). At the beginning of the video clip, three house-
mates, including Jade Goody are sitting on sofas in the lounge, which, in an 
open-plan design, is attached to the kitchen area. Shilpa Shetty is in the kit-
chen area and asks the other three housemates where the chicken stock is, to 
which they answer  that  there is one left. Shilpa expresses surprise that they 
had used most of the chicken stock cubes in a previous meal as they had been 
only supposed to use one of the stock cubes for the meal. In an argument that 
ensues Jade Goody seems to take offence at the apparent accusation of wasting 
the chicken stock and retaliates with the accusation that on a previous recent 
occasion Shilpa cooked chicken that was left uneaten and therefore wasted 
because it was not cooked properly. 
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2.2. Collectivistic vs. Individualistic Shame

This part of the analysis of the interaction between Jade and Shilpa identifies 
possible shame responses and other possible emotions that are elicited as a con-
sequence of this. 

Jade – an Individualistic Sense of Shame

Shilpa (1 minute, 7 seconds): “you require one (chicken stock cube) for that much pasta.”

Jade (2 minutes, 22 seconds): “get over it, three cubes, OK Shilpa it was three cubes, 
but the other day there was a whole chicken that went to waste because it was pink.” 

From this response from Jade it can be deduced that she views Shilpa’s comment 
regarding the excessive use of chicken stock cubes as a personal attack. As outli-
ned above, such a personal attack is central to shame. The response is an attempt 
to deflect this perceived attack with an accusation of her own directed towards 
Shilpa. This is consistent with the above discussion regarding the fight that cha-
racterises individualistic shame.

Later in the Emotion Event scenario, there is much more direct evidence that 
Jade views Shilpa’s comments as a personal attack:

Jade (3 minutes, 43 seconds): “So what? I ate an OXO cube. Shoot me in my pissing head.”

Jade (4 minutes, 37 seconds): “I’ve ate two fucking OXO cubes. Stab my gut open 
and pull it out.”

From these comments, it can be understood that Jade feels victimised and pu-
nished by Shilpa for using too much chicken stock. However, rather than her reac-
tion remaining within the sphere of her actions, it permeates deeper to the core of 
her being and is clearly hurtful. In this sense, it is an elicitor of shame. The hurt 
that Jade appears to feel is in agreement with what one would expect from an in-
dividualistic individual. 

Consistent with expectations pertaining to the fight and anger that can arise 
especially from an individualistic variant of shame, Jade expresses a clear sense 
ofanger – (4 minutes, 12 seconds): “I feel furious.”

Shilpa – a Collectivistic Sense of Shame

During the confrontational interaction with Jade, Shilpa is the target of a personal 
attack by Jade. 
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Jade (5 minutes, 14 seconds): “Shilpa, you didn’t only order OXO cubes, that was 
really stupid to say.”

Shilpa (5 minute, 30 seconds): “Jade, I don’t want to fight. You want to get argumentati-
ve. It’s fun for you, please go on be my guest. I don’t want to do that, it’s not my style.”

In contrast with the fight response by Jade to what she perceived to be a hurtful 
attack by Shilpa, we can see that Shilpa has a different response to what can be 
deemed an equivalently hurtful attack by Jade. Specifically, consistent with a fun-
damental principle of collectivism pertaining to the maintenance of interpersonal 
harmony, Shilpa explicitly expresses a desire to refrain from fighting. Such reti-
cence can also be viewed as withdrawal, which is another characteristic feature of 
collectivistic shame.

Jade (5 minutes, 44 seconds): “You’re pathetic. You’re pathetic. You’re pathetic. 
You’re absolutely pathetic.” 

…..: “(6 minutes 43 seconds): Shilpa, in all fairness, you said the only thing I ordered 
off of the whole shopping list was OXO cubes.” 

Shilpa (6 minutes, 50 seconds): “I take that back. That was one of the things that 
I ordered. That is what I meant to say.”

In these verbal exchanges, the intensity of the attack from Jade not only increases 
but can be deemed more central to the concept of shame as referring to an indi-
vidual as pathetic is a central attack on one’s core self. Despite this, Shilpa rein-
forces her withdrawal tendency with the words “I take that back,” which is again 
consistent with her collectivistic background.

2.3. Low Context vs. High Context Communication

This part of the analysis of the interaction between Jade and Shilpa identifies the 
possible low context communication of the former and the high context commu-
nication of the latter. 

Jade – Low Context Communication

There is a great deal of evidence that Jade adopts a low context communication 
style in her interaction with Shilpa. This is mainly manifested in her accusation 
that Shilpa is lying. This accusation is based on Shilpa’s initial comment that the 
only food item that she ordered from the Big Brother authorities in the most recent 
food order was OXO chicken stock cubes:  



Paul A. Wilson�

136

Shilpa (1 minute, 13 seconds): “It’s the only thing I had ordered Shilpa (1 minute, 
29 seconds): It’s the only thing I ordered the last time.”

Jade (5 minutes, 14 seconds): “Shilpa, you didn’t only order OXO cubes, that was 
really stupid to say.”

This comment by Jade is typical of low context communication as it focuses on 
the truth value of Shilpa’s statement. There is more evidence for this later, as she 
is adamant that Shilpa should admit her falsehood:

Jade (5 minutes, 27 seconds): “You did not say I only ordered OXO cubes … Did 
you say that?”

Jade (5 minutes, 39 seconds): “Did you say I only ordered OXO cubes?”

Typical of an individual from a low-context culture, we can later learn from Jade’s 
direct accusations, which she expresses with unrestrained shouting, how impor-
tant it is for her to receive a truthful message: 

Jade (6 minutes, 24 seconds): “You did not only pick OXO cubes off the shopping 
list, so you’re a liar. Not only are you a fake, you’re a liar.” 

Jade (8 minutes, 01 second): “You’re a liar. You’re a liar and you’re a fake. You’re a liar!”

Shilpa – High Context Communication

In Shilpa’s responses to the accusations that she has been lying, she shows eviden-
ce that she is a high context communicator:

Shilpa (5 minutes, 24 seconds): “I didn’t say I ordered them, I only asked if you used 
them.”

Shilpa (6 minutes, 50 seconds): “I take that back. That was one of the things that 
I  ordered. That is what I meant to say.”

It appears that what Shilpa is saying here is that her earlier statement that she had 
only ordered OXO chicken stock cubes was not the full intention of her message. 
With her later response that the intention of this message was that it was one of 
the things she ordered and that she had only wanted to know if anyone had used 
them, we can see that she had not initially delivered a direct, explicit message. 
Consistent with the high context communication style, her initial message impli-
citly alluded to a hidden meaning, which she expected her interlocutor to decipher 
from the whole communication context. 
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3. Discussion and Conclusions

Consistent with predictions, the analysis of the main interactants in an Emotion 
Event scenario in a Big Brother setting shows that whereas Shilpa Shetty, an In-
dian Hindu participant, exhibited a withdrawal style that was additionally charac-
terised by high context communication, Jade Goody engaged in a more expressive 
fight strategy and revealed a low context communication style preference.

With respect to shame, the two contestants demonstrated responses that are 
in agreement with expectations on the basis of their respective cultural identities. 
The relatively greater withdrawal style adopted by Shilpa in response to the pro-
bable shame that she experiences as a consequence of Jade’s verbal accusations is 
consistent with observations of withdrawal in previous studies on shame. Shilpa’s 
apparent concern for social harmony is also consistent with her cultural backgro-
und. In contrast, the fight strategy adopted by Jade as a consequence of her apparent 
experience of shame is in accordance with an individualistic response. Furthermo-
re, the hurt that she demonstrates points to an autonomous individual whose core 
self has been criticised. With respect to the cluster approach to emotion concepts 
outlined above, Jade’s anger response confirms the relatively close proximity of the 
shame and anger in conceptual space, especially in individualistic cultures.

The evidence that the two contestants conformed to expectations with respect 
to low context and high context culture styles is based on conflicting views of the 
veracity of Shilpa’s statement regarding her food order from the Big Brother au-
thorities. Recall that Shilpa later admitted that her initial statement that the OXO 
cubes chicken stock was the only item that she had ordered from the Big Brother 
authorities was not true. Jade, being an individual from a low context communi-
cation culture, highlights the lack of truth in Shilpa’s statement and demonstrates 
the value she places on receiving a  clear, direct, explicit, truthful message. In 
contrast, Shilpa conforms to what one would expect from a typical high context 
communicator as she appears to imply other, indirect, information in her message 
that she expects her interlocutor to decode and understand. In this respect, the in-
teraction between Jade and Shilpa can be considered a good example of possible 
misunderstandings that can arise when individuals from low and high context 
cultures communicate. 

The difficulty in gaining objective assessments of emotions via observations 
of interactants should not be underestimated. A main issue in this respect is ob-
server bias, in which the participants are conscious of being observed and are the-
refore less likely to behave naturally. It is difficult to imagine a situation in which 
individuals are observed without their prior knowledge, especially when one must 
consider the personal rights of those concerned. While Big Brother contestants are 
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aware that they are being observed and will possibly be conscious that by beha-
ving in certain ways they will lose or gain the support of the audience, it could be 
argued that over the weeks that they are in the Big Brother environment they will 
become more accustomed to the environment and behave in a way that is more 
consistent with their natural behaviour.

The present study should be viewed as an initial attempt to analyse Emotion 
Event scenarios in a reality show context and as such it offers a limited scope. This 
notwithstanding, the analyses demonstrate effects that are consistent with those 
obtained from a  number of different paradigms. The methodology has the po-
tential to be expanded to study Emotion Events that centre on different emotions 
across a wide range of cultures.
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