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ARBEITSVORHABEN

The Neural Mechanisms of Blushing
I am interested in understanding how self-conscious emotions such as shyness, embarrassment, shame, and guilt
contribute to children’s social decision-making. A hallmark of self-conscious emotions is blushing – reddening of
the face in response to social attention, which occurs when we think about what others think of us. My research
was the first to examine blushing in children and to show that, although quickly appearing and disappearing, a
child’s blushing may reflect social sensitivity and attunement to others; prolonged blushing is involved in the
development of psychopathology. Blushing, thus, plays an important role in child socio-emotional development.
Recently, the physiological and hormonal mechanisms and neuropharmacology of blushing have started to be
unveiled. Interestingly, no neuroimaging study on blushing in humans has been done so far. Therefore, it is currently
unknown how blushing and related self-conscious emotions arise on the neural system level in humans. Recently,
together with colleagues, I developed a paradigm to evoke blushing in adolescents while measuring their brain
activity in a MRI scanner. To do so, we first recorded participants while they were taking part in karaoke and sang
difficult songs. We then played back these embarrassing videos to them while we simultaneously measured their
brain activity and blushing (blood flow and skin temperature increases) in the scanner.
By comparing viewing self vs. other in an embarrassing situation, we aim to identify, for the first time, the neural
correlates of blushing. We hypothesized that we will find greater activation in the brain areas involved in
interoception and mentalization in relation to the occurrence and duration of blushing. Fur-thermore, we will
establish which neural processes characterize prolonged vs. transient and adaptive blushing.
During my stay at Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, I will spend time writing a manuscript of this study, which will
form the basis for my future interdiscipli¬nary work on blushing and self-conscious emotions.
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