


Yes, appeasement and submissive behaviors are scientifically recognized as adaptive defense
strategies used to mitigate threat and avoid harm within social dominance hierarchies.

1. Introduction

Appeasement and submissive behaviors are widely documented across animal species, including humans, as adaptive strategies
that help individuals navigate social dominance hierarchies and reduce the risk of harm. These behaviors serve to de-escalate
conflict, maintain group stability, and minimize the costs associated with direct aggression or competition for resources (Tibbetts
et al., 2022; Cantor & Price, 2007; Keltner et al., 1997; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003; Terburg et al., 2011; Tone et al., 2018). Ethological,
psychological, and neuroscientific research demonstrates that such strategies—ranging from physical postures to behavioral
withdrawal or placating actions—are evolutionarily conserved mechanisms that allow subordinates to signal non-threat and avoid
injury or exclusion (Tibbetts et al., 2022; Cantor & Price, 2007; Keltner et al., 1997; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003). In humans, these
behaviors manifest in both overt (e.g., gaze aversion, ceding resources) and subtle (e.g., embarrassment, shyness) forms, often
functioning to preserve social bonds and group cohesion (Keltner et al., 1997; Terburg et al., 2011). However, the adaptiveness of
these strategies can be context-dependent; while generally protective, they may also reinforce power imbalances or have negative
psychological consequences if overused or maladaptive (Medas & Georgiades, 2026; Irving & Liu, 2020). Overall, the literature
strongly supports the recognition of appeasement and submission as adaptive defense mechanisms within social hierarchies.
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FIGURE 1  Consensus meter: Are appeasement and submissive behaviors adaptive defense strategies in social dominance hierarchies?

2. Methods

A comprehensive search was conducted across over 170 million research papers in Consensus—including Semantic Scholar,
PubMed, and other sources—to identify literature on appeasement and submissive behaviors as adaptive defense strategies in
social dominance hierarchies. A total of 8140 papers were initially identified; after relevance screening and deduplication, 177
papers were screened for eligibility. Ultimately, 50 highly relevant papers were included in this review.

Search Strategy

20.8M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.4K
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Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
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50
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Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Flow diagram of paper identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion.

Six unique search groups were executed to capture foundational theories, alternate terminology (e.g., compliance), contrastive
perspectives, interdisciplinary expansion (ethology/neuroscience), adjacent constructs (avoidance/coping), and methodological
diversity.
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3. Results

3.1 Evolutionary Basis and Cross-Species Evidence

Numerous studies highlight that dominance hierarchies are a common feature across animal taxa—including primates, rodents,
birds, fish—and that subordinate individuals frequently employ appeasement or submissive signals (e.g., cowering postures, gaze
aversion) to avoid aggression from dominants (Tibbetts et al., 2022; Zheng et al., 2025; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003; Cantor & Price,
2007; Keltner et al., 1997). These behaviors are considered evolutionarily conserved adaptations that reduce the risk of injury or
exclusion by signaling non-threat (Cantor & Price, 2007; Terburg et al., 2011).

3.2 Human Social Hierarchies: Psychological Mechanisms

In humans, appeasement is expressed through both reactive (e.g., embarrassment after transgressions) and anticipatory (e.g.,
shyness/modesty) forms that function to placate others or preempt conflict (Keltner et al., 1997). Submissive behavior is linked to
involuntary subordination—a trait associated with reduced risk-taking when loss is imminent—and is correlated with lower
perceived status and increased vulnerability to mood disorders if prolonged (Sturman, 2011; Tone et al., 2018). Social anxiety can
bias individuals toward defensive blend-in strategies rather than competitive influence-seeking (Zaatri et al., 2022).

3.3 Neurobiological Underpinnings

Neuroscientific research identifies specific brain circuits—such as the amygdala and bed nucleus of the stria terminalis—that
mediate fear responses, vigilance, avoidance learning, and rank-appropriate behavior in social contexts (Dwortz et al., 2022; Li et
al., 2025; Choi et al., 2024). These neural systems facilitate rapid detection of threat cues (e.g., angry faces), leading to adaptive
avoidance or submission responses that help maintain group harmony (Terburg et al., 2012; Terburg et al., 2011).

3.4 Contextual Adaptiveness & Limitations

While appeasement/submission generally serve protective functions by reducing conflict escalation (Cantor & Price, 2007), their
effectiveness can vary by context. For example, perinatal women may display dominant protection rather than submission when
threatened (Proietti et al., 2026), suggesting flexibility in defensive strategy based on situational demands. In clinical contexts (e.g.,
psychosis), appeasement may function as a safety behavior but can inadvertently reinforce maladaptive beliefs if over-relied upon
(Medas & Georgiades, 2026). Similarly, placating strategies among domestic abuse survivors are often rated as helpful but may
also increase risk if they prevent escape from harmful situations (Irving & Liu, 2020).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 3  Timeline showing publication dates of key studies on appeasement/submission as adaptive defenses. Larger markers indicate more citations.
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Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author J. Henrich (Terburg et al., 2011; O’Connor et al., 2000; Aiello et al., 2017)

Author D. Terburg (Hobson, 2020; Murlanova et al., 2021)

Author J. Maner (Li et al., 2025; Gellner et al., 2020)

Journal Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B (Tibbetts et al., 2022; Keltner et al., 1997; Terburg et al., 2011)

Journal Journal of personality and social psychology (Irving & Liu, 2020; Edmondson, 1999; Gellner et al., 2020)

Journal PLoS ONE (Terburg et al., 2012; Xiang et al., 2025)

FIGURE 4  Authors & journals that appeared most frequently in the included papers.

4. Discussion

The scientific literature robustly supports the view that appeasement and submissive behaviors are adaptive defense strategies
within social dominance hierarchies across species—including humans—serving to mitigate threat exposure and avoid harm
(Tibbetts et al., 2022; Cantor & Price, 2007; Keltner et al., 1997; Tiedens & Fragale, 2003). These behaviors are not only observed
empirically but are also grounded in evolutionary theory as mechanisms for reducing costly conflicts over resources or status
(Maner, 2017; O’Connor et al., 2000). Neurobiological evidence further substantiates their adaptiveness by identifying brain circuits
specialized for detecting threat cues and orchestrating appropriate defensive responses (Dwortz et al., 2022; Li et al., 2025).

However, adaptiveness is context-dependent: while these strategies often protect individuals from immediate harm or exclusion
(especially when direct confrontation would be risky), chronic reliance on submission can reinforce power imbalances or contribute
to negative mental health outcomes such as depression or anxiety if it leads to persistent feelings of defeat or entrapment
(Sturman, 2011; Medas & Georgiades, 2026). Moreover, certain populations (e.g., perinatal women) may shift toward more assertive
defensive tactics under specific circumstances (Proietti et al., 2026), highlighting flexibility in human defensive repertoire.

The distinction between functional short-term use versus maladaptive chronic use is critical for understanding both evolutionary
benefits and potential psychological costs associated with these behaviors.

Claims & Evidence Table

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Appeasement/submissive behaviors
are adaptive defenses against threat

Strong

Strong cross-species evidence;
reduce risk of injury/exclusion;
evolutionarily conserved

(Tibbetts et al., 2022; Cantor
& Price, 2007; Keltner et al.,
1997; Tiedens & Fragale,
2003)

Submissive signals stabilize group
hierarchy & reduce conflict

Strong

Observed across taxa; minimize
costly fights; promote group
cohesion

(Tibbetts et al., 2022; Zheng
et al., 2025; Tiedens &
Fragale, 2003)

Chronic involuntary subordination
increases risk for mood disorders

Moderate

Linked with depression/anxiety
when prolonged; supported by
human studies

(Sturman, 2011)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Appeasement/placating can be
helpful but sometimes increase risk

Moderate

Survivors rate placating as helpful
but it may perpetuate
abuse/entrapment

(Irving & Liu, 2020)

Defensive strategy adaptiveness
varies by context/population

Moderate

Perinatal women show dominant
protection rather than submission
under threat

(Proietti et al., 2026)

Overuse of submission reinforces
negative self-beliefs

Moderate

Clinical models suggest repeated
appeasement maintains
vulnerability

(Medas & Georgiades, 2026)

FIGURE Key claims and support evidence identified in these papers.

5. Conclusion

The literature provides strong scientific recognition that appeasement and submissive behaviors function as adaptive defense
strategies within social dominance hierarchies—helping individuals mitigate threats while maintaining group stability—but also
highlights important nuances regarding their context-dependent effectiveness and potential psychological costs.

Research Gaps

Despite extensive cross-species documentation of these behaviors' adaptiveness for harm avoidance within hierarchies—and
growing understanding of their neurobiological bases—gaps remain regarding sex differences in strategy use (especially among
females), long-term psychological impacts of chronic subordination versus flexible adaptation across contexts/populations (such as
perinatal women), cultural variability in expression/interpretation of submission/appeasement signals among humans, and
intervention efficacy for maladaptive patterns.

Research Gaps Matrix

Topic/Outcome
Animal
models

Human
experimental

Clinical
populations

Female-specific
focus

Adaptive value of submission 7 6 2 1

Neurobiological mechanisms 6 4 2 GAP

Chronic subordination & mental
health

2 2 5 GAP

Sex/gender differences GAP 1 GAP 2

FIGURE Matrix showing research coverage by topic/outcome versus study attribute/population.

Open Research Questions

Future research should address how sex/gender differences shape defensive strategy selection; what interventions best support
individuals experiencing maladaptive chronic subordination; how cultural norms influence interpretation/effectiveness of
appeasement signals; and what neural mechanisms underlie flexible switching between defensive tactics.
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Question Why

How do sex/gender differences affect use/adaptiveness of
submissive vs. dominant defense strategies?

Most studies focus on males; understanding female-specific
patterns could inform broader evolutionary models.

What interventions best disrupt maladaptive cycles of chronic
subordination?

Chronic submission is linked with poor mental health outcomes;
targeted interventions could improve well-being.

How do cultural norms shape expression/effectiveness of
appeasement signals?

Cultural variability may alter both perception/impact of these
defenses; cross-cultural work is limited so far.

FIGURE Open questions highlight directions for future research on sex differences/interventions/cultural factors.

In summary: Appeasement and submissive behaviors are well-established adaptive defenses within social dominance hierarchies—
but their effectiveness depends on context—and further research should clarify sex differences, long-term impacts, cultural
variability, and intervention approaches.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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