
INTRODUCTION
This research explored the characteristics and 
motivations of individuals who disclose information 
about someone they know. It aimed to identify who is 
likely to disclose information about others by mapping 
the landscape of disclosure motives through four 
fundamental questions: 

1.	 What are the core inter- and intra-personal states that 
motivate disclosure? 

2.	 What are the key traits of an individual who discloses? 

3.	 What is the relationship between motivational states 
and individual traits? 

4.	 Are there reliable language correlates of disclosers’ 
motivations?

Research on the reasons why people disclose information 
about the wrongdoing of those they know is limited. 
Miller (2011) identified four self-interest motives: 
punishment avoidance, financial gain, vengeance, 
and eccentric do-gooders. While valuable, Miller’s 
framework does not cover questions such as who is likely 
to disclose or under what circumstances. Moreover, its 
focus on qualitative data means that, as a framework, it 
does not lend itself to scalable, quantitative estimation 
or deployment at the person-level.

METHOD

This study engaged 848 participants through an online 
survey using Prolific, collecting demographic and 
self-report measures related to disclosure behaviour. 
Natural language processing techniques, including 
meaning extraction and keyword analysis using LIWC 
(Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count), were employed 
to analyse the narratives people provided about their 
disclosure of others behaviour. Exploratory factor 
analysis identified core motivational states, while 
correlational analyses examined relationships between 
these motivations and personality traits.

1. Motivational States:
The study identifies five core motivational states for 
those who disclose information:

1.	 Relationship: Disclosing information about 
a person when their behaviour is negatively 
impacting on a family member or friend. This 
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state is associated with language related to health 
and mental wellbeing, indicating disclosers are 
motivated by concern for others.

2.	 Responsibility: Disclosing information through a 
sense of duty, often to protect vulnerable individuals 
such as children, the elderly, or patients. This state 
is associated with emotive language and a negative 
tone, reflecting risk-avoidance and the negative 
impacts of the behaviour being disclosed.

3.	 Role: Disclosing information in an effort to confirm 
with professional responsibilities and expectations 
within the workplace. This state is associated 
with language indicative of achievement and 
prosocial behaviour, highlighting a desire to achieve 
positive outcomes and benefit others, especially in 
professional contexts.

4.	 Rule Breaking: Disclosing information when the 
person has failed to follow regulations or official 
guidelines. This state is associated with a lack of 
pronouns in narratives suggesting disclosers feel 
distanced from their motivations, indicating a 
perception of rules dictating their actions.

5.	 Righteousness: Disclosing information to correct a 
person’s wrongdoing, often involving situations of 
theft or misconduct. This state is associated with 
language around morality and negative outcomes, 
suggesting that disclosers personally relate to 
their moral arguments and the behaviours they are 
addressing.

Motivational states are not mutually exclusive, 
for example, a medical professional who observes 
negligence by a colleague can be motivated by (1), (3), 
(4) and (5). The research also indicates that individuals 
are more likely to disclose to authority figures who 
possess the power to act on the information, rather than 
any specific qualities of the handler.

2. Key Traits of Disclosers:
Disclosers in the current study were typically shown to 
be female, in their twenties or thirties, and mostly from 
working or middle-class backgrounds. The sample of 
disclosers generally lacked dark triad or manipulative 
traits and were open, emotionally stable, conscientious, 
agreeable, agentive and felt a sense of union or solidarity 
with others. 

3. Relationship Between States 
and Traits: 
Relationship and Responsibility states were more 
common in females and those lacking agentive traits. 
Those motivated by Responsibility often exhibited 
lower openness and agency. Conversely, those who 
view their disclosure positively were typically younger 
and showed traits of openness and agency. 

Role state is more likely among those with a UK origin 
and residence, indicating that individuals who reported 
being motivated by workplace responsibilities were 
more likely to be based in the UK. They tend to score 
high on conscientiousness but low on openness.

Rule Breaking and Righteousness states: Righteousness 
correlated positively with conscientiousness and 
communion, reflecting a moral stance against 
wrongdoing. Conversely, Rule Breaking was associated 
with a negative view of communion and was more likely 
to be found among those with UK residence, suggesting 
that UK residents may be more driven by conventional 
violations than moral imperatives.



FEBRUARY 2025
OVERVIEW

CONCLUSION

A key finding of this study is its contrast to previous 
research (e.g., Miller, 2011), which identified 
motivations for disclosure based on self-interest. This 
study shows that disclosers are primarily motivated by 
prosocial factors, such as relationships, responsibility, 
professional duties, and adherence to societal norms. 

The disclosers in the current study were inclined to 
prevent negative, criminal or negligent behaviour, 
which is conceivably different from the inclinations 
of potential disclosers who are involved in activity of 
a criminal nature. Whether we find the same set of 
motivations in the latter group is to be established.  

The study's findings offer useful insight for security 
contexts where law enforcement seeks assistance 
from law-abiding citizens who are acquainted with 
individuals suspected of criminal activity, such as 
family members involved in extremist activities. 
However, findings may not be universally applicable 
to other countries as the study primarily involved 
participants from the UK, with some from the USA 
and South Africa. Policymakers should consider these 
cultural differences when interpreting the results and 
developing disclosure-related strategies.
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