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That I Would be Good 
(A. Momsette) 

That I would be good even if I did nothing 
That I would be good even if I got the thumbs down 

That I would be good if I got and stayed sick 
That I would be good even if I gained ten pounds 

That I would be fine even if I went bankrupt 
That I would be good even if I lost my hair and my youth 

That I would be good if I was no longer Queen 
That I would be grand if I was not all knowing 

That I would be loved even when I numb myself 
That I would be good even when I am overwhelmed 

That I would be loved even when I was fuming 
That I would be good even if I was clingy 

That I would be good even if I lost sanity 
That I would be good whether with or without you ... 
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CHAPTER 1 

A Brief Excursion 

into the Problems of Selfhood 

In an age in which many chenshed ideas have lost their widespread appeal, the self 
has stood firm as a primary source of value Popular books, TV shows, and websites 
commonly advertße the importance of "finding oneself' and of "being oneself' Poliocans, 
social workers, therapists and others have come to hope that improving people's self image 
holds the key to understanding and even solving many social problems Indeed, a number of 
governmental agencies have recently begun to set up special programs to support individuals in 
their struggle to carve out a positive identity for themselves (California Task Force, 1990) As 
such, the quest for self-actualization has come to be accepted as a legitimate and important 
task for every human being (Baumeister, 1987). 

The self is also a popular topic among psychologists Beginning with William James 
(1890), a large number of psychologists has theorized on the nature of selfhood The growing 
fascination with the self is reflected in the frequency in which the word "self appears together 
with a variety of theoretical constructs, as in self-perception (Bern, 1972), self-presentation 
(Jones & Pittman, 1982), self-evaluation ^Tesser, 1988), self-awareness (Duval & Wicklund, 
1972), self-momtonng (Snyder, 1979), self-handicapping (Jones & Berglas, 1978), self-
enhancement (Sedikides & Strube, 1997), self-verification (Swann, 1987), self-control (Muraven 
& Baumeister, 2000), and self-regulation (Carver & Scheier, 1981) Although these and related 
theoretical efforts have produced a great deal of genuine scientific progress, the sheer volume 
of this research is problematic Already in 1973, Ernest Becker wrote, "The man of knowledge 
in our tune is bowed down under a burden he never imagined he would ever have, the 
overproduction of truth that cannot be consumed" (p x) Today, these words apply more than 
ever to the study of the self. At the threshold of a new millinium, the field soil lacks a single 
guiding paradigm or even a common methodology As a result, knowledge about the self has 
remained scattered, and "spoken in a thousand competitive voices" (Becker, 1973, p. x) 

Recognizing the threat of useless overproduction of knowledge, students of the self 
have begun to search for ways to create a vital center in the field, a structure or synthesis that 
covers the best of thought across many different subdisaplmes. In institutional terms, these 
efforts have stimulated the founding of the International Soaety for Self and Identity (ISSE, 
see http://www.soton.ac.uk/~psyweb/ISSI/), and most recendy the launching of a new 
journal on Self and Identity. On a theoretical plane, the need for intellectual integration has 
spawned a number of comprehensive reviews (Baumeister, 1998; Brown, 1998) and synthetic 
theones (e.g.. Carver & Scheier, 1981, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986, Kuhl, 2000, 
in press) which have sought to define what is basic about having a self. Although the field 

http://www.soton.ac.uk/~psyweb/ISSI/
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remains presently far removed from a consensual paradigm, these integrative efforts mark the 
increasing coming of age of the scientific study of the self, 

This book seeks to contribute in its own way to the ongoing trend towards theoretical 
integration in the study of the self This broad ambition is given concrete focus by examining 
people's tendency to feel positively towards the self This tendency towards self-posiovity 
represents one of the most well-established patterns in the study of the self (Brown, 1998, 
Greenwald & Bana)i, 1995, Sedikides & Strube, 1997, see also chapter 5 of this book) 
Consequendy, any theory that intends to explain the nature of selfhood must address the 
question why people display a pervasive tendency to be positive about the self 

Many important aspects of positivity in self-evaluation are extensively covered in the 
remainder of this book, and it seems unnecessary to reiterate them in the context of this 
introductory chapter Instead, this chapter will consider some broad issues pertaining to the 
self, in order to provide a general background for the subsequent chapters This general 
introduction is followed by a bnef discussion of the contents of the remaining chapters 

What Do We Talk About When We Talk About the Self? 

Just as the modem individual has been struggling to find out who she or he really is, 
students of the self have found it exceedingly difficult to define what it means to have a self 
One important source of confusion has been formed by the conceptual intertwining between 
the self and reflexive consciousness The expenence of consaous attention turning back 
toward its own source is perhaps the greatest psychological accomplishment of the human 
species, and as such it is perfecdy understandable that the greatest students of the self have 
devoted much of their efforts trying to unravel the mystenes of reflexive consaousness 
(Baumeister, 1998, Duval & Wicklund, 1972, Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997) Nevertheless, it 
seems a mistake to regard reflexive consaousness as the hallmark of selfhood (Brown, 1993, 
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Pelham & Hetts, 1999) The distinction between the self and 
reflexive consaousness may appear awkward at first, because we are used to thinking about the 
self as a unitary entity (Baumeister, 1998, Greenwald, 1982) Fortunately, this distinction is 
more easily understood in the present age, in which computers have become as familiar as 
central heating or electnaty Analogous to the way a word processing program of a given 
computer cannot simply read every code that was wntten in a graphics program, certain self 
processes may be inaccessible to the psychological system that generates the expenence of 
consaous self-reflecuon (Greenwald, 1982) Indeed, as we shall see throughout this book, 
many -if not most important self processes occur in the complete absence of consaous 
attention to the self 

A second source of confusion lies in the use of self and self-concept as if these two 
terms were interchangable (Baumeister, 1998) A self-concept is a cognitive representation of 
something; the ennty to which the self-concept refers is the self As will be argued repeatedly 
in this book, the self is much more than a static body of knowledge the self makes deasions, 
initiates actions, and in other ways exerts control over both itself and environment (Kuhl, 
2000, in press, Muraven & Baumeister, 2000, Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997, see chapter 5 of 
this book) In addition, the self has an important interpersonal dimension, which cannot be 
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simply reduced to intrapsychic factors. Indeed, people probably learn most of who they are 
through interacting with other people (Mead, 1934; Higgins, 1996; Sartre, 1956), so that other 
people form an important repository for knowledge about the self. Furthermore, self-
knowledge serves as a handy sourcebook for people about their person-environment fit which 
helps them to navigate through the complexities of interpersonal interactions (Higgins, 1996, 
Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). These interpersonal functions suggest that there is much more 
to selfhood than simply collecting and organizing knowledge about oneself 

With these confusions out of the way, how may we define the selP Given the current 
lack of scientific consensus on the topic, it seems opportune to follow Baumeister's (1998) 
approach, who distinguished between three "roots of selfhood" as prototypical patterns of 
expenence in which people grasp what it means to have a self. The first root refers to self-
knowledge, and includes the expenence of reflexive consciousness, cognitions and feelings 
about the self and self-associated attributes, and the psychological structures in which self-
relevant information is organized The second root refers to the interpersonal aspect of 
selfhood, or the self that cames on relationships with other people. Finally, the third root of 
selfhood concerns the executive function of the self, and refers to the self as an active agent 
and decision-maker. To set the stage for the remaining chapters of this book, I will now turn 
to some of the core issues that are involved in each of the three roots of selfhood Throughout 
this discussion, I will point out how these issues are reflected in the remainder of this book 

Self-Knowledge 

In line with the cognitive emphasis of present-day psychology, self-knowledge is 
currendy the most well-studied aspect of the self. During most of its history, the study of self-
knowledge has been mainly concerned with explicit, consciously accessible knowledge about 
the self, such as knowledge concerning autobiographical episodes (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 
2000), attributions of the causal forces underlying one's actions (Bradley, 1978), or explicit 
evaluations of one's talents or abilities (Strube, Lott, Xuan-Hy, Oxenberg, & Deichmann, 
1986). The guiding image behind this research was of the self as an abstract symbolic entity, 
which becomes actively constructed (i.e., inferred, deduced) from the individual's interactions 
with the world. Thus, the construction of the self was held to be mediated through highly 
sophisticated mental machinery, which invariably involved a process of consaous self-
reflection. This approach to the self is exemplified by some intriguing experiments by Hixon 
and Swann (1993), which showed that deliberate efforts at introspection can sometimes result 
in more accurate descriptions of the self. 

Over the last few decades, however, there has been a growing discomfort with 
nouons of the self as a detached, more or less rational, cogmzer. For one thing, this view of the 
self raises the specter of the homunculus (Ryle, 1949) or "little man inside the head", an infinite 
regression of higher order structures in which each structure imposes organization on other 
structures. To resolve the homunculus problem, theonsts have proposed that the processes 
that sustain reflexive consaousness may be themselves inaccessible to efforts at introspection 
(Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Rational views of the self have further been contradicted by 
mounting evidence for the affect-laden, motivational properties of the self. Indeed, scores of 
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studies have shown how individuals care deeply about the self, and that they are often prepared 
to go to extreme lengths to protect the integrity of the self (Greenberg, Solomon, & 
Pyszczynski, 1997; Sedikides & Strube, 1997, Tesser, 1988, see chapter 5, for a review) Third, 
and perhaps most damaging to rational views of the self, recent research indicates that many 
important self processes operate completely outside of conscious awareness For example, 
Baldwin, Carrell, and Lopez (1990) found that subliminal exposure to the disapproving face of 
an authonty figure can instigate self-evaluative responses. In a similar vein, Pelham, Mirenberg, 
and Jones (2000) found suggestive evidence that an unconsaous preference for own name 
letters (Nuttin, 1985, 1987) can lead people to live in cities and choose careers that resemble 
their names (e g., people named Dana or Dennis are disproportionately more likely to live in 
Denver and become dentists). These and similar demonstrations suggest that even highly 
consequential forms of self-related information processing are inaccessible to deliberative 
thought Taken together, it appears that the view of the self as a rational, highly self-reflective 
information processor is in need of substantive revision 

In recent years, several theonsts have begun to pay more senous attention to the 
implicit or unconsaous aspects of the self In a seminal paper, Greenwald (1982) argued that 
the self may be considered as a multiplicity of systems, some of which operate completely 
outside of phenomenal awareness. A similar formulation was proposed by Epstem (1983, 
1994), who proposed that much of human functioning is mediated by an expenenüal self-
system which operates according to associaaomsuc principles and largely on unconsaous 
levels. More recendy, Kuhl's (2000, in press) Personality Systems Interactions (PSI) theory has 
distinguished an extension memory system as an important mediator of volitional functioning. 
Extension memory is conceived as a paralell-processing system (Rumelhart & McClelland, 
1986; Smith, 1998) which operates on extended representations of the self that are by and large 
inaccessible to introspection An exciting aspect of PSI theory is that it relates extension 
memory to specific neurological structures (e.g., nght-hemisphenc parts of the brain), thereby 
offering the promise of understanding the neurological foundations of the impliat self. 
Another sophisticated formulation of the impliat self-system is provided by Nowak, Vallacher, 
Tesser, and Borkowski (2000). Based on a series of computer simulations, Nowak et al. (2000) 
showed how a dynamic self-system consisting of simple processing elements is capable of 
organizing itself into an integrated self-structure. By so doing, Nowak et al (2000) 
demonstrated how the application of parallel-processing pnnaples to the self eliminates the 
age-old homunculus problem. 

The increasing shift towards the study of impliat self processes is reflected 
throughout the contents of this book. Chapter 2 and 3 address the impliat self-system and its 
interplay with expliat self processes Chapter 2 attempts to model the interplay between 
impliat and exphat self-evaluations in terms of the distinction between automatic and 
controlled processing. Chapter 3 adds another layer of complexity to this issue, by considering 
how ego-defensive motivations may contnbute to a dissociation between implicit and expliat 
self processes Chapter 4 even focuses exclusively on impliat self processes in the context of 
an analysis of ruminative thinking. Finally, Chapter 5 contains a discussion of vanous exphat 
self processes Speafically, expliat self processes are featured in the self-control mode, dunng 
which the person may consider the self in future situations or focus on discrepanaes between 
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the current self and ideal self states By constrast, implicit self processes are most likely to 
occur in the self-management mode, which spawns automatic, intuitive self evaluations as well 
as more extended-holistic self-representations In short, implicit and explicit self processes and 
their interplay are accorded central importance in this book 

Interpersonal Being 

In theory, one might conceive of a self that consists of nothing but an extraordinarily 
well-developed organization of self-knowledge (Nowak et al., 2000), held together by flesh and 
bones. In practice, however, selves only become established in the context of frequent, 
ongoing interactions with others Indeed, the development of selfhood goes hand in hand with 
the acquisition of language (Becker, 1962, Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997), suggesting an 
marnate connection between the self and the ability to communicate with others The 
interpersonal aspect of the self is further corrobated by recent arguments that the evolution of 
the self was stimulated by social pressures among early humans to coordinate complex 
interaction processes (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). Thus, interpersonal relations appear 
indispensable to the development and maintenance of the self 

Various lines of research have addressed the links between the self and interpersonal 
processes. For instance, self-concepts are positively correlated with how one is perceived by 
close others (although these correlations tend to be rather low, see Shrauger & Schoeneman, 
1979) In addition, people systematically vary the images of themselves that they convey to 
others (Baumeister, 1982; Tice, Butler, Muraven, & Stdlwell, 1995), and the language they use 
to describe their self-attnbutes (Gil de Montes Sc Semin, 2000; Tans, 1999) Finally, 
interpersonal processes are pivotal to the experience of many self-relevant emotions, such as 
guilt (Baumeister, Stdlwell, & Heatherton, 1994; Tangney & Fischer, 1995), embarrassment 
(Leary, Bntt, Cutlip, & Templeton, 1992; Semin & Manstead, 1982), and anxiety (Leary & 
Kowalski, 1995, Schlenker & Leary, 1982) 

In spite of its tremendous importance, the interpersonal aspect of the self is not the 
predominant focus of this book. Clearly, this should not be taken as an indication that 
interpersonal processes are irrelevant to the self Rather, the interpersonal aspect of the self is 
so neh that a comprehensive treatment would take up whole volumes by itself, thus leading us 
far beyond the current interests. Nevertheless, the interpersonal dimension can never be fully 
separated from the self, and as such it looms large in the background of the vanous chapters of 
this book For example, m Chapters 2 and 3, measures of implicit self-esteem were denved 
from participants' name letter evaluations. Name letters represent a prototype of a self-
attnbute that is most intimately associated with the individual self, but at the same time 
imposed by the sodai environment. In Chapter 4, the social environment is present in the 
form of the experimenter, who (at least, for some participants) provided an opportunity to 
affirm important aspects of the self. Finally, in Chapter 5, the social environment appears in 
different ways in the theoretical analysis. For instance, through the intention memory system, a 
system for the maintenance of complex intentions in working memory, soaal forces can lead 
the individual to suppress her or his intrinsic motivations. Likewise, the extension memory 
system, which consists of extended self-representations, may include representations of the self 
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m relation to significant others (Baldwin, 1992; Chen & Andersen, 1999). The interpersonal 
aspect of the self is thus pervasive throughout this book, although the predominant focus 
remains on self-knowledge and executive function. 

Executive Function 

Executive function represents the third major aspect of selfhood. The self is a 
primary medium for goal-directed action (Gollwitzer, 1999, Koole & Van 't Spijker, in press; 
Kuhl, 2000, in press) By possessing a self, people are able to imagine themselves in different 
times, m different places, and under different circumstances (Markus & Nunus, 1986; 
Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1998; Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). As such, the self 
imbues people's movements with the meaning and coherence that characterizes their ongoing 
goal pursuits (Gollwitzer & Kirchhof, 1998, Klinger, 1977; Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). 

A recent review by Baumeister (1998) concluded that social psychology has been 
relatively slow to study the executive function of the self This may be due in part to practical 
considerations, given that it is more difficult to study how people may arrange their own 
situations and initiate actions that are outside a predetermined menu (Baumeister, 1998). 
However, there also appears to be a more fundamental reason for the scarcity of attention to 
the selfs executive function. With the nse of the cognitive paradigm, dynamic and 
subcogmtive concepts like motivation and affect became isolated from mainstream psychology. 
Motivation came to be regarded as "the problem child of psychology" (Kuhl, 2000), or, even 
worse, as a "derived phenomenon" (Norman, 1980). By doing away with motivation, the 
analysis of executive function was rendered exceedingly difficult The field thus remained in an 
impasse, at least until the application of cybernetic models to the study of human behavior 
(Carver & Scheier, 1981) caused a scientific breakthrough. At the heart of the cybernetic 
approach hes a simple model of a discrepancy-reducing system that contains an input, a 
standard or comparator, and an output. States of the world are represented by the input and 
compared by the comparator to a standard. On the basis of this computation the output is 
then adjusted, in order to reduce the discrepancy between input and standard to an acceptable 
value. This elegant model provides a description of dynamic (motivational) processes which 
proved acceptable to cogmtively onented psychologists (see e.g., Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 
2000, Martin & Tesser, 1996; Wegner, 1994) Accordingly, cybernetic systems theory paved the 
way for a revival of motivational theorizing m psychology (Austin & Vancouver, 1996, 
Gollwitzer & Bargh, 1996, Chaiken & Trope, 1999). 

While the tables have been turning for motivational theorizing, soaal psychologists 
have recendy begun to reintroduce subcogmtive elements in their thinking. As a case in point, 
Muraven and Baumeister (2000) have proposed a model that likens self-control to a muscle, 
whose exertion consumes self-control strength, and which may be increased after repeated 
practice or rest. Another example is Kuhl's (2000, in press) PSI theory, which models the 
dynamics between the subsystems that presumably underly action control entirely in terms of 
subcogmtive, energetic processes. This renewed interest m subcogmtive executive functions 
meshes well with parallel-constraint satisfaction models, which seem ideally suited to model 
dynamic energetic processes (Kuhl, 2000; Nowak et al., 2000; Read, Vanman & Miller, 1997). 
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In keeping with the aforementioned meta-theoreöcal trends, the excecutive function 
of the self figures prominendy in this book Indeed, it seems fair to say that the main focus of 
this book is concerned with the interaction between self-knowledge (i e , positmty in self 
evaluation) and executive function (i e , action control) In Chapter 2, the focus is on the 
automatic self, or the self that emerges when individuals are immersed in ongoing goal 
pursuits, and thus are not engaged in deliberative self-reflection As such, understanding the 
automatic self is vital in the analysis of how the self facilitates goal directed action (Kuhl, 2000, 
in press) Chapter 3 takes a closer look at the terror management functions of the self Terror 
management refers to the mdividual's need to keep potentially overwhelming anxieties and 
fears under control, and as such constitutes another important aspect of action control 
(Pyszczynski et al ,1998) A closely related issue is addressed in Chapter 4, which is concerned 
with the role of the self in coping with a frustrating failure Finally, Chapter 5 presents an 
analysis of how the self, or more precisely, feeling good about the self, facilitates action 
control 

On the Burdens of Selfhood 

The preceding discussion revealed that selfhood is assoaated with a number of 
important psychological benefits In particular, the self was found to be a powerful 
organization of self-knowledge, an indispensable tool in getting along with other people, and a 
structure that mediates vital functions m action control In light of these valuable assets, it is 
easy to forget that selfhood is frequendy expenenced as a temble burden (Becker, 1973, 
Baumeister, 1987, Pyszczynski et al, 1998) As many investigations have confirmed, the 
expenence of selfhood is closely associated with feebngs of humiliation (Brown & Dutton, 
1995), guilt (Baumeister et al ,1994), depression (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987), and an 
overwhelming realization of the inevitability of death (Becker, 1973, Greenberg et al ,1997) 
Consequendy, individuals may attempt to escape from the self through drug abuse (Hull & 
Young, 1983, Steele & Josephs, 1990), masochism (Baumeister, 1989), binge eating 
(Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991) or even suiade (Baumeister, 1990) These dark sides of 
selfhood argue against the self as a merely benign construction of knowledge, interpersonal 
skills, and pknfulness Accordingly, one may wonder what is fundamentally missing from the 
portrait of the self that was outlined in the foregoing sections 

To understand how the self may come to be expenenced as a burden, we may begin 
by askmg whether the problems of selfhood have remained more or less constant throughout 
history Indeed, if selfhood is intrinsically connected with psychological conflict, one may 
expect the self to be expenenced as universally problematic across different epochs 
Interestingly, however, a review by Baumaster (1987) revealed considerable historical 
vanability in the problematLzation of the self More speafically, Baumaster (1987) conducted a 
historical analysis of conceptions of the self in Amenca, England, and France from the late 
Middle Ages until the late 20th century This analysis showed that the medieval self was mainly 
defined through relatively simple processes, e g , family lineage, or single-event achievements 
such as motherhood or knighthood From then onwards, however, self-definition has become 
increasingly difficult This historical development culminated in the construction of modem 
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self, which depends heavily on effortful and unstable forms of self-definiüon, such as choice of 

political affiliation, mate, or career As such, the burdens of selfhood weigh more heavily on 

the modem individual than ever before 

The foregoing historical analysis implies that there is something about living in the 

current age that makes it espeaaUy difficult to possess a self A similar point was made by 

Becker (1973, ρ 190) who noted that "it begins to look as though modem man cannot find his 

heroism m everyday life any more, as men did in traditional societies just by doing their daily 

duty of raising children, working, and worshipping" According to Becker (1973), the modem 

problems of selfhood can be traced to the scientific revolution, which has increasingly 

explained away the transcendent meanings of religion The resulting collapse of religious values 

has made modem individuals personally responsible for finding value or "heroism" in their 

everyday existence Becker, along with Rank and Kierkegaard, was pessimistic about the ability 

of saence to take the place of religion in imbuing life with new meanings Indeed, Becker 

(1973, ρ 193) argued that "all the analysis in the world doesn't allow the person to find out 

•who he is (sic) and why he is here on earth, why he has to die, and how he can make his life a 

tnumph It is when psychology pretends to do this, when it offers itself as a full explanation of 

human unhappiness, that it becomes a fraud that makes the situation of modem man an 

impasse from which he cannot escape" Thus, for thinkers like Becker, Rank, and Kierkegaard, 

the burdens of selfhood can only be truly redeemed through religion, or the naive personal 

trust in a transcedental support for one's life 

An alternative view of the modem age can be deaved from action theory (Kuhl, 

2000, in press, Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) In terms of action theory, the burdens of selfhood 

may be explained as a function of the different volitional demands that modem tunes have 

placed upon the individual With the ongoing rationalization of modem soaety, individuals are 

increasingly required to enact complex and novel behaviors, which rely on sophisticated 

problem solving skills and intention memory Moreover, in modem life, individuals are 

expected to stnve for outstanding professional accomplishments, and to display "civilized" or 

"politically correct" behaviors, which require inhibition of one's intuitive impulses (eg, to 

control prejudiced responses, Devine, 1989), or the delay of immediate gratification to gain a 

future reward (Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) According to action theory, these demands draw 

upon the ability for self-control, a volitional mode that is characterized by planfulness and a 

cognitive focus on unexpected or undesirable events Self-control thus resembles an inner 

dictatorship (Fuhrman & Kuhl, 1998, Kuhl, 2000), m which a central executive imposes one 

dominant goal on the system and suppresses opposing needs, feelings, and other self-aspects 

As a consequence, self-control is often accompanied by a sense of alienation from one's 

intrinsic needs and desires (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994, Kuhl & Kazèn, 1994) Following this 

reasoning, modem soaety's increased emphasis on self-control may account for its growing 

problemaazanon of the self 

Action theory thus suggests an analysis of the burdens of selfhood that does not 

invoke the need for transcendent meanings Furthermore, assuming that an overemphasis on 

self-control can -at least, in principle- be attenuated, action theory suggests a psychological, 

fierson-centered way to provide relief from the burdens of selfhood SpeaficaUy, the theory 

argues that by alternating between high and low positive affect and between high and low 
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negative affect, individuals can expenence self-actualization, defined as the integration of new 
experiences into the self (self-development) and the capacity to enact one's intentions 
(volitional efficiency) 

At this point, it is too early to say which is more likely to yield true redemption The 
religious route advocated by existential thinkers like Becker, Rank, and Kierkegaard, or the 
psychological route, such as the one that is suggested by action theory However, regardless of 
whether the study of the self can ultimately bnng freedom from the burdens of selfhood, this 
book was written in the conviction that improved insight into the psychology of the self is 
intrinsically valuable 

Overview of this Book 

After this general introduction into the study of the self, the following chapters will 
present more focused analyses of some speafic problems that are intrinsically connected to 
selfhood At a general level, these chapters are all concerned with different facets of positmty 
in self-evaluation. As already noted, the tendency to feel good about the self represents one of 
the most robust phenomena in the study of the self (Baumeister, 1998; Sedikides & Strube, 
1997, Taylor äc Brown, 1988). Accordingly, the various chapters in this book are not so much 
concerned with simply documenting positmty in self-evaluation, as with unravelling the basic 
cognitive and motivational mechanisms that underlie this important phenomenon. As such, 
this book represents a preliminary attempt to understand the processes and functions of 
positmty in self-evaluation 

Implicit Self-Esteem and the Automatic Self. 
Posinvity in self-evaluation becomes apparent not only through individuals' direct or 

explicit descriptions of the self, but also through numerous implicit biases towards self-
associated Stimuli (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) For instance, research has shown that people 
display a consistent preference for name letters (Nuttin, 1985,1987), own possessions (Beggan, 
1992), and ingroup members (Ta)fel, Billig, Bundy & Flament, 1971). In Chapter 2, an attempt 
is made to analyze the nature of such implicit self-esteem phenomena Drawing from diverse 
areas such as developmental psychology and automaaty research. Chapter 2 argues that 
implicit self-esteem are reflective of automatic, high overleamed evaluations of the self. From 
this general notion, speafic hypotheses are derived regarding the nature of implicit self-esteem 
phenomena In particular, a link between implicit self-esteem phenomena and the automatic 
self (Paulhus, 1993) predicts that implicit self-esteem is temporally stable, facilitated by intuitive 
processing (and inhibited by raaonal-deliberauve processing), and correlated with explicit self-
evaluations that are provided in the absence of deliberative self-reflection. Chapter 2 presents 
four studies which were designed to test these predictions concerning the nature of implicit 
self-esteem. 



20 Chapter 1 

Implicit Self-Esteem and Terror Management 

Chapter 3 considers the analysis of positivity in self-evaluation in the context of the 

uniquely human problem of coping with the awareness of the inevitability of death Such terror 

management concerns are of substantive theoretical interest, for at least two distinct reasons 

First, an influential theoretical account (Greenberg et al, 1997) has argued that people are 

motivated to enhance and protect positivity in self evaluation because positive self-evaluations 

act as a protective buffer against existential concerns (the self-esteem buffer hypothesis) 

Accordingly, understanding the relation between positivity in self-evaluation and terror 

management may help in uncovering the basic functions which are served by positivity in self 

evaluation Second, the role of affective response in terror management has hithereto remained 

incompletely understood Although it seems undeniable that the prospect of one's own death 

is psychologically threatening, past research has found that people report little or no unpleasant 

emotion upon being reminded of their own death (though death reminders do lead to 

defensive behaviors) In Chapter 3, it is argued that this lack of affective response may have 

been due to the field's past reliance on explicit measures Indeed, to the extent that thinking 

about death gives nse to unconscious changes in affect, implicit measures may be more likely 

to reveal the affective consequences of death ideation, because implicit measures do not 

presume an ability to accurately report on one's internal states (Greenwald Sc Banaji, 1995) 

Chapter 3 explores these issues by examining the influence of death priming on implicit and 

explicit measures of self-esteem and affect 

The Cessation of Rumination Through Self-Affirmation 
Chapter 4 addresses the role of positivity in self-evaluation in coping with another 

type of threat to the self, ι e , failure on a self-relevant task In addition, Chapter 4 takes a 

broader range of responses into consideration, by examining both cognitive and affective 

responses to failure According to Martin and Tesser (1996), cogmtive activation of task-related 

information is a function of whether the task has relevance to self and whether the task has 

been completed or not In particular, self-relevant tasks that have not been successfully 

completed should yield increased accessibility of task-related information, which, in tum, 

should increase the likelihood of ruminative thinking Ruminative processes of this kind have 

received converging support from pnor research, but it has been less clear which factors may 

help to deactivate ruminative thoughts Drawing from self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988), 

Chapter 4 argues that affirming one's positive self-conceptions may contribute to the cessation 

of rumination In particular, self-affirmation may lead to positive affect, which signals to the 

individual that higher-order, self-relevant goal discrepanaes have been resolved, so that cntical 

mechanisms involved in the maintenance of ruminative thoughts become deactivated This line 

of reasoning is put to empirical testing in three different experiments 

The Psychological Functions o f Positivity in Self-Evaluation 

In Chapters 2 to 4, positivity in self-evaluation emerges as a highly robust 

phenomenon, in both its implicit and explicit manifestations Moreover, these chapters 

highlight several important functions of positivity in self-evaluation, from terror management 

to the cessation of rumination Although these general conclusions are in agreement with many 

conceptual analyses in the field, researchers have yet to converge on a common framework for 
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understanding the functions of positmty in self evaluation Chapter 5 presents an initial 
attempt to establish such a framework 

Chapter 5 offers a conceptual analysis of the psychological functions of posiüvity in 
self-evaluation, referred to in this chapter as the self-enhancement motive (Sedikides & Strube, 
1997) After reviewing previous approaches to this topic. Chapter 5 elaborates a novel 
perspective regarding the functions of self-enhancement, which is denved from the basic 
premises of action theory (Kuhl, 2000, in press, Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) Action theory 
attempts to specify the underlying mechanisms through which thoughts can acquire 
motivational properties Specifically, action theorists have distinguished between two basic 
modes of volitional functioning, self-control and self-management Self-control is 
characterized by planfulness (or intention memory) and a cognitive focus on unexpected or 
undesirable events (or object recognition) When the self-control mode is activated, volitional 
functioning is dominated by a single goal or percept By contrast, self management is 
characterized by automatic, intuitive behavior control and the expenence of self determination 
(or extension memory) Dunng self-management, volitional functioning is determined by 
multiple goals and impressions simultaneously 

Self-control and self-management are opposing volitional modes, which means that 
their subordinate systems are functionally incompatible For example, the function of intention 
memory is to delay an intended action, whereas the function of automatic behavior control is 
to propel the individual towards immediate action Nevertheless, a cooperation between 
volitional modes may be forged through affective modulations, which accomplish energetic 
shifts from one volitional mode to another Specifically, positive affect fosters a shift from the 
self-control mode to the self management mode Conversely, negative affect facilitates the 
reverse shift from the self-management mode to the self control mode Given that changing 
between différent affects promotes the recruitment of all volitional functions, affective change 
is vital to effective action control 

Chapter 5 argues that self-enhancement plays a key role in these volitional dynamics, 
by fostering upregulation of positive affect and downregulaüon of negative affect Following 
action theory, this implies that self enhancement should facilitate self-management and inhibit 
self-control A review of the self-enhancement hterature is conducted to evaluate the vahdity of 
this framework 

A View from a Bridge: Chapters 2 to 4 from an Action Perspective 

In Chapter 5, the application of action theory focuses on the self-enhancement 
motive Nevertheless, the volitional mechanisms specified by action theory can also furnish an 
integrated understanding of the vanous phenomena studied in Chapters 2 to 4, the empirical 
chapters of this book To demonstrate the integrative potential of action theory, I briefly 
discuss how each chapter can be related to the action framework 

The Automatic Self in Action. 
In Chapter 2, an analysis of implicit self-esteem is provided, which rehes on the basic 

distinction between automatic and controlled self-evaluations Such a dual process conception 
(Chaiken & Trope, 1999, Smith & DeCoster, 2000) of the self-evaluation process is highy 
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compatible with action theory In terms of action theory, controlled self-evaluation involves 
analytic thinking, which is connected to a network of subsystems that support planning, and 
intention memory Analytic information processing of this kind is mediated by language and 
the manipulation of symbolic representations. This notion fits well with Chapter 2's argument 
that explicit, self reported self-evaluations (rendered under non-taxing processing conditions) 
are mainly dnven by controlled self-evaluations 

Turning to automatic self-evaluations, action theory suggests two ways m which self-
evaluations may be the result of automatic processing. First, certain self-evaluations may 
become highly overleamed, so that their expression becomes habitual and unconsaous 
(Paulhus, 1993) In terms of action theory, habitualized self-evaluations are mediated by 
automatic behavior control, a store of loosely organized behavioral routines which possess a 
low level of inferential integration Automatic behavior control is largely unconscious, which 
fits well with the observations reported in Chapter 2 that implicit self-esteem phenomena are 
largely inaccessible to introspection. Moreover, the conception of automatic self-evaluations as 
involving low-inferential processing agrees nicely with the dual-process theones cited in 
Chapter 2 (e g , Epstein, 1994; Paulhus, 1993, Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000) 
Interestingly, however, action theory also suggests another kind of automatic self-evaluation, 
one that is mediated by high-inferential processing. In particular, extension memory is 
associated with the activation of extended self-representations, which function as regulatory 
guides in the individual's ongoing activities. Thus, activation of extension memory may give 
use to a holistic type of self-evaluative experience, which is difficult to verbalize and hence 
most likely to become apparent in implicit measures. This high-inferential form of automatic 
self-evaluation is supported by recent evidence for complex processing in implicit self-
evaluation (Hetts, Sakuma, & Pelham, 1999; Pelham & Hetts, 1999) Although the possibility 
of high-inferential implicit self-evaluations is intriguing, the research reported in Chapter 2 was 
not designed to discriminate between low- and high-inferenual forms of automauc/impliat 
self-evaluation. Thus, more research is needed to determine whether the forms of implicit self-
esteem studied in Chapter 2 (i.e , inflated name letter evaluations) qualify as either low- or high-
inferential automatic self-evaluations. 

Tenor Management in Action 
Turning to Chapter 3, we may consider whether action theory can account for an 

undermining influence of death priming on implicit self-esteem In Chapter 3, a content-based 
explanation for this finding is offered, which holds that thoughts of one's own death lead to 
reduced self-esteem because one's worth as a person is based on the implicit acknowledgement 
of one's continued existence. Although this appears a viable account for the findings reported 
in Chapter 3, action theory suggests a somewhat different interpretation Speafically, an action 
analysis might argue that death prunes lead to negative affect which, in turn, leads to impaired 
access to the volitional functions that mediate self-management. Assuming that implicit self-
esteem is, at least in part, the result of positive self-representations generated by extension 
memory, inhibited access to extension memory should lead to reductions in implicit self-
esteem. Consistent with this action-theoretical explanation is the finding that undermining 
effects were absent when partiapants had been able to engage in more elaborate verbal 
processing (Chapter 3, Study 3 2) According to action theory, verbal-analytic processing is 
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decoupled from affective, emotional processing. Thus, elaborate verbal processing may have 
suppressed the affective implications of death-related cognitions Ofcourse, the same findings 
are also compatible with conventional TMT conceptions (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 
Solomon, 1999), a point which is further discussed in Chapter 3 

Rumination in Action 
The ruminative and affective processes studied in Chapter 4 can also be analyzed 

from an action perspective According to action theory, intention memory supports the 
persistent activation of symbolic representations of intentions in working memory (Goschke & 
Kuhl, 1993). Thus, increased accessibility of goal-related information following goal frustration 
is atmbuted to intention memory, which becomes activated when the enactment of an 
intention is difficult (Kuhl & Kazèn, 1999). The attenuation of these ruminative cognitions 
through self-affirmation can be explained by the first modulation assumption, which states that 
positive affect promotes the release of an intention from intention memory into intuitive 
behavior control This explanation is quite consistent with the finding that the effects of self-
affirmaüon on ruminations were mediated by increased positive affect (Chapter 4, Study 4 2) 
Thus, according to action theory, the cessation of rumination through self-affirmation is part 
of a more general process by which difficult intentions become translated into concrete action 
Additional evidence for such a process has been reported by Kuhl & Kazèn (1999) 

Conclusion 
In sum, action theory provides a powerful conceptual framework from which the 

diverse phenomena reported in the empirical chapters in this book can be interpreted and 
explained Of course, one should bear in mind that the empirical findings in question were not 
collected to provide a formal test of action theory Consequently, the foregoing analysis does 
not obviate the need for more explicit tests of action theory and its underlying assumptions 
Furthermore, the formulation of action theory does not replace the more specific theones that 
guided the research reported in this book. Indeed, midlevel theones remain useful for 
providing a more finegrained analysis of the processes within different conceptual domains As 
a matter of fact, the usefulness of more focused analyses is implied by action theory, which 
argues that self-development requires successive switches between holistic expenence (through 
extension memory) and a more concentrated sensitivity to novel and unexpected events 
(through object recognition). Accordingly, the scientific study of the self may achieve progress 
through an ongoing dialectic between detailed analysis and broad theoretical integration 

A Final Note to the Reader... 

The reader may find some repetition in the following chapters in terms of method and the like 
This is deliberate and allows for each chapter to be read without cross-refemng to other 
chapters. Indeed, each of the following chapters composes a published or submitted article 
that can be read on its own 





CHAPTER2 

What's in a Name: 

Implicit Self-Self-Esteem and the Automatic Self* 

Just what are people doing when they are evaluating themselves' Conventional 
psychological wisdom holds that the self-evaluation process invariably operates through 
consaous self-reflection (Baumeister, 1998, Brown, 1998, Sedikides & Strube, 1997) 
Accordingly, individuals engaged in self evaluation are believed to be "peering inward" (Hixon 
& Swann, 1993), asking themselves questions about such topics as their self-attnbutes (Pelham 
& Swann, 1989, Sedikides, 1993), the causes of their behavior (Bradley, 1978, Sedikides, 
Campbell, Reeder, & Elliott, 1998), their actions in the past (Brown & Dutton, 1995, Ross, 
1989), or their plans for the future (Koole & van 't Spijker, in press. Markus & Nunus, 1986) 

In recent years, however, several students of the self have come to question the role 
of consciousness in the self-evaluation process (Brown, 1993, Epstein & Morling, 1995, 
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Leary & Downs, 1995) In view of evidence that many important 
social-cognitive processes can function without any need for consaous guidance (Bargh Sc 
Chartrand, 1999, Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), these scholars have argued that certain self 
evaluations may similarly operate at unconsaous levels Such unconscious self-evaluations are 
presumably inaccessible to introspection, so that they may only be observed implicidy or 
indirectly (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) Consistent with this, an accumulation of research has 
shown that people display a pervasive positive bias in their evaluations of self-associated 
stimuli, such as name letters (Nuttin, 1985, 1987), personal belongings (Beggan, 1992), and 
ingroup members (Often & Wentura, 1999) These and related forms of implicit self-esteem 
(Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) are remarkable for occurring in the absence of any explicit 
encouragement to engage in self-evaluative activity Moreover, people are lacking in awareness 
of exhibiting implicit self-esteem (Nuttin, 1985), suggesting that implicit self esteem is a form 
of self-evaluation that occurs in the absence of consaous self-reflection (Greenwald & Banaji, 
1995) 

Noting the theoretical importance of understanding the role of unconsaous 
processes in self-evaluation, the present research sought to further illununate the psychology of 
impliat self-esteem In the following paragraphs, we begin by considering a hypothetical 
account of the development of impliat self-esteem phenomena We present this account not 
because we want to test it in its entirety, but to merely clanfy the basis for our predictions 
Next, we discuss how both impliat and expliat, selfreported forms of self-evaluation may 

' This chapter is based on Koole, S L , Dijksterhuis, A , & van Knippenberg, A (in press) What's in a 
name Impliat self-esteem and the automatic self Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
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operate within a single self system Finally, we present four investigations that were designed to 
test some key hypothesis of our theoretical analysis. 

The Automation of Self-Evaluation: 
A Preliminary Account of the Development of Implicit Self-esteem 

How can people manage to overlook a certain subset of their self-evaluations? Some useful 
clues may be found by considering how self-evaluations may change over tune. As 
developmental research has shown, some key components of the self-evaluation process can 
already be discerned during infancy For instance, the ability to make affective discriminations 
(Femald, 1993; Shapiro, Eppler, Haith, & Reis, 1987, cited in Swann & Schroeder, 1995) and 
the capaaty for self-recognition (Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 1979) have been observed in infants 
less than one year old. Findings of this sort suggest that even very young children are capable 
of a rudimentary form of self-evaluation. For at least two reasons, such early self-evaluations 
may come to shape the person's subsequent self-evaluations. First, early self-evaluations may 
come to act as mental working models that structure the flow of self-relevant cognitions, 
affects and behaviors (Bowlby, 1973; Mikulincer, 1995). Early self-evaluations may thus 
become consolidated into the person's cogmüve-affecöve architecture. Second, repeated 
activation may render the retrieval of the person's early self-evaluations increasingly fatale, to 
the point where these can spnng to mind unwittingly (Bargh & Bamdollar, 1996; Smith & 
Lemer, 1986) Due to these processes, then, early self-evaluaüons may become an integral part 
of the automatic self, the self that consists of the person's most well-practiced, and hence, 
most chronically activated self-evaluations (Paulhus, 1993). 

Granting that developmentally early self-evaluaüons are especially likely to become 
automated, it becomes important to know what people's earliest self-evaluations are like. 
Interestingly, research has revealed some dear developmental trends in the contents of 
people's self-evaluations. In particular, it appears that young children's self-evaluations are 
often charactenzed by a rampant preference for positive feedback (Swann & Schroeder, 1995). 
Already at the age of 5 months, children prefer smiling faces over nonsmiling faces (Shapiro et 
al., 1987) and begin orienting to voices having the melodic contour of acceptance (Femald, 
1993). This initial tendency towards posiüvity may reflect young children's primary concern 
with establishing a secure positioning of the self (Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991) 
Moreover, self-enhancement stnvmgs can be accomplished through computationally simple 
means. Indeed, self-enhancing device only needs to follow two simple rules. 1) IF the self-
relevant information is positive, THEN accept it, and 2) IF the self-relevant information is 
negative, THEN reject it (Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990). This computational 
simplicity may further contribute to the early acquisition of self-enhancement skills (Swann et 
al., 1990). Research indicates that children's tendenaes to self-enhance continue to flourish 
after they become verbal and thus capable of rating themselves (Benenson & Dweck, 1986; 
Eshel & Klein, 1981; Sopek & Daniels, 1988; see Swann & Schroeder, 1995). In fact, self-
posmvity does not subside until early adolescence, a penod when self-evaluations often 
become clouded by identity confusion (Baumeister & Tice, 1986; Enkson, 1968). By that time, 
however, children's early inclinations towards self-positivity may have received ample 
opportunity to become fully automated (Paulhus, 1993, Swann et al., 1990). 
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Based on the foregoing account, we may sketch a preliminary account of implicit self-
esteem effects Upon encountering stimuli that are in some way associated with self, the subset 
of people's highly overleamed self-evaluations may become automatically activated (Bargh, 
Chaiken, Raymond, & Hymes, 1996, Fa2io, Sanbonmatsu, & Williams, 1986) Due to their 
unconscious nature, these evaluations will often be diffuse and ill-defined, so that they are 
easily confused with the evaluations of other stimuli that happen to be in focal attention 
(Murphy & Zajonc, 1993) Furthermore, given that people's automatic self-evaluations are 
generally positive (Paulhus, 1993), activation of automatic self-evaluations will typically render 
positive evaluations more accessible in memory As a consequence, automatic self-evaluations 
may give nse to a positive bias in people's evaluations of self-associated stimuli 

The Self-Evaluation Process Revisited: 
The Case for Dual Self-Evaluations 

Now that we have gained an improved understanding of implicit self-esteem effects, 
we are in a better position to consider how implicit self-evaluations may be related to self-
evaluations that are derived through conscious self-reflection The foregoing account implies 
that there exist a host of differences between implicit and explicit, introspecnvely accessible 
self-evaluations In terms of process, implicit self-evaluations are presumably more automatic, 
meaning that they are relatively more unconscious, unintentional, effiaent, and uncontrollable 
than explicit self-evaluations (Bargh, 1994) In terms of contents, implicit self-evaluauons are 
likely to be more positive than explicit self-evaluations. Indeed, implicit self-evaluations are 
likely to be produced by rather primitive self-enhancement mechanisms, whereas explicit self-
evaluations may involve more sophisticated cognitive judgments of the self (e g , verifying 
whether an évaluation matches pre-existing self-knowledge, Swarm & Schroeder, 1995) 

In light of these considerations, it seems reasonable to conclude that implicit and 
explicit self-evaluations represent two qualitatively different kinds of self-evaluation At first 
glance, this conclusion may seem rather awkward, perhaps because it violates deeply rooted 
beliefs about the self as a unitary entity (Baumeister, 1998). However, as Greenwald (1982) 
argued, there is much to be said for the more unorthodox conception of the self as a 
conglomerate of multiple subsystems. A similar point is made by Epstein's (1994) Cogmtive-
ExpenenOal Self Theory (CEST). Briefly, CEST argues that people respond to the world on 
two levels, rational and experiential. These ways of responding are conceived as two distinct 
mental systems for adapting to reahty. The rational system is more duty- than passion-dnven 
It operates pnmanly on a conscious level and in the medium of language, and requires 
dehberate effort The experiential system is motivated by affect. It operates pnmanly on an 
unconscious level, and processes mformation holisücally, rapidly, and effortlessly Although 
the two systems are seen as independent, they are assumed interact with each other, so that 
behavior is almost always influenced by both systems In a recent extension of CEST, Epstein 
and Moiling (1995) have argued that the two systems may map on to different kinds of self-
evaluaoon, with the rational system being predominant m people's explicit self-evaluauons, and 
the experiential system being predominant in people's implicit self-evaluations As such, CEST 
provides an integrative framework for understanding the relation between implicit and expliat 
self-evaluation 
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Complementing the CEST approach, Wilson, Lrndsey, and Schooler (2000) recendy 
proposed a model of dual attitudes, which highlights the complex interplay between unphat 
and explicit evaluations According to this model, people may simultaneously possess different 
evaluations towards the same attitude object The formation of such dual attitudes typically 
occurs when people deade to change their attitudes In such cases, people's newly formed 
attitudes become represented at an explicit level, where they are readily accessible to self-
reporting However, the activation of these newly formed attitudes has not yet become 
automatic, and hence requires a fair amount of cognitive capaaty and motivation At the same 
time, people's original attitudes are assumed to continue to exist in memory, albeit at an 
implicit level This implicit level is presumably more difficult to access through consaous 
introspection Because people's implicit evaluations are developmentally older, they are more 
likely to be overleamed, so that they can be retneved from memory automatically Thus, even 
after attitude change has occurred, people may spontaneously activate their onginal, implicit 
attitudes upon encountering the attitude object When there is sufficient capacity and 
motivation, people will effortfully retrieve their newly formed, explicit attitudes from memory 
By contrast, when capacity and motivation are lacking, people's onginal, implicit attitudes may 
reemerge 

Applied to the domain of self-evaluation, the model of dual attitudes implies that 
unphat self-esteem effects are reflective of self-evaluations that are habitual and automatic 
Presumably, these automatic self-evaluations affect uncontrollable responses, or responses that 
people do not view an expression of their self evaluations and consequendy do not attempt to 
control For instance, people may not regard their evaluations of their name letters as 
indicative of their self-evaluations, and thus allow their automatic self evaluations to 
contaminate their judgments of these stimuli (Wilson & Brekke, 1994) The model of dual 
attitudes further implies that, whenever people are engaging in consaous self-reflection, their 
unphat self-evaluations may be overruled by more effortful, expliat self-evaluations Such 
deliberative ovemding, however, should only occur when people possess suffiaent capaaty 
and motivation to do so When suffiaent capaaty or motivation are unavailable, people's 
unphat self evaluations may predominate in their reported self-evaluations In line with this 
reasoning, several experiments have shown that depriving people of cognitive resources often 
induces people to provide more favorable self-evaluations (Paulhus, Graf, & Van Seist, 1989, 
Paulhus & Levitt, 1987, cf Paulhus, 1993)1 Conceivably, these increases in self-positivity are 
reflective of primitive self-enhancement tendenaes that have continued to exist at an 
automatic mode of responding As such, these findings point to the existence of dual self 
evaluations 

Overview of the Present Research 

The preceding theoretical analysis led us to make to the following set of interrelated 
predictions First, to the extent that implicit self esteem phenomena represent a sediment of 
people's habituahzed, highly overleamed self-evaluations, unphat self esteem should show at 
least moderate consistency over time This prediction was tested in Study 2 1 Second, given 
that introspection has been found to disrupt the operation of automatic evaluative processes 
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(Wilson, Dunn, Kraft, & Lisle, 1989, Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), active efforts at introspection 
may inhibit displays of implicit self-esteem This prediction was tested in Study 2 2 Finally, our 
theoretical account suggests that the relationship between implicit and expliat self-evaluation is 
complex and highly dynamic When people possess suffiaent capacity and motivation, their 
explicit self-evaluations may predommandy reflect their more deliberate evaluations of 
themselves However, when motivation or capaaty are lacking, people's self-evaluanons may 
predommandy reflect their automatic, implicit self-evaluations The latter predictions were 
tested in Studies 2 3 and 2 4 

In all four studies, we operaüonalized implicit self-esteem by assessing participants' 
tendency to overevaluate name letters As noted earlier, research has shown that people tend to 
evaluate own name letters more positively than people who do not share their name letters 
(Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Hoorens, 1990, Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 1985,1987) 
The robustness of this effect is suggested by recent findings showing that a positive bias for 
own name letter affects even important life decisions, such as deciding which place to live, 
which college to attend, or which career to choose (Pelham, Mirenberg, & Jones, 2000) 
Moreover, overevaluation of own name letters occurs even when name letters are presented 
separately and in scrambled order among the other letters of the alphabet (e g , Nuttin, 1985), 
so that any expliat reference to the self is avoided Moreover, people are unaware of displaying 
a preference for name letters (Nuttin, 1985, 1987), and this preference cannot be reduced to 
methodological artifacts (Nuttin, 1985, 1987), cultural-linguistic idiosyncraaes (Kitayama & 
Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 1987, Hoorens, Nuttin, Erd.lyi Herman, & Pavakuhn, 1990), or more 
frequent exposure to name letters than to no-name letters (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, 
Hoorens & Nuttin, 1993, Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) In light of these findings, 
overevaluation of name letters qualified as a valid indicator of implicit self-esteem 

STUDY 2.1 

Our first investigation set out to achieve two important goals First, we sought to 
obtain further evidence for an impliat self-esteem effect in the evaluanon of own name letters 
Previous work has found the tendency to overevaluate own name lettters to be pervasive and 
highly robust (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 1985, 1987, Pelham et al, 2000, cf 
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Hoorens, 1990) Nevertheless, we deemed it desirable to replicate 
this phenomenon To this end, we asked our participants to provide evaluations of each of the 
letters of the alphabet Using these ratings, we then determmed whether participants' name 
letter evaluations were exaggerated in comparison with a corresponding baseline of no name 
letter evaluations The occurrence of a systematic bias in favor of each parüapants's name 
letters was taken as evidence for impliat self-esteem (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) 

Second, and of greater theoretical interest, we sought to gain more insight mto the 
temporal stability of impliat self esteem, as assessed through relative liking for own name 
letters According to our theoretical analysis, impliat self-esteem results from automatic, highly 
practiced self-evaluations If this is correct, one may expect a considerable amount of temporal 
stability m impliat self-esteem, and, consequendy, in relative liking for own name letters Of 
some relevance here, a senes of studies by Hoorens et al (1990) found evidence for 
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overevaluaùon of name letters among second-graders (who were between 6 and 7 years old). 
This evidence is at least consistent with the notion that the self-evaluations underlying 
overevaluaüon of name letters are related to developmentally early self-evaluations. As far as 
we know, however, no previous research has direcdy examined the temporal stability of 
enhanced name letter liking To address this issue. Study 2.1 examined the temporal stability of 
relative liking for name letters across a four-week interval. 

Method 

Participants 
During the first time of measurement, around 160 completed questionnaires were returned out 
of the 200 that had been distributed During the second tune of measurement, 93 completed 
questionnaires were returned Thus, the overall response rate was close to 50%. Participants 
were 93 undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (16 male and 77 female, 
average age 20 years), who participated on a voluntary basis. 

Procedure and Materials 
Administration of the research materials took place in groups of up to 15 persons. 

After taking classes in an introductory psychology course, participants were requested to fill 
out a packet of questionnaires. They were informed that the investigators were interested in 
studying personality differences. The first questionnaire in each packet contained our measure 
of name letter liking. The remaining questionnaires contained filler items that were irrelevant to 
the purpose of the current investigation. 

Following Nuttin (1985), the first instruction sheet explained that this study was 
concerned with people's aesthetic judgments of simple stimuli, i.e., letters of the alphabet. It 
was further explained that partiapants might not be accustomed to evaluating letters, but that 
previous research had shown that the study of these kinds of judgments can lead to a better 
understanding of certain aspects of human emotions As in previous research (Nuttin, 1985), 
partiapants were encouraged to rely on their first, intuitive reactions towards the letters The 
next pages contained the letters of the alphabet, arranged in a randomized order (for the 
purpose of the investigation, we created several randomized versions of the questionnaire). 
Partiapants were asked to evaluate each letter of the alphabet, by circling the appropriate 
numbers on 9-point scales (1 = not at all beautiful, 9 = extremely beautiful). After the name 
letter evaluation task, partiapants answered several filler questionnaires and some general 
background questions. At the end of the session, participants were requested to write down 
their full names on a consent form. The same procedure was repeated after four weeks. Finally, 
partiapants were debnefed and thanked for their participation. 

Construction of Dependent Variables 
To control for the baseline attractiveness of partiapants1 name letters, we followed 

the procedure outlined by Kitayama and Karasawa (1997)2. Accordingly, we first computed a 
baseline evaluation of each letter for those whose names did not include it. Subsequendy, base 
line evaluations were aggregated across both conditions for each letter Next, for each 
respondent, a difference score was computed between the evaluations of each of the name 
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letters and the corresponding no-name evaluations to yield a relative liking score 

Overevaluauon of name letters is indicated by positive relative evaluations3. 

Results and Discussion 

On average, participants' relative name letter evaluations were positive at Time 1, M 

= .40, and at Time 2, M = .64. Indeed, both means differed reliably from zero, both Fs >10, 

bodies < .001 Thus, our findings corraborate earlier findings that name letter evaluations are 

positively biased (e.g., Hoorens et al., 1990; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997; Nuttin, 1985, 1987). 

A repeated measures ANOVA showed that relative liking for name letters did not differ 

between the two measurements, F (1, 92) = 1 69, p < .20. Importandy, a correlational analysis 

revealed that relative liking for name letters at Time 1 was strongly correlated with relative 

liking for name letters at Time 2, r (93) = .62, p < .001. However, it remains possible that this 

correlation was inflated by a general tendency towards positive responding If this explanation 

is correct, the test-retest correlation between name letter during the two measurements should 

become substantively reduced when variations in no-name letter liking (which presumably 

reflect a general tendency towards positive responding) are statistically held constant To 

follow up on this possibility, we simultaneously regressed liking for no-name letters at Times 1 

and 2, and liking for name letters onto liking for name letters at Time 1. The results revealed a 

significant effect for no-name letter liking at Time 1, ƒ = .38, t = 3.73, p < .001, wbch 

suggested that name letter liking at Time 1 was moderately correlated with a general tendency 

towards positive responding. More importantly, however, name letter liking at Time 2 

remained strongly correlated with name letter liking at Time Ι,β = .56, t = 6.49, p < .001 

Thus, the test-retest correlation for name letter liking could not be explained by a general 

tendency towards positive responding. 

It may soil be argued that self-reported self-evaluations frequendy attain temporal 

stabilities that are comparable or higher, but it should be recognized that measurement error in 

implicit measures is typically higher than in explicit measures (cf. Dovidio, Kawakanu, & 

Beach, 1999; McClelland, 1980). The relatively large measurement error in implicit measures 

may serve to depress these measures reliability, such as stabihty over time Thus, finding any 

temporal stabihty in implicit self-esteem may be considered more informative than the level of 

this temporal stability. Although investigating the temporal stabihty of implicit self-esteem 

across longer time penods is desirable, the obtained four-week stabihty of enhanced name 

letter liking is at least consistent with our theorizing that this phenomenon may be reflective of 

automatic, ovedeamed self-evaluations. 

STUDY 2.2 

In Study 2.2, we sought to test the presumed automaücity of implicit self-esteem in 

an alternative manner. Several lines of research have shown that deliberative thought is capable 

of inhibiting automatic affective responding. For instance, Epstein and colleagues have shown 

that experiential processing may be inhibited by rational processmg when cues in the situation 

indicate a need for rational analysis (Epstein, Donovan, & Denes-Raj, 1999) In a related vein, 
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Wilson and colleagues have demonstrated that asking people to explain their feelings increases 
the sahence of the cognitive component of an attitude, at the expense of the salience of the 
affective component (Wilson et al, 1989) Finally, Murphy and Zajonc (1993) have found that 
the affective impact of pruning stimuli becomes diluted when the pruning procedures allow 
sufficient tune for deliberative processing of the pruning stimuli (see also Greenwald and 
Banaji, 1995) 

In light of these previous findings, we reasoned that the automatic self-evaluations 
that presumably underly implicit self-esteem effects might similarly become inhibited by self-
reflective thought To test this reasoning, we asked participants to complete the same letter 
evaluation task as in Study 2 1 Dunng this evaluation task, one half of the participants were 
encouraged to reason why they felt the way they did about the letter stimuli (Wilson et al, 
1989) The remaining participants were instructed to rely on their feelings in evaluating the 
stimuli, as in Nuttin (1985) and Study 2 1 If enhanced liking for name letters is indeed caused 
by people's automatic, intuitive self-evaluations, positive bias for name letters should readily 
emerge when participants rely on their feelings, but less so when they are analyzing reasons If, 
on the other hand, enhanced liking for name letters is dependent upon more deliberative 
processes, this effect should not be obtained or even reversed 

We further examined some of the processes that may mediate the impact of thinking 
about reasons One possibility is that thinking about reasons increases participants' awareness 
of their excessive liking for name letters, and subsequently instigates attempts to suppress or 
correct this bias Such a correction account supposes that people a) possess some awareness of 
their bias for name letters, and b) have appropriate lay theones about the size and direction of 
their bias for name letters (Strack & Hannover, 1996, Wegener & Petty, 1997, Wilson & 
Brekke, 1994) It should be noted that previous findings by Nuttin (1985) cast considerable 
doubt on the validity of these assumptions Specifically, Nuttin challenged 100 participants to 
discover a hidden structure in the stimulus lists of the kind he had previously used to 
demonstrate a positive bias for name letters These stimulus lists contained participants' names 
printed in spelling order from bottom to top Even though there was no tune limit and a very 
high monetary reward was offered, nobody succeeded in discovering any name structure in the 
stimulus lists These findings suggest that people have very little consaous access to their 
potential bias for own name letters Notwithstanding these considerations, we deaded to test 
empirically for the possible operation of correction processes in our reasons manipulation To 
this end, we checked whether our participants showed any awareness of their possible bias 
towards own name letters, and examined whether this awareness was systematically different 
between the experimental conditions In addition, we investigated whether participants positive 
bias for name letters became reversed in the reasons condition, because such contrast effects 
are often tell-tale signs of (overzealous) correction processes (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, 
Stapel, Koomen, & Zeelenberg, 1998, Wilson & Brekke, 1994) 

Another, more plausible, possibility is that thinking about reasons instigates 
deliberative overriding of implicit self esteem effects relatively automatically, in the absence of 
participants' awareness that they are displaying implicit self-esteem In their affective pruning 
studies. Murphy and Zajonc (1993) identified a form of deliberative overriding that meets these 
requirements, which they referred to as dilution As conceived by Murphy and Zajonc (1993), 
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the dilution process consists of simply adding more evaluations to one's initial evaluation 
Accordingly, dilution may remove an implicit affective reaction without any awareness of its 
occurrence, and without a specific motivation to appear unbiased Although much slower than 
the automatic evaluation process (which may already unfold within a mere 4 ms, cf Murphy & 
Zajonc, 1993), dilution may still occur rather quickly (i e , within a second, cf Murphy & 
Zajonc, 1993) A similar dilution process is highly compatible with Wilson et al 's (2000) notion 
of automatic overriding through thinking about reasons According to Wilson et al (2000), 
thinking about reasons leads people to generate a variety of evaluations of an attitude object, 
which then serve to moderate people's initial affect toward the object (Wilson et al, 1989) To 
explore the possible operation of dilution processes, we examined partiapants' open-ended 
responses regarding their stimulus perceptions at the end of the experiment We predicted that 
partiapants in the reasons condition would display more cognitively differentiated appraisals of 
the stimuli than partiapants in the feelings condition Moreover, we hypothesized that these 
perceptual differences would mediate the inhibiting impact of the reasons manipulation on 
enhanced name letter liking 

Finally, Study 2 2 sought to obtain more evidence for the convergent validity of 
relative name letter evaluations as a measure of implicit self-esteem For this purpose, we 
simultaneously assessed evaluative responses towards name letters and birth date numbers, so 
that we were also able to examine the association between overevaluaüon of name letters and 
overevaluaüon of birth date numbers (cf Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) If, as we have argued, 
these phenomena both tap into automatic feelings of self-affection, one would expect them to 
be strongly associated This association between might be more pronounced for partiapants in 
the feelings condition, given that thinking about reasons may distort the assoaaüon between 
the two forms of implicit self-esteem Finally, overevaluaüon of birth date numbers was 
expected to become inhibited among partiapants who were analyzing reasons, in the same way 
as overevaluaüon of name letters was affected by this manipulation 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Forty undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (3 male and 37 

female, average age 20) were randomly assigned to two experimental conditions (feelings vs 
reasons) Parüapants received Dfl 5 (approximately 2 US dollars) for their parüapaüon 

Procedure 
Upon arrival in the laboratory, partiapants were led to individual cubicles, each 

containing an Apple Macintosh computer The experimenter explained that all the instructions 
would be admuustered via a computer-program and left Partiapants then started the program 
by pressing a button on the keyboard The computer randomly assigned partiapants to one of 
two experimental conditions 

Parüapants first received a bnef instruction regarding the use of the computer After 
answering a personality questionnaire4, participants were introduced to the letter evaluation 
task, which was described as a study of aesthetic preferences As m the previous studies. 
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participants were asked to evaluate each letter of the alphabet on 5-pomt scales (1 = not at all 
beautiful, 5 = extremely beautiful) Letters of the alphabet appeared separately on screen and 
were presented in a random order At this point, induction of a focus on feelings or on reasons 
was introduced This manipulation resembled instructions used in previous research (Epstein 
et al, 1999, Simon et al, 1997, Wilson, Dunn, Bybee, Hyman, & Rotondo, 1984) Participants 
in the feelings condition were informed that "Previous research has shown that the study of 
these kinds of judgements can lead to a better understanding of certain aspects of human 
emotions " In addition, they were encouraged to give their first, intuitive impression of each 
letter Partiapants in the reasons condition were informed that "Previous research has shown 
that the study of these kinds of judgements can lead to a better understanding of certain 
aspects of human reasoning processes " In addition, they were encouraged to reason why they 
found certain letters more beautiful than others, and to analyze carefully which features of the 
letters they liked or did not like Finally, they were told that the experimenter would later ask 
them to explain m what manner they had evaluated the stimuli This latter instruction was 
added to ensure that partiapants were motivated to engage in more effortful, deliberative 
processing (De Dreu, Koole, & Steinel, m press) 

After evaluating all the letters of the alphabet, partiapants were asked to evaluate the 
numbers " 1 " through "50" on 5 point scales (1 = not at all beautiful, 5 = extremely beautiful) 
Before evaluating the numbers, the instructions designed to manipulate a focus on feelings or 
on reasons -adapted to the number evaluation task were repeated The numbers 32 through 
50 were included to obscure the purpose of the experiment (cf Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) 
As in the letter evaluation task, the numbers appeared separately on screen and were presented 
m a random order 

Upon completion of the number evaluation task, partiapants were asked several 
general background questions regarding their age, sex, and college major In addition, they 
were requested to wnte down their full names on a consent form to indicate that they agreed 
that their data be used for saenüfic purposes Next, they were asked to leave their cubicle and 
return to the main room There, the experimenter asked partiapants to fill out a questionnaire 
This questionnaire consisted of two questions regarding the manner in which partiapants had 
judged the letter and number stimuli The first question was, "In what way did you judge the 
numbers and letters'1" The second question was, "Did you pay attention to any particular 
characteristics of these numbers/letters'' If so, please indicate what they were " After they had 
completed this questionnaire, partiapants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed 

Construction of Dependent Variables 

Evaluations of Self-Associated Litters and Numbers. 

Preliminary analyses indicated that base line no-name-letter and no-birth date number 
evaluations did not differ between the two experimental conditions, p's > 23 Consequently, 
base line evaluations were aggregated across both conditions for each respective letter and 
number Relative evaluations of name letters and birth date numbers were again computed 
according to the Kitayama and Karasawa (1997) procedure 
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Open-Ended Responses. 
Number of Words Participants' handwritten answers were first entered into a word 

processing program Using this program, we counted the number of words that each 
participant had written 

Coding System To examine participants' qualitative responses, we developed a 
coding system This system included 2 categones for statements concerning the general 
manner in which the stimuli were evaluated 1) feelings (statements that one's evaluations were 
based on feelings or first reactions), and 2) reasons (statements about having thought about the 
reasons for one's evaluations) These categones were included as a manipulation check In 
addition, the coding system included 2 categories of perceptual details of the stimuli that were 
mentioned by the participants 1) mentioning round features of the experimental stimuli, and 
2) mentioning straight features of the experimental stimuli (i e , line pieces or angular shapes) 
Participants also mentioned other characteristics of the experimental stimuli (e g , sound, 
symmetry), but the frequenaes of statements about these charactenstics were too low to ment 
further analysis (they were mentioned by less than 5% of the participants) The final two 
categones included statements about having thought about own name letters or own birth date 
numbers, or both Two independent raters rated the presence or absence of each of the 5 
categones in each participants' responses Both raters were blind to the experimental 
conditions Overall interrater agreement was 97% Differences between raters were resolved 
through discussion 

Results 

Manipulation Check 
Most participants (60 0%) indicated that their feelings had been important m 

determining their evaluations of the experimental stimuli Unexpectedly, a oneway between 
subjects ANOVA revealed no significant effect of the experimental manipulation, .X^l) < 1 
Thus, participants in the reasons condition were no less likely to indicate that they based their 
evaluations on their feelings than participants in the feelings condition 

Furthermore, a minonty of the participants (20 0%) indicated that they had been 
thinking about reasons m determining their evaluations A oneway between-subjects ANOVA 
showed that participants in the reasons condition were more likely to indicate that they based 
their evaluations on reasons than participants in the feelings condition, X^ l ) = 4 21, p < 04 
(31 8% vs 5 6% of the respective groups) Although this difference was in line with 
expectations, it should be noted that only a minonty of the partiapants in the reasons 
condition indicated that they had been thinking about reasons Conceivably, participants felt 
little need to refer to their logical thinking style because they knew that the experimenter was 
already aware of their thinking style (Gnce, 1975) 
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Table 2.1 Relative name letter and birth date number evaluations as a function of instructional set (Study 2.2) 

Name Letter Evaluations 

Birth Date Number Evaluations 

Instructional Set 

Feelings 

M SO 

.42 .51 

.50 .96 

Reasons 

M SD 

.06 .48 

-.17 .88 

Evaluations of Self-Associated Letters and N u m b e r s 

Evaluations of self-associated letters and numbers were analyzed in a 2 (feelings vs. 

reasons; between-subjects) X 2 (name letters versus birth date numbers; withm-subjects) 

ANOVA. Relevant means are displayed in Table 2.1. Consistent with predictions, both name 

letters and birth date numbers were evaluated more positively by participants in the feelings 

condition than by participants in reasons condition, F (1,38) = 7.91,/) < .01 (combined Ms .46 

against -.06). The interaction between instruction set and stimulus type was not reliable, F 

(1,38) = 1.14, p = .291. Separate tests revealed that evaluations of name letters differed 

significandy from no-name letter baseline evaluations for participants in the feelings condition, 

F (1,17) = 12.09,/ < .003 (Λί = .42), but not for partiapants in the reasons condition, F (1,21) 

< 1 (M = .06). Likewise, evaluations of birth date numbers differed significandy from no-birth 

date numbers baseline evaluations for participants in the feelings condition, F (1,17) = 4.79,/) 

< .05 (Λί = .50), but not for participants in the reasons condition, F (1,21) < 1.1 (M = -.17). It 

is important to note that participants in the reasons condition did not display a negative bias 

for name letters and birth date numbers. Thus, our findings showed no evidence for a contrast 

effect among partiapants in the reasons condition. 

Next, a series of correlational analyses was earned out to examine whether the 

instructions to focus on feelings or reasons had influenced the relationship between name 

letter evaluations and birth date number evaluations. Across the two experimental conditions, 

there was a significant relationship between relative name letter evaluations and relative birth 

date number evaluations, r (40) = .35, p < .03. However, this relationship was markedly 

stronger for participants in the feelings condition, for whom relative name letter evaluations 

and relative birth date number evaluations were strongly correlated, r (18) = .62,/) < .007. For 

participants in the reasons condition, no significant relationship between relative name letter 

evaluations and relative birth date number evaluations was observed, r (22) = -.08,/) > .70. In 

addition, no significant correlations were observed between no-name letter evaluations and no-

birth date number evaluations. 

As in Study 2.1, we sought to ascertain whether the correlation between name letter 

and birth date number evaluations was inflated by a general tendency towards positive 

responding. Thus, we simultaneously regressed relative liking for no-name letters, liking for no-

name letters, and liking for no-birth date numbers on relative liking for birth date numbers. 

The results showed only a significant effect of relative name letter liking,β = .66, t = 3.15,/) < 

.008. Thus, the correlation between relative liking for name letters and relative liking for birth 

date numbers could not be explained by a general tendency towards positive responding. 
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Open-Ended Responses 
Number of Words. The number of words for each participant were analyzed in a 

oneway (feelings vs reasons, between-subjects) ANOVA This analysis revealed that 

participants in the reasons condition wrote somewhat more words about the manner in which 

they had evaluated the sdmuli than participants in the feelings condition, F (1,38) = 3.65, p = 

.065. Apparently, paroapants in the reasons condition had formed somewhat more elaborate 

verbal accounts of their judgment process than participants in the feelings condition 

Awareness of Name Letters or Birth Dates. The majonty of participants (92 5%) did 

not make any reference to own name letters or birth date numbers in their protocols 

However, three paroapants (two in the feelings condition, one m the reasons condition) 

mentioned that they had thought of their own name while evaluating letters Of these three, 

one parüapant remarked that she had also thought of her birth date numbers while evaluating 

numbers Neither the pattern nor the significance of the reported findings was changed when 

these three participants were removed from the analysis. 

Attention to Perrpptnal Details of Self-Assoaated Snmuli Turning to statements 

regarding perceptual details, a majonty of the participants (62.5%) indicated that they had paid 

attention to round stimulus features. This percentage did not differ between experimental 

conditions, -X^l) < 1. In addition, a minonty of the participants (32.5%) indicated that they 

had paid attention to straight stimulus features (i.e., line pieces and angles) Importandy, 

participants in the reasons condition were more likely to indicate that they based their 

evaluations on straight features than participants in the feelings condition, ^ ( l ) = 6.82, p < 

.01 (50.0% vs. 11.1% of the respective groups). Thus, it appeared that both groups were 

equally likely to pay attention to round features, whereas participants in the reasons condition 

were especially likely to pay attention to lines pieces and angles As such, these findings 

partially support the prediction that thinking about reasons leads to more differentiated 

stimulus appraisals. 

Mediation Analysis 
Finally, we conducted a senes of path analyses whether enhanced attention to straight 

lines mediated the effect of thinking about reasons on overevaluation of self-associated stimuli. 

In this analysis, overevaluation of name letters and overevaluation of birth date numbers were 

averaged into a single index (separate analyses yielded similar results). For attention to straight 

lines to qualify as a mediator, three conditions must be met (Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, the 

reasons manipulation must have a significant relationship on attention to straight lines. 

Consistent with this, the relationship between thinking about reasons and attention to straight 

lines was significant,^ = .41, t = -2.80,/) < .01. Second, attention to straight Imes must bear a 

significant relationship to the overevaluation of name letters and birth date numbers. 

Consistent with this, attention to straight Imes was a (negative) predictor of overevaluation of 

self-associated stimuli, β = -.51, t = -3.64, p < .001. Finally, the effect of thinking about 

reasons on implicit self-esteem should be eliminated or gready diminished when attention to 

straight lines is controUed for. Before controlling for attention to straight lines, the effect of 

thinking about reasons on overevaluation of name letters and birth date numbers was β = -.41, 

t = -2.81, p < .01. When the attention to straight Imes variable was included in the analysis, 

however, the effect of thinking about reasons became become smaller and no longer 
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significant, β — -.25, t = -1 64, p = .11 By contrast, attention to straight lines remained 

predictive of overevaluation of self-associated stimuli, jf= -.41, t = -2.71,^ < 02. Using Baron 

and Kenny's (1986) modification of the Sobel test (see Kenny et al, 1998), this mediation 

effect was found to be statistically significant, Ζ = 1 60, p < 05 (onetailed). Accordingly, 

variations in attention to straight lines indeed appear to have mediated the effect of thinking 

about reasons on implicit self-esteem 

Discussion 

In Study 2 2, we investigated whether thinking about reasons can inhibit the 

occurrence of implicit self-esteem effects. As predicted, participants encouraged to rely on 

feelings clearly manifested implicit self-esteem, ι e , a positive bias for name letters and birth 

date numbers In contrast, these forms of implicit self-esteem were no longer apparent among 

participants who were encouraged to reason why they felt the way they did. It thus appears that 

thinking about reasons inhibits the manifestation of implicit self-esteem effects. As such, these 

findings suggest that implicit self-esteem effects may be understood as automatic evaluations 

that can be overruled by more deliberative forms of processing (Wilson et al., 2000) 

It is interesting to consider whether previous evidence for implicit self-esteem 

phenomena occurred similarly in the relative absence of analytic thought From the perspective 

of CEST, this seems plausible because relying on one's initial affective reactions tends to be the 

default option in evaluating stimuli (Wilson et al, 1989). Moreover, it is possible that previous 

researchers inadvertendy pruned a focus on feelings by interacting in an informai manner with 

their participants (Simon et al., 1997) It is also noteworthy that Nuttin, who first documented 

people's tendency to overevaluate name letters, expliady encouraged his participants to rely 

upon their feelings in evaluating letters (Nuttin, 1985, ρ 356) Thus, there are some indications 

that previously reported implicit self-esteem effects occurred similarly in the relative absence of 

deliberative processing. 

Given that thinking about reasons was found to inhibit the expression of implicit 

self-esteem in partiapants' judgments of self-associated stimuli, it is important to determine 

which processes may have mediated this effect. Based on our theoretical analysis, we 

hypothesized that thinking about reasons might inhibit the expression of implicit self-esteem 

through a dilution process, i.e., by causing partiapants to consider the experimental stimuli in a 

more differentiated manner (Murphy & Zajonc, 1993; Wilson et al., 2000). In line with this, 

our protocol data showed that in the reasons condition, partiapants were more likely to 

consider to lines pieces and angular stimulus features in the experimental stimuli than m 

feelings condition. At the same time, however, the protocols showed no effects of thinking 

about reasons on the consideration of round stimulus features Perhaps attention to line pieces 

and angles is reflective of analytic stimulus appraisals, whereas attention to round features is 

reflective of a more holistic, Gestalt-like focus. This tentative suggestion must await further 

research In any case, mediation analyses showed that greater consideration of Ime pieces and 

angles was able to account for the inhibition of impliat self-esteem effects among partiapants 

in the reasons condition Accordmgly, these results support the idea that thinking about 
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reasons reduced implicit self-esteem effects through a dilution process, dunng which more 
reasoned stimulus appraisals were added to participants' implicit feelings of self affection 

Could it soil be that some of the effects of thinking about reasons were the result of a 
correction process? Several findings seem to argue against such an interpretation First, there 
was no evidence for a contrast effect in participants' evaluations in the reasons condition 
Given that such contrast effects are often an important signature of correction processes 
(Stapel et al., 1998; Wegener & Petty, 1997; Wilson & Brekke, 1994), the lack of such effects is 
suggestive of a relative absence of correction In addition, our protocol data revealed ktde 
evidence that participants were aware of any relation between the experimental stimuli and the 
self. A cntic might argue that participants may have been reluctant to reveal their awareness of 
this relation However, the previously described findings by Nuttin (1985) render this 
argument much less crédible, considering that Nuttm's participants were unable to report any 
relation between the experimental stimuli and self even when they were given a strong 
incentive to come up with such an answer. Finally, a correction account does not predict a 
pnon that more differentiated stimulus appraisals should mediate the effects of the reasons 
manipulation. Taken together, it seems unlikely that our reasons manipulation instigated 
correction among our participants It may be noted that this conclusion is consistent with the 
theorizing by other researchers who have studied the effects of thinking about reasons (see 
Wilson et al., 2000). 

Finally, a high correlation between overevaluation of name letters and of birth date 
numbers was obtained among participants in the feelings condition This finding is of 
substantial theoretical interest, because it provides further evidence that relative liking for name 
letters possess convergent validity as a measure of implicit self-esteem Previous work has 
found that, among bilinguals, overevaluation of name letters is significantly correlated between 
different alphabets (Hoorens et al., 1990, Hoorens & Todorova, 1988) The present results 
extend these findings in an important way, by showing that implicit self-esteem in evaluations 
of different self-attnbutes (i.e., name letters and birth date numbers) is substantively correlated 
Thus, our confidence is bolstered that overevaluation of name letters is not merely reflective of 
an evaluative bias for a single self-attnbute, but dnven by more general feelings of self-
affection. 

STUDY 2.3 

In Study 2.3, we sought to extend our analysis to the relation between implicit self-
esteem phenomena and explicit self-evaluations. According to the current theorizing, this 
relation should be rather complex and highly dynamic. In line with the model of dual attitudes 
(Wilson et al, 2000), we assume that people's explicit self-evaluations are influenced by the 
self-evaluations that are most accessible at the time of reporting Upon encountering a cue that 
is assoaated with self, people may automatically activate their implicit self-evaluations, given 
that these evaluations are weD-practiced and overleamed. During subsequent stages, people 
may effortfully retneve their explicit self-evaluations that are complex and highly differentiated 
(Hixon & Swann, 1993, Swann et al., 1990). Consistent with the model of dual attitudes, these 
explicit self-evaluations may then override people's more automatic, implicit self-evaluations 
However, this entire sequence may be truncated whenever people lack the capacity or 
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motivation to engage in consaous self-reflecüon. In the latter type of situation, the person's 
effortful, explicit self-evaluations will not be retneved from memory, allowing the person's 
implicit self-evaluations to gain access to phenomenal experience (cf. Wilson et al., 2000). 

To test these ideas, we examined the degree of congruence between implicit self-
esteem and self-reported self-evaluaoon as a function of the ability to engage in conscious self-
reflection. As before, we assessed partiapants' implicit self-esteem by determining their 
affective bias towards own name letters (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Kitayama & Karasawa, 
1997; Nuttin, 1985, 1987). Expliat self-evaluation was operaQonalized as the degree of 
positmty of partiapants' dichotomous (i.e., applies to me or not) trait endorsements. The latter 
operaoonalization was chosen because dichotomous decisions allow for more variation in 
cognitive elaboration in self-evaluation than conventional rating scales, because the latter 
necessarily involve more complex deasions between multiple options (Paulhus et al., 1989, 
Paulhus & Levitt, 1987) To study variations in the ability to engage in deliberative self-analysis, 
we capitalized on naturally occurring differences between partiapants in the speed of supplying 
self-evaluations. Previous work has shown that deliberative processing is more time-consuming 
than automatic processing (Bargh, 1994). Thus, quickly-rendered self-evaluations are 
presumably more likely to be influenced by automatic self-evaluations, whereas slowly-
rendered self-evaluations are presumably more likely to be influenced by dehberative self-
evaluations (Paulhus, 1993). 

As noted before, our main interest was in the congruence between unpliat and 
expliat self-esteem. We expected that slow expliat self-evaluations would show low 
congruence with unpliat self-esteem. In contrast, we expected that fast expliat self-evaluations 
would show high congruence with overevaluation of name letters. Finally, because previous 
work has shown that self-enhancement tendenaes become more apparent under automatic 
conditions (Paulhus et al., 1988; Paulhus & Levitt, 1987, Swann et al., 1990), we expected 
quickly-rendered self-evaluations to be generally more self-enhancing than slowly-rendered 
self-evaluations. 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Partiapants were fifty-four undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen 

(23 male and 31 female, average age 22). The experimental design had two between-subject 
factors, namely overevaluation of own name letters (high vs. low) and réponse time for 
positive traits (fast vs. slow). Partiapants recaved Dfl. 5 (approximately 2 US dollars) for their 
partiapation 

Procedure 
Upon amval in the laboratory, partiapants were led to individual cubicles and told 

that all the instructions would be administered via a computer program. After the experimenter 
left, participants started the program by pressing a button. Partiapants were first informed that 
the investigation would comprise two unrelated studies, and received a bnef instruction 
regarding the use of the computer. Partiapants then moved on to the first study, which 
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consisted of the same letter evaluation task that was used in Study 2.2 Next, participants began 

the second task, described as a "study concerning the way in which people judge traits". They 

were informed that a number of trait words would be presented individually on the computer 

screen Participants were to deade as quickly as possible whether they themselves possessed 

the trait or not. Participants responded by pushing either a "me" or a "not me" button on the 

keyboard and were asked to keep their hands near the buttons throughout the task. 

The trait rating task consisted of 30 tnals. Dunng each tnal, a trait word appeared in 

the center of the computer screen, which remained there until participants had pushed a 

response button. Approximately 400 ms later, the next trait word appeared on the screen. In 

15 cases, the target word was a positively valenced trait (e.g., creative), whereas in the 

remaining 15 cases, the target word was a neutrally valenced trait word (e.g., emotional) These 

words were selected on the basis of their social desirability ratings from a comprehensive hst of 

1203 Dutch trait words (Brokken, 1978), and pretested for word valence in a pilot study The 

presentation order of the items was randomized for each participant via appropriate software. 

Upon completion of the trait rating task, participants were asked several general background 

questions and were requested to wate down their full names on a consent form Finally, 

participants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed. 

Results 

Name Letter Evaluations 
Relative name letter evaluations, computed as in Study 2 1, were positive, F (1,53) = 

10.04,/) < .005 (Λί = .24). Thus, participants again displayed a highly reliable bias for own 

name letters. Participants were classified as having high or low relative name letter evaluations 

on the basis of a median split on their relative name letter evaluations5. 

Response Latencies 
For each participant, the computer recorded both the response (i.e, applies to me or 

not) and the latency of the response for each of the presented items. To reduce skewness of 

the distribution, response latencies longer than 3 standard deviations from the mean were 

excluded from the analyses. The remaining response tunes to positive traits were averaged into 

one index (Cronbach's alpha = .82), as were the response times to neutral traits (Cronbach's 

alpha = .68). Response times to positive traits were faster than response times to neutral traits, 

F (1,53) = 45.29, p < .001 (M = 1130 ms versus M = 1299 ms). In spite of this difference, 

response times to positive traits were strongly correlated with response times to neutral traits, r 

(54) = .76. Because response times were conceived as a situational variable (i.e., processing 

pace), and not as a general individual difference variable, response times to positive traits and 

response times to neutral traits were treated separately in subsequent analyses. Partiapants 

were classified as fast or slow positive responders on the basis of a median split on each 

partiapants' mean response time to positive traits. Similarly, partiapants were classified as fast 

or slow neutral responders on the basis of a median split on each partiapants' mean response 

time to neutral traits. 
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Trait Endorsements 
The proportion of positive traits endorsed was computed by dividing the number of 

positive trait endorsements by the total number of positive traits that were presented. Likewise, 
the proportion of neutral traits endorsed was computed by dividing the number of neutral trait 
endorsements by the total number of neutral traits that were presented. The resulting values 
were analyzed in a 2 (response time to positive traits: fast vs slow) X 2 (relative name letter 
evaluations: high vs low) X 2 (trait type: positive or neutral) mixed-model ANOVA with 
repeated measures on the third factor. The threeway interaction between response time, name 
letter evaluations, and trait type fell short of significance, F (1, 50) = 2.32, p — .134 
Nonetheless, given the specificity of our hypotheses, we proceeded by analyzing the results for 
each trait type separately 

First, positive trait endorsements were analyzed in a 2 (relative name letter 
evaluations: high vs low) X 2 (response time to positive traits, fast vs. slow) between-subjects 
ANOVA. Relevant means are displayed in Table 2. The analysis revealed that fast positive 
responders endorsed more positive traits than slow positive responders, F (1,50) = 13.19,/) < 
.002 {M — .80 vs. M = .67). In addition, participants with high relative name letter evaluations 
endorsed more positive traits than participants with low relative name letter evaluations, F 
(1,50) = 4.58,/) < .04 (M = .76 vs. M = .70). These main effects were, however, qualified by 
the predicted interaction between relative name letter evaluations and response time, F (1,50) 
= 4.20, p < .05. Simple effects analysis showed that relative name letter evaluations were 
predictive of the proportion of positive trait endorsements among fast positive responders, F 
(1,50) = 7.62, p < .009, but not among slow positive responders, F (1,50) < 1. This finding 
was corraborated by a correlational analysis, which showed that relative name letter evaluations 
were strongly correlated with positive trait endorsements among fast positive responders, r (25) 
= .51,/» < .001, but not among slow positive responders, r (29) = -.06, m. Another way to 
interpret this interaction is to note that higher speed of positive responding increased the 
number of positive trait endorsements among participants with high name letter evaluations, F 
(1,50) = 15.04,/) < .001, but not among participants with low name letter evaluations, F (1,50) 
= 1.22,/) = .28. Analyses of positive trait endorsements using response tunes to neutral traits 
as an independent variable revealed no significant effects, allp's > .13 

Tab/e 2.2 Pwportton of positive and neutral traits endorsed as a function of relative name letter 

évaluations and response time to positive traits (Study 2.3) 

Response Time to Positive Traits 
Fast Slow 

Relative Name Letter Evaluations Relative Name Letter Evaluations 
High Low High Low 

Positive traits .88 .73 .68 .67 
Neutral traits 47 .50 .55 .55 

To investigate the specificity of our findings, we conducted the same analyses 
descnbed above, only this time substituting no-name letter evaluations for relative name letter 
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evaluations None of the effects involving no-name letter evaluations were significant, all ps > 
20 It thus appeared that the obtained pattern of findings was specific to name letter 
evaluations We also conducted a senes of regression analyses using relative name letter 
evaluations and response times as continuous variables The results of these analyses were 
highly similar to those yielded by the ANOVA approach Finally, parallel analyses using neutral 
trait endorsements as a dependent variable yielded no significant results, ahps > 40 

Discussion 

In Study 2 3, we examined the degree of congruence between implicit and explicit 
self-evaluation as a function of naturally occurring variations in speed of self-evaluation As 
expected, measures of implicit and explicit self-esteem were congruent only for participants 
who rendered their positive self-evaluations relatively quickly Quick responders presumably 
lacked the tune to engage in extensive self reflection, so that they were forced to rely on their 
more automatic, implicit self-evaluations In contrast, slow responders may have had ample 
opportunity to engage in deliberative self-analysis, so that their deliberative self evaluations 
were able to override their more automatic, implicit self evaluations 

It is notable that shorter response latencies for positive self evaluations were also 
generally assoaated with more positive self-evaluations This posmvity effect did not appear to 
reflect a simple tendency towards more yea-saying among quick evaluators (Knowles & 
Condon, 1999), because response latencies for positive self-evaluations were uncorrelated with 
neutral trait endorsements As such, the obtained positivity effect is in line with earlier findings 
that reductions in the ability to engage in deliberative self reflection lead to increased self 
posmvity (Paulhus, 1993) The observation that effects of speed of self evaluation parallelled 
previous effects of cognitive load further supports our use of processing times as an 
operationalization of ability to engage in deliberative self evaluation (Dijksterhuis & van 
Knippenberg, 1995) 

Although the findings of Study 2 3 support our conceptual analysis, some important 
ambiguities remain In particular, it is difficult to rule out the possibility that speed of self 
evaluation was related to a chrome personality trait rather than to a situation specific ability to 
engage in deliberative self-evaluaoon Arguing against the former interpretation, the 
moderating role of evaluation latencies was found to be speafic to evaluation tunes for 
positive traits Thus, any personality characteristic that can explain our findings would have to 
involve a very speafic pattern of responding differentially toward positive versus neutral traits 
Moreover, it should be noted that our conceptual account is not at odds with the possibility 
that some individual difference variable (eg , those captured by Paulhus' [1994] self-deception 
scale) is the distal personality variable which causes certain individuals to evaluate themselves 
less deliberaùvely than others Nevertheless, it remains desirable to establish whether varying 
degrees of deliberative self-evaluation were the critical mediator of our findings 

Another ambiguity is that quick positive responders may have been less motivated to 
engage in deliberative self evaluation rather than or m addition to being less able to engage m 
deliberative processing (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996) Although conceptually distinct from 
cognitive capacity, lack of motivation to engage in deliberative self-evaluation may be 
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functionally equivalent to a reduction in cognitive capaaty, by undermining people's tendency 
to engage in deliberative self-evaluation. Thus, it remains unclear whether reductions in 
cognitive capaaty are suffiaent to increase congruence between implicit and explicit self-
evaluation. Study 4 was earned out to resolve these ambiguities. 

STUDY 2.4 

In Study 2.4, we sought to replicate and extend Study 2.3's primary findings, this time 
using an experimental manipulation of processing capaaty. In particular, we hypothesized that 
depriving partiapants of their cognitive resources would have similar effects as speed of self-
evaluation in Study 2 3 Thus, partiapants under high cognitive load were expected to show 
greater congruence between their implicit and exphat self-evaluations than partiapants under 
low cognitive load. Moreover, cognitive load was expected to cause enhanced positivity in 
pamapants' self-descnpüons (Paulhus, 1993; Swann et al., 1990). 

As in Study 2.3, partiapants were requested to evaluate themselves on a number of 
personality traits. To extend the generality of our findings, we used a different set of traits and 
also included negative traits. Similar to our predictions for positive self-evaluations, we might 
predict that cognitive load would cause decreased negativity in self-evaluation (Paulhus et al., 
1988; Paulhus & Levitt, 1987), and greater congruence between unpliat and exphat self-
evaluations. It should be noted, however, that past research has shown that the psychological 
domains of positive and negative valence are not necessarily each other's psychological mirror 
image (Caaoppo & Bemtson, 1994; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 1985). Most relevant 
here, the existence of positive-negative asymmetries has recendy been documented in the area 
of self-enhancement biases (Hoorens, 1995) and unpliat self-esteem (Nuttin, 1987). Thus, the 
extension of Study 2.3's findings to negatively valenced self-attnbutes may be less than 
straightforward 

In Study 2 4, we vaned partiapants' cognitive capaaty by asking them to hold either 
an eight-digit number or a single digit number in memory dunng the self-evaluation task. 
Similar tasks have been used successfully in past research to manipulate processing load 
(Paulhus et al., 1988, Swann et al., 1990) 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Partiapants were fifty undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (17 

male and 33 female, average age 21). The experimental design had two between-subject factors, 
namely overevaluaoon of own name letters (high vs. low) and cognitive load (high vs. low). 
Partiapants received Dfl. 5 (approximately 2 US dollars) for their participation. 

Procedure 

Upon amval in the laboratory, partiapants were led to individual cubicles and told 
that all the instructions would be administered via a computer-program. After the 
experimenter left, partiapants started the program by pressmg a button. As in Studies 2.2 and 
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2 3, participants were informed that the investigation would compose two unrelated studies, 
and received a bnef instruction regarding the use of the computer Participants then moved on 
to the first study, which consisted of a letter evaluation task identical to the one used in Studies 
2.2 and 2.3. 

After this, participants began the second task, described as a "study concerning the 
way in which people judge traits". Participants were explained that dunng this study, they 
would perform two tasks simultaneously One task consisted of a trait rating task similar to the 
one used m Study 2.1. To enhance the generalizability of our findings, we implemented several 
modifications in the trait rating task First, a new set of 15 positive traits was used in this study 
Second, the trait rating task included a set of 15 negatively valenced traits (e.g., jealous), again 
selected from Brokken's (1978) trait list. Thus, participants judged 15 positive traits, 15 
negative traits, and 15 neutral traits The presentation order of the items was again randomized 
for each participant. Participants were further asked to hold a number in memory while they 
performed the trait rating task Cognitive load was manipulated by varying the number of digits 
that participants were asked to hold in memory Participants in the high load condition were 
asked to hold an eight-digit number in memory. Participants in the low load condition were 
asked to hold single digit number in memory. As a means of assessing compliance, participants 
were asked to type in the number assigned to them at the end of the trait rating task. 

Upon completion of the trait rating task, participants were asked several general 
background questions and were requested to wnte down their full names on a consent form 
Finally, participants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed 

Results 

Name Letter Evaluations 
Relative name letter evaluations, computed according to the Kitayama and Karasawa 

(1997) procedure, were higher than no-name letter baseline evaluations, F (1,49) = 9 14, p < 
.005 (M = .22). Thus, participants again showed a positive affective bias towards own name 
letters. ParOapants were classified as having high or low relative name letter evaluations on the 
basis of a median split on mean relative name letter evaluations 

Table 2.3 Proportion of positive, neutral, and negative traits endorsed as a function of rektive name 

letter evaluations and cognitive load (Study 2.4) 

High 
Cognitive 

Relative Name Letter Evaluations 
High Low 

Load 
Low 

Relative Name Letter Evaluations 
High Low 

Positive traits .89 .79 76 .81 
Neutral traits 56 .59 .55 .65 
Negative traits 11 .15 .20 .26 
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Trait Endorsements 

As in Study 2.3, trait endorsements were converted to proportion scores for each trait 

type. A 2 (cognitive load: high vs. low) X 2 (relative name letter evaluations: high vs. low) X 3 

(trait type: positive, negative, and neutral) mixed-model ANOVA with repeated measures on 

the third factor did not reveal the predicted three-way interaction between cognitive load, 

name letter evaluations, and trait type, F < 1. However, given the specificity of our hypotheses, 

we proceeded by analyzing the results separately for each trait type. First, the proportions of 

positive trait endorsements were analyzed in a 2 (cognitive load: high vs. low) X 2 (relative 

name letter evaluations: high vs. low) between-subjects ANOVA. Relevant means are displayed 

in Table 3. The analysis showed that participants under high cognitive load endorsed 

somewhat more positive traits than participants under low cognitive load, F (1,46) = 3.64,/» = 

.06 (Λί = .84 vs. M = .79). In addition, the predicted interaction between cognitive load and 

relative name letter evaluations emerged, F (1,46) = 6.55, p < .02. Simple effects analysis 

showed that relative name letter evaluations were predictive of the proportion of positive trait 

endorsements for participants under high cognitive load, F (1,46) = 5.24, p < .03, but not for 

participants under low cognitive load , F (1,46) < 1.10. Another way to interpret this 

interaction is to note that high cognitive load increased the number of positive trait 

endorsements among participants with high name letter evaluations, F (1,46) = 15.04, p < 

.005, but not among participants with low name letter evaluations, F (1,46) < 1. 

Second, the proportions of negative trait endorsements were analyzed in a 2 

(cognitive load: high vs. low) X 2 (relative name letter evaluations: high vs. low) between-

subjects ANOVA. This analysis showed that negative traits were endorsed less frequendy by 

participants under high cognitive load than by participants under low cognitive load, F (1,46) = 

3.98,/) < .055, (Λί = .13 vs. M = .24). However, there was no hint of an interaction between 

cognitive load and name letter evaluations, F (1,46) < 1. Third, parallel analyses using neutral 

trait endorsements as a dependent variable yielded no significant results, all p's > .15. 

To investigate the specificity of our findings, we conducted the same analyses as 

described above, only this time substituting no-name letter evaluations for relative name letter 

evaluations. None of the effects involving no-name letter evaluations was significant, ally's > 

.20, suggesting that our findings were indeed specific to evaluations of self-associated stimuli. 

Finally, analogous regression analyses using relative name letter evaluations as a continuous 

variable yielded highly similar results. 

Discussion 

The pattern of findings in Study 2.4 again confirmed our predictions: implicit self-

esteem, i.e., relative liking for name letters, was predictive of positive self-evaluations under 

high cognitive load, but not under low cognitive load. As such, these findings are a conceptual 

replication of Study 2.3, which used naturally occurring variations in speed of self-evaluation to 

operationalize processing capacity. Taken together, the results of Study 2.3 and 2.4 provide 

converging support for the idea that congruence between implicit and explicit self-esteem 

becomes stronger when the capaaty to engage in deliberative self-reflection is undermined. 
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Just as in Study 2.3, scarcity of processing resources was assoaated with a general 
increase in self-positmty Our findings m Study 2 4 thus offer further support for previous 
research that automatic self-evaluation is generally more positive than the controlled evaluation 
of self (Paulhus, 1993, Swann et al, 1990) Also parallelling the results of Study 2 3, the 
positmty effect was qualified by participants' level of implicit self-esteem. That is, cognitive 
load increased positivity of explicit self-evaluations for participants with high implicit self-
esteem, but not for participants with low implicit self esteem Thus, the positivity effect was 
again restricted to participants who felt good about themselves on an implicit level. 

Although our predictions were clearly confirmed for positive self-evaluations, results 
on negative self evaluations were more ambiguous As in previous studies (Paulhus et al., 
1988), cognitive load caused self-evaluations to become less negative However, the predicted 
interaction between implicit self-esteem and cognitive load was not obtained It is possible 
that our selection of negative traits possessed certain idiosyncratic features Alternatively, and 
on a more theoretical level, our findings might reflect a basic asymmetry between positive and 
negative evaluations Previous work suggests that positive and negative evaluations may reflect 
partially independent psychological systems (Caaoppo & Bemtson, 1994, Taylor, 1991, 
Watson & Tellegen, 1985). In this regard, it is interesting to note that overevaluation of name 
letters is typically much more robust when it is measured in positive terms (i e , "How much do 
you like these letters'·") than when it is measured in negative terms (i.e, "How much do you 
dislike these letters?"; Nuttin, 1987) Moreover, the most common form of implicit self-esteem 
appears to be enhancement of self-associated attributes rather deprecation of self-dissociated 
attnbutes (Greenwald & Bana)i, 1995). Accordingly, it may be that implicit self-esteem is most 
strongly related to a positive evaluative system Pending further investigation, however, this 
suggestion must remain speculative 

General Discussion 

In the present research, we sought to identify some of the links between implicit self-
esteem phenomena and the automatic self. Previous work has shown that the automatic self is 
highly positive (Paulhus,!993; Swann et al., 1990). In line with this, four separate studies found 
evidence for exaggerated name letter liking, confirming that implicit self-esteem is generally 
positive (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). The automatic self has further been descnbed as the 
highly practiced self (Paulhus, 1993), implying a certain amount of stability over time 
Supporting this, Study 2.1 showed that enhanced name letter liking is temporally stable, at least 
across a four-week penod. The automatic self has also been descnbed as occumng without 
deliberative thought (Paulhus, 1993) Consistent with this, Study 2.2 showed that bias for self-
associated stimuli becomes inhibited when people are induced to respond in a deliberative 
manner. Finally, the automatic self has been known to emerge when people are giving mindless 
selfreports or are undergoing stress (Paulhus, 1993). In agreement with this, Studies 2 3 and 2 4 
found that implicit self-evaluations only correspond to reported self-evaluations when people 
lack the time or the cognitive resources to engage in deliberative self-reflection Taken 
together, these findings support the notion that implicit self-esteem constitutes an integral part 
of the automatic self. 
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By linking implicit self-esteem to the automatic self, the present research adds to the 
growing support for automaticity in self-evaluation (Baldwin, Canell, & Lopez, 1990, Brown, 
1993, Epstem & Morling, 1995; Gilbert, Giesler, & Moms, 1995, Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, 
Leary & Downs, 1995). As such, classic notions of self-evaluation as a process of effortftilly 
peering inward may be in need of revision Indeed, when conscious attention is directed 
elsewhere, people's more implicit, automatic self-evaluations may be activated Although these 
self-evaluations may be expenenced as vague and irrational, this does not prevent automatic 
self-evaluations from exerting an important influence on people's thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors. In particular, they may lead people to be biased towards objects or person that has 
become associated with themselves (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), no matter how tnvial these 
objects or persons are And even beyond that, implicit self-evaluations may influence the 
subjective expenence of the self when people are not actively engaging in self-reflective 
thought 

It is important to note that we do not suggest that conscious self-reflection never 
influences people's self-evaluations. To the contrary, the current analysis suggests that 
consaous self-reflection may exert a profound influence on the self-evaluation process. 
Specifically, Study 2 2 showed that introspective efforts may dilute implicit self-esteem m 
evaluations of self-assoaated stimuli, even when people are unaware of the influence which 
then unphat self-esteem exerts on their judgments. Furthermore, Studies 2.3 and 2 4 found a 
dissociation between unphat and exphat self-evaluations tinder circumstances that permitted 
deliberative processing Although these latter studies did not obtain direct measures of the 
operation of consaous self-reflection, research by Swann, Hixon, and their colleagues has 
illuminated these processes In particular, their work has shown that during consaous 
reflection, self judges may effortfully retrieve speafic self-conceptions from memory (Swann et 
al., 1990), and thus cause self-evaluations to sample from the neh knowledge base of 
autobiographic memory (Andersen, Glassman, & Gold, 1998; Hixon & Swann, 1993) Thus, 
we may speculate that during consaous self-reflection, people may access a more inclusive 
selection of information about the self which subsequently dilutes their unphat self-evaluations 
that are chronically accessible. The findings of Study 2.2 fit this notion, by demonstrating that 
exphat knowledge can serve to dilute the influence of unphat self-evaluations in judgements 
of self-assoaated stimuli 

We are inclined to regard dilution processes as the main cause of dissoaations 
between unphat and exphat self-evaluations This is because dilution requires few 
preconditions other than that judges are able to include evaluative knowledge into their 
judgments which goes beyond their initial (and more unphat) self-evaluations Dilution 
processes thus qualify as a relatively "automatic" form of deliberative overriding, which may 
unfold already within a single second (Murphy & Zajonc, 1993). However, dilution is by no 
means the only potential source of dissoaations between unphat and exphat self-evaluations. 
In their model of dual attitudes, Wilson et al (2000) argued that dissociations between unphat 
and exphat evaluations may occur when people correct for their unphat evaluations, when 
they seek to repress them, or when unphat and exphat evaluations function completely 
independent of each other. In principle, each of these mechanisms may be apphcable to the 
self-evaluation process For instance, a person might correct her highly positive unphat self-
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evaluations when she feels that the situation calls for modesty (Tice, Buder, Muraven, & 
Stillwell, 1995) Alternatively, a person might resort to repression when implicit self-evaluauons 
are predominantly negative or otherwise threatening (Baumeister & Cairns, 1992, Paulhus, 
Fndhandler, & Hayes, 1997) Finally, it is possible that certain implicit self evaluations have 
become so much automated that they are never consciously expenenced Further studying 
these possible sources of dissociations between implicit and explicit self evaluations provides 
an important avenue for future research 

Interestingly, the issue of how implicit and explicit self evaluations come to be 
dissociated has important implications for how such dissociations are interpreted In as far as 
such dissociations result from repression, they may be interpreted as signs of psychological 
conflict, or even as symptomatic of a personahty disorder In as far as dissociations result from 
correction, dissociations may point to the presence of socially undesirable self-evaluations (e g , 
excessive egotism) Finally, in as far as dissociations result from functional independence or 
dilution processes, dissociations may be seen as a natural outcome of the way the self system is 
designed Given these various alternative interpretations of such dissociations, it makes little 
sense to brand dissociations between implicit and explicit self-evaluauons as "abnormal" or 
"biased" At least for the time being, it seems more useful to approach implicit and explicit 
self-esteem without making a pnon assumptions regarding the functionality of speafic 
configurations of the different types of self-evaluation 

Limitations and Future Perspectives 

The present research relied mainly on the assessment of overevaluatìon of name 
letters as an indicator of implicit self esteem Our decision to use this measure was deliberate, 
because overevaluatìon of name letters is currendy one of the most well documented forms of 
implicit self esteem (Hoorens, 1993, Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 1985, 1987, Pelham 
et al, 2000) The convergent validity of name letter evaluations as a measure of implicit self-
esteem was further bolstered by the current findings that this measure is meaningfully related 
to explicit self-esteem and to an alternative measure of implicit self-esteem, ι e , overevaluatìon 
of birth date numbers (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) Nevertheless, extending the current 
findings to alternative measures of implicit self-evaluation would be highly desirable 

Although the measurement of implicit self-evaluation is still in its infancy, useful 
methodologies are increasingly becoming available One promising new paradigm is the 
Implicit Association Test (IAT, Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwarz, 1998) The IAT can be 
adapted to the study of implicit self-evaluation by examining how well pamapants are able to 
pair words related to self or others with pleasant or unpleasant words (Famham, Greenwald, & 
Banaji, in press) Additional measures have been pioneered by Pelham, Hetts, and their 
colleagues (Hetts, Sakuma, & Pelham, 1999, Pelham & Hetts, 1999) In their studies, 
participants are first pruned with identity related words ( eg , I, me) or sentences ( eg , I am 
very sensitive to my inner thoughts and feelings), after which accessibility of positive and 
negative evaluations is assessed Using this logic, both word completion and reaction time 
measures have been shown to posses impressive predictive validity (cf Hetts et al, 1999, 
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Pelham & Hetts, 1999) Together, these methodologies offer new and flexible ways to 
investigate impbat self-evaluation 

Alternative methodologies such as the IAT and wordstem completion measures rely 
on self-related words to prime imphat self-evaluations, and thus capitalize on imphat self 
evaluations operating at the whole-word level In contrast, the name letter measure delves into 
imphat self-evaluations at the subword level, by relying on responses to isolated name letters 
Accordingly, the name letter measure may tap into somewhat more primitive imphat self 
evaluations than imphat measures that presume whole word analysis (Abrams & Greenwald, 
in press) Nevertheless, the results obtained with whole-word measures of imphat self-esteem 
are generally consistent with the current framework In particular, lATs, reaction time and 
wordstem completion measures of imphat self-evaluation have shown low congruence with 
explicit self-evaluation (Famham et al, in press, Hetts et al , 1999, Pelham & Hetts, 1999) 
Considering that these studies obtained measures of explicit self esteem under conditions that 
allowed for dehberative self evaluation, these findings corroborate a key finding in the current 
research In addition, Hetts at al (1999) found evidence that immigrants' implicit self-
evaluations may remain consistent with the norms of their native countries even after years of 
living in a new country, which is consistent with the presumed temporal stability of imphat 
self-esteem Finally, Pelham and Hetts (1999) found that birth order (i e , being a first-bom 
son) and being bom in close proximity to a holiday (i e , Christmas) are systematically related to 
imphat self esteem The latter findings are consistent with our theorizing that implicit self-
evaluations are habituahzed forms of self-evaluation that may be acquired relatively early in life 

Even if imphat self-esteem may be formed early m life, this does not preclude that 
imphat self-esteem cannot be responsive to changes in the immediate situation Indeed, recent 
research has identified several circumstances that can influence imphat self-esteem on a 
momentary basis One recent study found that bias in name letter evaluations is absent upon 
receiving failure feedback on an alleged IQ test, and reemerges after subsequent affirmation of 
a personally important value (Koole, Smeets, van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999) Another 
relevant set of studies found that participants showed decreased first name letter evaluations 
following reminders of personal death (Koole, Dechesne, & van Knippenberg, 2000), a 
manipulation that presumably arouses feelings of threat to the self (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 
Solomon, 1999, Tesser, Martin, & Cornell, 1996) Additional support for the malleability of 
imphat self-esteem was reported by Pelham and Hetts (1999), who found that implicit self-
esteem may be affected by recent affective experiences, such as graduating from college or 
reflecting on a negative life event Overall, it appears that imphat self-esteem may be 
influenced by impactful affective experiences that are relevant to self (see Woike, 1995, for an 
interesting parallel in the area of imphat motivation) To explain how imphat self-esteem can 
be both durable and malleable, Pelham and Hetts (1999) suggested that imphat self-esteem 
may be highly résilient or "rubbery" Like a rubber toy, imphat self-esteem may be affected by 
immediate pressures in the environment, but return to its original state when these pressures 
are removed The hypothesized resilience of imphat self-esteem is consistent with Wilson et 
al 's (2000) model of dual attitudes, which states that imphat evaluations are like old habits, 
which only change after prolonged practice Understanding the factors that cause long-term 
change in implicit self-evaluations provides a major challenge for future research 
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Concluding Thoughts 

People are often suxpnsmgly partial when it comes to evaluating persons or objects 

that are in some way connected with self The present studies suggest that the psychological 

significance of such signs of implicit self esteem goes beyond their mere entertainment value 

Indeed, implicit self-esteem phenomena appear linked to people's automatic self-evaluations, 

self-evaluations that are most likely to emerge when people are giving mindless self-reports or 

are undergoing stress Consequently, displays of implicit self esteem may betray feelings of 

self-affection that often remain hidden from even the self judge's own inward gaze 

Endnotes 

1 Some recent research suggests that depnving people of cognitive resources does not always induce 
people to provide more favorable self evaluations Specifically, Kruger (1999) recently found that 
cognitive load amplified positmty in self evaluation in domains in which absolute skills tend to be high, 
whereas cognitive load reduced positmty in self evaluation in domains in which absolute skills tend to be 
low In agreement with Kruger (1999), we do not regard these findings as inconsistent with the existence 
of automatic self-enhancement First, Kruger's (1999) analysis is only applicable to comparative ability 
judgments The computational complexity of comparative judgments is markedly higher than that of 
absolute judgments, so that the former may be less subject to automatic self-enhancement tendencies 
than the latter Second, domains in which people's personal skills are low also tend to be low in personal 
importance (Pelham & Swann, 1989) Accordingly, the type of explicit self-evaluation studied by Kruger 
(1999) may have possessed too little relevance to the self to arouse the self-enhancement moUve (Pelham, 
1991) Finally, the current account does not preclude that cognitive load amphfies self-enhancement 
tendencies more strongly among some individuals than others Indeed, as we will argue later on, the 
effects of cognitive load on explicit self-evaluation may vary meaningfully between individuals with 
different levels of implicit self-esteem 

2 Because the Kitayama and Karasawa method corrects for group liking scores, it might lead to an 
underestimation of name letter bias for participants with well-liked name letters, and to an overesamation 
of name letter bias for participants with unpopular name letters However, several considerations make it 
unlikely that differential popularity of name letters was a strong influence in the current findings First, 
when we examine group liking scores across our studies, we find that group liking scores generally did 
not display many extreme values For instance, in Study 2 1, group liking scores varied between 4 1 and 
6 6 on a 9 pomt scale, with the mean value being 4 88 Mean group liking scores in the other studies 
similarly hovered around the conceptual midpoint of the scale This lack of extreme values may reflect 
the fact that letters are intrinsically neutral stimuli (at least, when they are not part of a person's name) In 
addition, group liking scores represent an average of the evaluations by people who do not have the 
relevant letter in their names This procedure causes any idiosyncraaes (and hence, extreme values) in 
letter evaluations to be averaged out In sum, the occurrance of extreme group liking scores appears to 
have been quite low in our research Second, our name letter measure contained multiple name letters for 
each participant With these multiple measurements, chances become reduced that particular letters were 
overrepresented among our sample Thus, the influence of extreme group liking scores was further 
minimized in our studies Third, the potential influence of extreme group liking scores would have 
resulted in less power in the current research As such, it cannot account for any theoretically meaningful 
relationships that were uncovered in our research 
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3 In the literature on name letter liking, there has been some debate on the question whether the 
phenomenon occurs for every name letter, or whether it is restricted to minai name letters (Johnson, 
1986, cited in Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nuttin, 1987; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997). In addition, some 
studies have found differences in overevaluation of first names and family names (Kitayama & Karasawa, 
1997). To examine these issues, we computed overevaluation of initial letters and remaining letters 
separately for first names and family names for all participants of the four studies reported in this article 
(participants in the reasons condition in Study 2.2 were excluded from this analysis). Subsequent analyses 
revealed that overevaluation of initial letters was much stronger than overevaluation of remaining letters. 
In addition, overevaluation of first names was somewhat stronger than overevaluation of family names. 
Nevertheless, all types of name letters were reliably overevaluated, all p's < .001. In addition, 
overevaluation of the four types of was intercorrelated (Cronbach's alphas for the three studies in this 
article were between .56 and .70) Moreover, the main results reported in this article did not vary 
systematically as a function of name letter type. In light of these results, wc are inclined to agree with 
Nuttm's (1987) assertion that overevaluation of the different types of name letters is driven by the same 
underlying processes, i.e., implicit affection for self. We therefore report only the results for general 
overevaluation of name letters in the main body of this article. 

4 During this questionnaire study, participants answered a Dutch translation of the Rational-Expenential 
Inventory (REI). The REI consists of two unipolar scales. One scale, consisting of 19 items from the 
Need For Cognition (NFC) scale, measures the tendency to engage in rational thinking. This scale 
includes items like "I would prefer complex to simple problems". The other scale, consisting of 12 items 
from the Faith in Intuition (FI) scale, measures the tendency to engage in experiential thinking. This scale 
includes items like "I believe m trusting my hunches". The items appeared in a random order on the 
computer screen, and were scored on 11 -point scales (1 = ttisagrte complete^, 11= agte complete^). Previous 
research has shown that the NFC and FI scales of the REI are valid instruments in assessing individual 
differences in analytical-rational and intuiüve-experiential thinking styles (Epstein, Pacini, Denes-Raj & 
Heier, 1996). Although the NFC and FI scales had adequate reliabilities (their respective alpha's were .89 
and .70), subsequent analyses did not reveal any significant effects. These scales were hence excluded 
from the analyses reported in the main body of this article. 

5 In both Studies 2.3 and 2.4, relative name letter evaluations were also analyzed as a continuous variable 
m a series of regression analyses. The results of these analyses strongly converged with the ANOVA 
results reported in the main text of this article. Specifically, m Study 2.3, the caricai interaction between 
relative name letter evaluations and response time was significant atyi'= -.23, t = -2.37, p < .03. In Study 
2.4, the critical interaction between relative name letter evaluations and cognitive load was significant at β 
— .10, t = 2.09, p < .05. Thus, our findings did not depend on the specific analytic strategy that was 
followed. 



CHAPTERS 

The Sting of Death: 

Evidence That Reminders of Mortality 

Undermine Implicit Self-Esteem* 

People's advanced intellectual abilities allow them to reflect on the fimtude of human 

existence. The ability to foresee possible death is generally adaptive, enabling people to 

anticipate and avert potentially dangerous situations (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 

1998; Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). However, the same cognitive abilities that enhance 

people's chances for survival also cause them to realÌ2e that everyone, including themselves, 

will inevitably pensh. People must therefore come to terms with the knowledge of their 

vulnerabilities and the inevitability of their own death (Bakan, 1971; Becker, 1973; 

Kastenbaum, 1992; Lifton, 1973,1979). 

Several theorists have argued that the key to successful coping with the problem of 

death lies in constructively dealing with the feelings that arise from the knowledge of own 

mortality (Mikulincer, Florian, & Tolmacz, 1990; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). 

It therefore seems important to understand the role of affect in the psychological encounter 

with death. In this article, we arm to shed more light on this issue. In the following paragraphs, 

we begin by discussing the interplay between conscious and unconsuous processes in the 

affect that is aroused by death ideation. Next, we consider how the affective impact of death 

thoughts may be mediated by the experience of threat to the self. Finally, we report a senes of 

experiments that were designed to test our theoretical analysis. 

The Implicit Operation of Terror 

It seems hard to deny that the prospect of one's own death is psychologically 

threatening. After all, personal death entails a wide range of horrifying events, including the 

loss of all sensation, thought, and action, decomposition of the body, and becoming separated 

from one's friends and family (cf. Florian & Kravetz, 1983). Moreover, whereas one may 

entertain some hopes of averting any other imaginable aversive event, death is the inevitable 

fate of every living organism. Consistent with this, contemporary theonsts have approached 

concerns with death as a significant characteristic of human experience (Flonan & Kravetz, 

1983; Mikulincer et al., 1990; Solomon et al., 1991). For instance, Baumeister and Leary (1995, 

p. 507) state that death concerns may bnng about "perhaps the strongest emotional reactions 

This chapter is based on Koole, S.L. Dechesne, M., van Knippenberg, Α., & Hoorens, V. (2000). The 
sttng of death: Evidence that mrnnders ofmortahty undermtm imphat self-esteem. Under review. 
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human beings expenence". In a related vein. Terror Management Theory (TMT), argues that 
the "awareness of the inevitability of death in an animal instinctively programmed for self-
preservation" creates "the potential for paralyzing terror" (Greenberg, Solomon, & 
Pyszczynski, 1997, p. 64). Surprisingly, however, relevant research has yielded very little direct 
evidence that death-related thought is indeed capable of eliciting any affective response. In 
particular, several dozens of experiments have shown that people typically do not express 
changes in aversive affect or reductions in self-esteem in response to verbal reminders of death 
(e.g.. Greenberg, Solomon, et al., 1992; Greenberg et al., 1997) Taken together, these findings 
seemingly contradict the idea that death concerns constitute a powerful source of aversive 
emotion. 

Does the knowledge of own mortahty really leave people cold' As already noted, this 
seems both intuitively and theoretically implausible Moreover, there is a great deal of indirect 
evidence that verbal death cues elicit psychological threat Indeed, numerous studies have 
documented how people come to behave in a highly defensive manner upon being reminded 
of death (see Greenberg et al., 1997, for a recent review). Such findings suggest that people, in 
spite of their verbal claims to the contrary, are deeply concerned about the problem of death 
Thus, it appears that some psychological mechanism keeps people from expressing the feelings 
that death thoughts arouse in them In line with this, terror management theonsts have argued 
that existential concerns often operate outside of phenomenal awareness (Solomon et al., 1991; 
Greenberg et al., 1997; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999). As it turns out, several 
factors may conspire against the validity of self-ascnbed expenence of the psychological threat 
of death. First, people may actively suppress the feelings of threat that are caused by the 
knowledge of own mortality (cf. Wegner, 1994) For instance, Mikulincer et al. (1990), found 
that avoidandy attached individuals simultaneously display relatively low levels of explicit fear 
of death and high levels of implicit fear of death (as indicated on a projective measure). In a 
related vein, self-reported fear of death has been found to correlate negatively with defensive 
reactions to death reminders (Flonan & Mikulincer, 1998; Greenberg et al., 1995). These and 
similar findings imply that at least some people may be so overwhelmed by the knowledge of 
own mortality that they actively seek to avoid its associated affect. 

Another potential threat to the validity of self-reporting is that people may possess 
only very limited introspective access to their expenence of the psychological threat of death 
(Pyszczynski et al., 1999). At a general level, the notion of unconscious processing of affective 
information is highly compatible with an accumulation of findings m social and experimental 
psychology (cf., Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Epstein, 1994, Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Westen, 
1998; Zajonc, 1998). Most relevant to the present discussion, recent investigations have 
uncovered evidence for unconscious processing of death-related information One important 
set of experiments has found that even sublimmally presented words that are related to death 
can induce defensive responding (Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1997) Other 
research has shown that death reminders pnmanly increase defensiveness when the resulting 
death-related thoughts are highly accessible but outside of focal awareness (Greenberg, 
Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Breus, 1994). In a related vein, Simon et al. (1997) demonstrated that 
death reminders only lead to defensive behavior when people were made to rely on their 
spontaneous, gut-level reactions. Instructions to respond rationally were found to inhibit any 
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form of defensiveness. The latter findings suggest that affect associated with the knowledge of 

own mortality may be inaccessible to more reasoned, and presumably more conscious, forms 

of thinking Taken together, these recent findings have profound implications for the validity 

of self-reporting in coping with the problem of death To the extent that the affective impact 

of death reminders is processed unconsciously, people may fail to accurately report on it even 

when they are not actively trying to suppress their feelings. 

In sum, there are several reasons to assume that people's ability to report on the 

feelings that the knowledge of their own mortality instills in them is subject to severe 

limitations. This is not to say, of course, that people never consciously expenence any affective 

response to death-related thought. Indeed, some studies using highly graphic depictions of 

death-related images have been successful in finding evidence that death-related thought can 

produce increases in consciously expenenced negative affect (Greenberg, Solomon, et al, 

1992). However, it does appear that, for vanous reasons, consaous expenence often 

underestimates the magnitude of the affective impact of death-related thought Consequendy, 

tapping into the feelings aroused by death-related thought may require the use of indirect or 

implicit measures, that "neither inform the subject of what is being assessed nor request self-

reporting concerning it" (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, ρ 5). 

Personal Death and the Symbolic Self: 

Why It Hurts to Know That You Will Die 

Now that we have gained a better understanding of how the affective impact of death 

ideation is processed, we may more closely consider the issue why death ideation should elicit a 

significant affective response. TMT, currently one of the most systematic approaches to the 

problem of death, posits that death anxiety anses from the juxtaposition of an instinctive desire 

for self-preservation with awareness of the self and its vulnerabilities (Greenberg et al., 1997) 

In agreement with this, reminders of death have been found to produce defensive reactions 

only to the extent to which they refer to the person's own death (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

Solomon, Simon, & Breus, 1994; Nelson, Moore, Olivetti, & Scott, 1996) 

The genesis of death anxiety may thus be traced to people's capacity to become 

exphady aware of their own existence (Greenberg et al., 1997; Pyszczynski et al, 1998) As 

soon as someone explicitly comes to realize that he or she exists, the person may be forced to 

acknowledge the possibility that his or her existence will sooner or later come to an end. In 

cognitive terms, such existential pondetmgs involve the operation of some highly complex 

forms of mental processing. At a minimum, the person must be capable of constructing a 

mental representation of his or her current and future selves (Greenberg et al., 1997, Markus & 

Nunus, 1986). The occurrance of prospective death anxiety thus presumes the existence of a 

relatively sophisticated mental representation of the self, or a symbolic self (Pyszczynski et al., 

1998; Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). The symbolic self, however, is more than a collection of 

the individual's self-knowledge. The symbolic self also serves important self-regulatory 

functions by providing standards for the regulation of the individual's actions, thoughts, and 

feelings (Carver & Scheler, 1981; Higgrns, 1987, 1996; Koole & Sedikides, 2000; Markus & 

Nunus, 1986; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981; Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). As such, the symbolic 

self is strongly associated with the expenence of affect, both in terms of its structure (Higgins, 
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1987, Linvüle, 1985) and its dynamic functioning (Brown, 1993, Leary & Downs, 1995, Tesser, 
Pilkington, & Mcintosh, 1989, Koole, Smeets, van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999). 
Consequendy, the symbolic self may not only enable the individual to ponder personal death, 
but it may also mediate the psychological threat that is engendered by such death ideation. 

Personal death is accompanied by the loss of numerous sources of value of the 
symbolic self These include decay of the body (Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 
Solomon, in press), the irreversible severing of interpersonal ües (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), 
and the disruption of one's pursuits of personal goals (Florian & Kravetz, 1983; Mikulincer, et 
al, 1990) Accordingly, the prospect of personal death constitutes a threat to core self-beliefs 
that one is intrinsically attractive, loved, and competent. Moreover, the individual may realize 
that personal death may occur tragically and unexpectedly (Greenberg et al, 1997) and feel 
uncertain about what will happen to her or him in the hereafter (Ronan & Kravetz, 1983, 
Mikulincer, Flonan, & Kravetz, 1990) The resulting sense of fragility and ignorance may 
undermine the individual's efficacy beliefs, which constitute another important source of 
positive self-esteem (Steele, 1988, Taylor & Brown, 1988) For these and related reasons, death 
ideation is likely to constitute a threat to the individual's feelings about the self as "an object of 
primary value" (Becker, 1962, p. 97) Consequently, cues that activate thoughts of one's 
personal death may lead to feelings of lowered self-worth. 

It should be noted that our reasoning that death thoughts can produce feelings of ego 
threat is in many ways compatible with the aforementioned accounts which argue that death 
thoughts produce more general aversive emotions like fear and anxiety (e g , Greenberg et al., 
1997). This is because ego threat is typically accompanied by both reductions in self-evaluation 
and more general unpleasant feelings (cf Baumeister, 1996; Heatherton & Pohvy, 1991; Tesser 
Martin, & Cornell, 1996) Nevertheless, to the extent that death thoughts give nse to ego 
threat, reductions in self-evaluation may predominate in the affective impact of death-related 
ideation (cf. Heatherton & Pohvy, 1991) As preliminary empirical support for the notion that 
death thoughts are threatening to self-esteem, past research has shown that renunders of death 
amplify the tendency to enhance the symbolic self (Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 
Solomon, 1999, Taubman Ben-An, Flonan, & Mikulincer, 1999), and that increases in self-
esteem reduce defensive responding following exposure to death reminders (Harmon-Jones et 
al., 1997) Given that these findings parallel the effects of other forms of ego threat (see e.g., 
Steele, 1988; Tesser & Cornell, 1991), these findings are consistent with the notion that death 
concerns represent a threat to the intrinsic value of the symbolic self 

Overview of the Present Research 

In the present research, we sought to gain more insight into the affective 
consequences of death-related thought. In view of the foregoing discussion, we predicted that 
verbal reminders of death would lead to a) reductions in self-esteem, and b) increases in 
general unpleasant affect, because self esteem threat also tends to produce more general 
aversive emotion (e.g., Baumeister, 1996) Moreover, given the presumed implicit nature of 
these processes, we predicted that the affective consequences of verbal death cues would be 
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more apparent in people's implicit affective responses than in their explicit or self-reported 

affective states 

STUDY 3.1a 

Our first study was designed to examine the affective consequences of verbal 
reminders of death across both implicit and explicit measures To assess explicit affect, we 
relied on conventional measures of self-reported affect (Watson, Clark, and Tellegen, 1988) 
Unfortunately, researchers have not yet converged on a common standard for assessing 
implicit affect and self-esteem (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) Nonetheless, there exist some well-
established phenomena that may be useful in the assessment of implicit self-esteem In relevant 
research, implicit self-esteem is typically inferred from people's evaluations of self-associated 
stimuli (eg , Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, cf Greenwald & Banaji, 1995) Because people's 
attitudes towards themselves are generally positive (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989, Taylor 
& Brown, 1988), implicit self-esteem generally takes the form of a bias for self-associated 
stimuli Presumably, such egocentric biases anse because people's unconscious held self 
affections exert a positive influence their assessment of stimuli that bear a connection with self 

To obtain an indicator of implicit self-esteem, we measured people's evaluations of 
their own name letters Affective bias for own name letters ranks among the most well-
documented forms of implicit self-esteem (eg, Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 1985, 
1987, cf Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Hoorens, 1990) Attesting to the implicit nature of 
enhanced liking for name letters, this bias is even apparent when name letters are presented 
separately and in scrambled order among the other letters of the alphabet (e g , Nuttin, 1985), 
and when people have no awareness of displaying a preference for name letters (Nuttin, 1985, 
1987) Moreover, a positive bias for name letters cannot be reduced to methodological artifacts 
(Nuttin, 1985, 1987), cultural-linguistic idiosyncracies (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Nuttin, 
1987, Hoorens, Nuttin, Erdélyi Herman, & Pavakuhn, 1990), or more frequent exposure to 
name letters than to no name letters (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995, Hoorens & Nuttin, 1993, 
Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997) Recent research in our laboratory has confirmed that there exists 
meaningful variance in people's name letter evaluations by showing that name letter 
evaluations are susceptible to situational variations in self-esteem (Koole, Smeets, van 
Kmppenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999), and show convergent vahdity with other forms of implicit 
self esteem (Koole, Dijksterhuis, & van Kmppenberg, m press) In light of these findings, 
overevaluation of name letters qualifies as a valid measure of implicit self-esteem 

Previous research on name letter evaluations suggests that not all name letters are 
equally revealing of implicit self-esteem Indeed, one consistent finding has been that a more 
reliable implicit self-esteem effect occurs for first name letters than for family name letters 
(Hoorens, 1993, Nuttin, 1985, 1987) Such findings imply that first name letters may be more 
closely associated with the individual self, whereas family name letters are presumably more 
associated with the collective self The importance of this distinction is supported by Hetts, 
Sakuma, & Pelham (1999), who found evidence that implicit self-esteem effects showed 
systematic variation across stimuli that were assoaated with the individual self and stimuli that 
were assoaated with the collective self Given that the current analysis presumes that death 
reminders pnmanly represent a threat to the individual self, the strongest effects were expected 
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to obtain on a measure of individual self-esteem. Consequently, we deaded to restrict our 
measure of implicit self-esteem to evaluations of first name letters'. Empmcally, this decision 
seemed appropriate because preliminary analyses revealed that effects of death reminders were 
much weaker on family name letter évaluations than on first name letter evaluations 
throughout the three studies reported in this article. Moreover, any effects obtained on family 
name letter evaluations turned out to be mediated by our measure of general implicit affect 
(which is discussed below), implying that family name letter evaluations contained no 
additional information beyond general implicit affect Taken together, both conceptual and 
empirical reasons led us to focus on first name letter evaluations as a measure of (individua]) 
implicit self-esteem 

As noted previously, several theorists have argued that death cues might arouse 
general implicit feelings of fear and anxiety (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1997) Moreover, 
manipulations of ego-threat often give rise to general unpleasant affect, besides causing 
reductions in self-esteem (Baumeister, 1996). Thus, it seemed important to obtain a measure of 
general implicit affect. Previous work has shown that people's implicit affective response may 
systematically bias their evaluations of normaüvely neutral stimuli (e.g., Edwards, 1990, Hass, 
Katz, Rizzo, Bailey, & Moore, 1992; Krosmck, Betz, Jussim, & Lynn, 1992; Murphy & Zajonc, 
1993; Murphy, Monahan, & Zajonc, 1995; Niedenthal, 1990; see also Greenwald & Banaji, 
1995) For example. Murphy and Zajonc (1993) found that subliminal exposure to smiling 
versus scowling faces led participants to judge subsequent Chines ideographs more positively 
or negatively, respectively Consequently, the occurrance of general unpleasant affect may be 
revealed through lower ratings of neutral stimuli, such as no-name letters. Accordingly, we 
used participants' evaluations of no-name letters as an indication of the extent to which 
reminders of death resulted in general unpleasant affect. To the extent that death cues merely 
lead to general unpleasant emotion, they should influence participants' evaluations of name 
letters and no-name letters to an equal degree To the extent that reminders of death give nse 
to more specific feelings of threat to the symbolic self, the impact of death cues might be 
stronger for evaluations of name letters than for evaluations of no-name letters 

In an exploratory vein, we also investigated the impact of reminders of death on a 
relatively novel measure of implicit self-esteem. Hoorens (1997, personal communication) 
found evidence that name letter evaluations are correlated with signature size. Thus, signature 
size might serve as an alternative measure of implicit self-esteem, one that is more related to 
nonverbal behavior (i.e., the occupation of personal space) We therefore reasoned that 
reminders of death might lead also to decreases in signature size. To test this hypothesis, we 
obtained a measure of participants' signature size at the end of the experimental session. In line 
with the findings by Hoorens (1997), we expected signature size to correlate positively with 
name letter evaluations. Moreover, we hypothesized that signature size would be sigiuficandy 
reduced by exposure to death cues. 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Sixty-five undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (31 male and 34 

female, average age 22) were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions: death 
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priming versus neutral pnmmg. Participants received 5 Dutch guilders (Dfl; approximately US 
$3) for participating. 

Procedure and Materials 
Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were escorted to individual cubicles, each 

containing an Apple Macintosh computer. They were informed that all the instructions would 
be administered via a computer program. After the experimenter left, participants started the 
program by pressing a button. 

The general procedure was closely modeled after previous investigations in the TMT 
literature (e.g.. Greenberg et al., 1990; Rosenblatt et al., 1989; Simon et al., 1997). Participants 
were told that the investigation would compnse a number of unrelated studies, and received a 
bnef instruction regarding the use of the computer. Participants then moved on to the first 
study, described as a research into personality. In this study, participants were asked to 
complete a series of questionnaires, which contained two filler personality measures followed 
by either the mortality salience or television-control treatment. The mortality salience 
manipulation was closely patterned after similar manipulations used in research testing TMT 
(e.g.. Greenberg, et al., 1990; Rosenblatt et al., 1989; Simon et al., 1997). It consisted of having 
participants respond to the following two open-ended questions: "Please describe briefly the 
emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in you" and "Please describe, as 
specifically as you can, what you think will happen to you once you have physically died." 
These questions appeared separately on the computer screen and participants were requested 
to type in their answers via the computer keyboard. In the control condition, parallel questions 
were asked concerning watching television, presumably an innocuous topic. 

After they had completed the pruning procedure, participants moved on to the 
second, purportedly unrelated, task. Participants were first explained that this study was 
concerned with people's aesthetic judgments of simple stimuli, i.e., letters. After Nuttin (1985), 
it was explained to them that they might not be accustomed to evaluating letters, but that 
previous research had shown that the study of these kinds of judgments can lead to a better 
understanding of certain aspects of human emotions. Participants were subsequendy asked to 
evaluate each letter of the alphabet on 5-pomt scales (1 = not at all beautiful, 5 = extremely 
beautiful). Letters of the alphabet appeared separately on screen and were presented in a 
random order. As in previous research (e.g., Nuttin, 1985), participants were encouraged to 
rely on their first, intuitive reactions towards the letters. 

Following the letter evaluation task, participants were asked to indicate the extent to 
which a series of positive and negative adjectives reflected their current mood. These ratings 
were made on scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). The items were drawn from 
the Positive And Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) that 
was translated in Dutch. The positive adjectives were attentive, interested, alert, excited, 
enthusiast, inspired, proud, determined, strong, and active. The negative adjectives were 
distressed, upset, hostile, irritable, scared, afraid, ashamed, guilty, and nervous. The mood 
adjectives appeared separately on screen and were presented in a random order. After rating 
their moods, participants were asked several general background questions and were requested 
to wnte down their full names and signatures on a consent form. Finally, participants were 
debnefed, paid, and dismissed. 
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Results 

Letter Evaluations 

Our measures of implicit self-esteem and implicit affect were deaved from 

participants' responses on the letter evaluation task. For each participant, we computed mean 

evaluations of first name letters and no-name letters. These measures conceptually represent 

implicit personal self-esteem and implicit positive affect, respectively The correlations between 

the different types of letter evaluations are displayed in Table 3.1 As can be seen in Table 3.1, 

the different types of letter evaluations were substantively intercorrelated, with correlations 

ranging between .43 and 58 

Table 3.1 Corrélations Between Evaluations of First Name Letters, No-Name Letters, Self-

Reported Affect, and Signature Slice (Study 3.1a) 

1. 2. 3 4 5. 

1. Fust Name Letters - .43** 

2 No-name Letters 

3 Self-Reported Positive Affect 

4 Self-reported Negative Affect 

5 Signature Si2e 

* ρ<Λ0. **ƒ><.01 

The different types of letter evaluations were submitted to a 2 (type of prime: death 

vs. neutral; between-subjects) X 2 (stimulus type: first name or no name; within-subjects) 

ANOVA. Relevant means are displayed in Table 3.2. This ANOVA revealed a main effect for 

mortality sahence, F (1, 63) = 10.20, p < .003, a main effect for stimulus type, F (1, 63) = 6.95, 

p < .02, and a nonsignificant interaction between mortahty sabence and Stimulus type, F (1, 

63) = 2.28, p = .136. The main effect for type of prime indicated that pamapants in the death 

prime condition evaluated both first name letters and no-name letters less favorably than 

pamapants in the neutral prune condition (Λί = 2.51 vs. M = 2.84). The main effect for 

stimulus type indicated that, overall, first name letters were generally evaluated more positively 

than no-name letters (Λί = 2.77 vs. M = 2.59). This supports a positive bias towards self-

associated letters, ie., an implicit self-esteem effect (Greenwald & Bana)i, 1995; Nuttin, 1985, 

1987). 

Table 3.2 Mean Letter Evaluations as a Function of Mortality Sahence and Letter Type (Study 

3Λα) 

Letter Type 

First Name No-Name 

Mortahty Sahent 2Ì56 Ϊ 4 8 

Control 2 98 2.70 
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Although the interaction between pome and stimulus type was nonsignificant, we 
conducted further tests to investigate whether the effects of death pnming were uniform 
across first name and no-name letters Separate one-way ANOVAs showed that death pnming 
produced a highly significant decrease in evaluations of first name letters, F (1, 63) = 10.25, p 
< .005 By companson, evaluations of no-name letters were much less affected by death 
pnming, but the effect did reach statistical sigmficance, F (1, 63) = 3.98,/) = .05. The effect of 
death pnming thus occurred reliably for both first name letters and no-name letters, although 
first name letters were more affected by death pruning than no-name letters. 

We further examined the difference in evaluations between first name letters and no-
name letters in each of the pruning conditions. This difference is of interest because, 
theoretically, the evaluative difference between self-associated and self-dissociated stimuli can 
be interpreted as implicit self-esteem (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). The difference between first 
name letter evaluations and no-name letter evaluations was significant in the neutral pnming 
condition, F (1, 31) = 5.82, p < .03 (M = 28) By contrast, the difference between first name 
letter evaluations and no-name letter evaluations was much smaller and nonsignificant in the 
death pnming condition, F (1, 32) = 1 13, ns (M = . 08). Thus, although implicit self-esteem 
was present in the neutral pruning condition, implicit self-esteem was absent in the death 
pruning condition. 

Given that evaluations of first name letters and no-name letters were correlated, it is 
important to determine to whether the obtained effects of death pnming were independent or 
overlapping First, parOaUing out the influence of no-name letter evaluations left the effect of 
death pnming on first name letter evaluations largely intact, F (1,62) = 6.47,/) < .02. Thus, the 
effect of death pnming on first name letter evaluations cannot be fully explained by 
corresponding vanaùons in no-name letters Second, parüalling out the influence of first name 
letter evaluations made the effect of death pruning on no-name letters much smaller and no 
longer significant, F (1,62) = .62, p = .44. Thus, it appears that the effect of death pnming on 
no-name letter evaluations was accounted for by corresponding variations in first name letter 
evaluations. 

Self-Reported Affect 
The PANAS subscales were first aggregated into separate sub scales for positive and 

negative affect (Cronbach's alphas were .80 and .70, respectively). A 2 (mortality salience high 
vs low, between-subjects) X 2 (valence: positive vs. negative affect; within-subjects) revealed 
no hint of an influence of mortality salience on affect, Fs < 1.10. Thus, explicit mood appeared 
to be unaffected by mortality salience. As can be seen in Table 3.1, self-reported positive affect 
was weakly correlated with no-name letter evaluations. However, subsequent analyses showed 
that the effect of mortality salience on no-name letter evaluations was not substantially weaker 
after controlling for variations in self-reported positive affect. This indicates that self-reported 
positive affect did not mediate the effects obtained on implicit measures. None of the other 
correlations between self-reported affect and the different types of letter evaluations was 
statistically reliable. 
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Signature Size 

As a further indicator of implicit self-esteem, the size of the signatures that 

participants had provided at the end of the experimental session was measured. Signature size 

was assessed by drawing the smallest possible rectangle around each signature, and measuring 

the length and width of each rectangle (after Hoorens, 1997) The resulting height and width 

were multiplied to yield an index of each partiapants' overall signature size. This index thus 

represents the surface (in square cm) of the smallest possible rectangle that could contain the 

signature. As can be seen in Table 3 1, participants' signature size was weakly correlated with 

first name letter evaluations, no-name letter evaluations, and self-reported positive affect 

Participants' signature sizes were subsequently submitted to a oneway (mortality salience high 

vs low, between-sub]ects) ANOVA. Because preliminary analyses had indicated substantial 

heterogeneity of variance, we first apphed a loglinear transformation to participants1 signature 

sizes For purposes of interpretabonal clarity, however, only the untransformed means are 

reported here The analysis showed that partiapants in the high mortahty salience condition 

had significantly smaller signatures than partiapants in the low mortality sahence condition, F 

(1, 63) = 4 98, ρ < 03 (M = 9 75 vs M = 16.38) 

Discussion 

The results of our first study provide evidence for impliat affective consequences of 

death reminders. As in previous studies, there was no evidence that death reminders affected 

self-reported affect More importandy, however, our results showed that death reminders led 

to a reduction in evaluations of first name letters. In addition, reminders of death also caused 

no-name letter evaluations to be evaluated less favorably. This indicates that reminders of 

death can also lead to a general decrease in positive affect Theoretically, this decrease in 

general affect may have resulted from affective spill-over caused by the ego-threatening impact 

of being reminded of death In support of this reasoning, the effect of death priming on 

general affect was mediated by corresponding vanaüons in impliat personal self-esteem Thus, 

the primary affective impact of death reminders appears to be a reduction in impliat self-

esteem 

Another noteworthy set of findings relates to the observed variations in signature 

size As in previous research, signature size was found to correlate positively with name letter 

evaluations (Hoorens, 1997). More importantly, signature size was also found to become 

smaller when partiapants were reminded of death To the extent that variations in signature 

size are reflective of impliat self-esteem, this finding provides convergent evidence for the 

hypothesis that death ideation may serve to undermine impliat self-regard 

STUDY 3.1b 

Although Study 3.1a included a measure of expliat affect, it did not include an 

explicit measure of self-esteem. Expliat self-esteem is generally highly correlated with explicit 

affect, but the two constructs are nonetheless empirically distinguishable (Heatherton & Pohvy, 

1991) Although previous research failed to find effects of death reminders on expliat self-
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esteem (Greenberg et al., 1992), this research did not use validated measures of state self-
esteem. Thus, it seemed important to establish whether self-reported self-esteem might be 
sensitive to variations in affect following exposure to death cues. We conducted Study 3.1b to 
address this possibility. 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Forty undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (29 male and 11 

female, average age 22) were assigned to one of two experimental conditions: death priming 
versus a neutral priming. Participants received 5 Dutch guilders (Dfl; approximately US $3) for 
participating. 

Procedure and Materials 
Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were escorted to separate tables. The 

experimenter then provided them with a questionnaire and a pen. The remaining instructions 
were printed inside the questionnaire. Participants were first informed that the investigation 
would consist of several surveys that were designed to investigate which personahty traits go 
together in a person. After a filler questionnaire, the experimental pruning procedure was 
introduced. The death prime consisted of the same two open-ended questions about death that 
were used in Study 3.1a. The neutral prime consisted of the same two open-ended questions 
about watching television that were used in Study 3.1a. After they had completed the pruning 
procedure, participants moved on to the state self-esteem questionnaire. The items were drawn 
from a Dutch translation of Heatherton and Polivy's (1991) State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES). 
The SSES is a 20-item questionnaire that is especially designed to be sensitive to momentary 
feelings of self-esteem. After filling out the SSES, participants were asked several background 
questions. Finally, participants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed. 

Results and Discussion 

After recoding reverse-scored items, the items of the SSES were internally consistent 
(Cronbach's alpha = .81), and were consequendy aggregated into a single scale. A one-way 
ANOVA revealed no reliable difference in aggregated SSES-scores between the death pruning 
and neutral priming conditions, F (1,38) = .54, p = .47. Similarly, separate analyses on the 
performance, social, and appearance subscales of the SSES revealed no significant effects of 
death priming, all Fs < 1. Thus, reminders of death did not appear to affect self-reported state 
self-esteem. This corroborates our theoretical analysis that the affective consequences of death 
reminders are most apparent on an unconscious or implicit level. 

STUDY 3.2 

The primary aim of Study 3.2 was to replicate the main findings of Study 3.1a. To this 
end, we again manipulated exposure to death reminders, and measured implicit affective 



64 Chapter 3 

réponse immediately afterwards In addition to this, we sought to gain more insight into the 
circumstances that may moderate the affective impact of death reminders Recent findings in 
TMT research suggest that affective reactions to death cues may be moderated by the manner 
in which these cues are processed In particular, Greenberg et al (1994) found that defensive 
responding to death reminders was inhibited when death-related thoughts were kept in focal 
attention In a related vein, Simon et al (1997) found that death reminders were most likely to 
instigate defensive behavior when people were encouraged to respond intuitively When people 
were encouraged to respond rationally, such defensive behavior was completely inhibited 
Thus, these findings suggest that the affective impact of death reminders may be greater to the 
extent that death reminders are processed intuitively Conversely, the affective impact of death 
reminders might be attenuated if people engage in deliberative processmg of these death 
reminders 

To manipulate differential processing of mortality information, we asked our 
participants to either provide their first reaction to two open ended questions about death, or 
to provide a more lengthy reply to the same questions Previous work by Epstein and 
colleagues indicates that people's immediate reactions are usually based on their intuitions, 
whereas people's delayed reactions are typically more based on rational-deliberative 
considerations (cf Epstein & Moiling, 1995) We therefore expected that the affective impact 
of death reminders would be stronger when partiapants supplied their intuitive reactions than 
when partiapants rendered more deliberative responses 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Forty-seven undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (12 male and 

35 female, average age 22) were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions a 
bnef death ponung condition, an extended death pruning condition, or television control 
pruning condition Partiapants received 5 Dutch guilders (Dfl, approximately US $3) for 
partiapating 

Procedure and Materials 
The procedure and equipment were generally similar to those used in Study 3 1a The 

main difference concerned the nature of the death pruning manipulation In the bnef death 
pruning condition, partiapants were asked to provide the first word that came to their mind 
when they thought about their own death In the extended death pruning condition, 
partiapants were asked to describe their emotional reactions to the thought of their own death 
and their behefs about what would happen to them once they had physically died The 
phrasing of these questions was identical to that in Study 31a, but partiapants were also asked 
to type in at least 5 sentences for each question In the television control pruning condition, 
partiapants were asked parallel questions about watching television In this control condition, 
no instructions were given concenung the appropriate length of participants' answers 
Inspection of participants' answers to the open-ended questions about death learned that all 
partiapants had complied with the instructions 
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Upon completion of the pnnung procedure, all participants proceeded with the 

second, purportedly unrelated, task This task consisted of a letter evaluation task identical to 

the one used in Study 3 la After this, participants were asked several general background 

questions and were requested to wnte down their full names and signatures on a consent form 

Finally, participants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed. 

Results 

Letter Evaluations 
As in Study 3 la, measures of implicit self-esteem and implicit affect were denved 

from participants' letter evaluations For each partiapant, we computed mean evaluations of 

first name letters and no-name letters, conceptually representing implicit personal self-esteem 

and implicit positive affect. Correlations between first name letter evaluations, no-name letter 

evaluations, and signature size are displayed in Table 3 3 

Table 3.3 Comlattotts Between the Evaluations of Different Letter Types (Study 3.2) 

1. First Name Letters 

2 No-name Letters 

3 Signature Size 

1 

-

2 

.29** 

-

3. 

.37** 

.13 

-

* p< 05 

The different types of letter evaluations were then submitted to a 3 (condition· bnef 

death pruning, extended death priming, or control; between-subjects) X 2 (stimulus type first 

name vs. no name; within-subjects) ANOVA Relevant means are displayed in Table 3 4 This 

ANOVA revealed a mam effect of stimulus type, F (1, 44) = 11 44, p < .003 This effect 

indicated that first name letters were generally evaluated more positively than no-name letters 

(Ai = 2 97 vs M = 2 66). Thus, evaluations of self-associated stimuli were again positively 

biased (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nuttin, 1985, 1987) In addition, the analysis showed a 

mam effect of condition, F (2, 44) = 6.51, p < 004. This effect indicated that participants in 

the bnef death pruning condition evaluated all both types of letters less favorably than 

participants in the extended death pruning and control conditions (Λί = 2 54 vs M = 2 90 and 

M = 3 02, respectively). A planned companson of participants' overall letter evaluations based 

on the contrast between participants in the bnef death pruning condition and participants in 

the extended death pruning and control conditions confirmed that name letter evaluations in 

the bnef death pnnung condition differed reliably from name letter evaluations in the other 

two conditions, F (1, 44) = 12.36,/) < .002. 

The interaction between condition and stimulus type again did not reach significance, 

F (2, 44) = 1 35,/) = .270 Nevertheless, we conducted more focused tests to explore whether 

the effect of condition vaned between different stimulus types. A planned companson of first 

name letter evaluations based on the contrast between the bnef death pruning condition and 
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the extended death pruning and control conditions was highly significant, F (1, 44) = 10 52, p 
< .003. For no-name letter evaluations, the planned comparison was significant, but soil 
considerably weaker than for first name letter evaluations, F (1, 44) = 4.18,/) < 05 Thus, 
similar to the findings in Study 3 1a, the effect of death pnming was most pronounced for first 
name letters 

Table 3.4 Mean Letter Evaluations as a Function of Mortakty Sakence and Letter Type (Study 
3.2) 

Bnef Death Prime 
Extended Death Prime 
Control 

First Name 

2 60 
3 06 
3 27 

Letter Type 
No-Name 

2 48 
2 73 
2 77 

We further examined the difference in evaluations between first name letters and no-
name letters in each of the pruning conditions, which conceptually represents implicit self-
esteem (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). The difference between first name letter evaluations and 
no-name letter evaluations was significant in the neutral pnming condition, F (1, 15) = 4.40,/) 
< 053 (Ai = 34) Similarly, the difference between first name letter evaluations and no-name 
letter evaluations was significant in the extended death pnming condition, F (1, 15) = 5.93,/) 
< 03 {M = 50) By contrast, the difference between first name letter evaluations and no-name 
letter evaluations was much smaller and nonsignificant in the bnef death pnming condition, F 
(1, 32) = 1.04, ns (M = . 12) Thus, implicit self-esteem was present in the neutral pnming and 
extended death pnming conditions, but absent in the bnef death pnming condition 

Given that evaluations of first name letters, family name letters, and no-name letters 
were intercorrelated, it is important to establish whether the obtained effects of death pnming 
were independent or overlapping Parüalling out the influence of no-name letters left the effect 
of bnef death pnming on first name letter evaluations intact, F (1,43) = 7.56,/) < .01. Thus, it 
appears that the effect of bnef death pnming on first name letter evaluations cannot be fully 
explained by corresponding variations m evaluations of no-name letters. Conversely, parüalling 
out the influence of family name letters made the effect of bnef death pnming on family name 
letters much smaller and no longer sigmficant, F (1,43) = 1.68,/) = .202. Thus, it appears that 
the effect of death pnming on no-name letter evaluations could be explained by corresponding 
variations in first name letter and family name letter evaluations 

Signature Size 
The size of the signatures that participants had provided at the end of the 

experimental session was measured as in Study 3 la. The resulting values were submitted to an 
oneway (condition, bnef death pruning, extended death pruning, or control, between-subjects) 
ANOVA The analysis revealed the expected main effect of condition, F (2, 44) = 5.18, p < 
02. A planned companson confirmed that participants in the bnef death pruning condition 
provided significantly smaller signatures than participants in the extended death pnming and 
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control conditions, F (1, 44) = 9 98, p < 004 (respective Ms were 6.10, 14.62, and 13 03) As 
can be seen in Table 3, signature size was sigmficandy correlated with first name letter 
evaluations and family name letter evaluations 

Discussion 

When participants were asked to briefly reflect on their own mortality, they displayed 
a reduction in letter evaluations that was again most pronounced for first name letters 
MediaOonal analyses confirmed that the reduction in first name letter evaluations due to bnef 
death pruning occurred over and above vananons no-name letter evaluations As such, the 
results of the bnef death pruning manipulation replicate the prunary findings of Study 3 1a that 
reminders of death can serve to undermine implicit self-esteem and implicit affect. 
Interestingly, more extended death pruning did not produce any change in implicit affective 
response compared to a neutral control group. This finding suggests that death cues are most 
likely to influence implicit feelings when people process death cues m an intuitive manner It 
thus appears that more controlled processing is capable of diluting the initial affective impact 
of death cues 

The obtained pattern of findings may seem at odds with the conventional wisdom in 
the pnmmg literature that more extensive pruning produces stronger effects (e.g, Dijksterhuis 
& van Knippenberg, 1998; Srull & Wyer, 1979) However, it is important to note that there 
likely exist important differences between the semantic prunes used in these classic pruning 
studies, and affect-laden prunes of the kind used in the current research Indeed, our findings 
in Study 3 2 are easily explained in terms of recent formulations of TMT (Pyszczynski et al., 
1999). Specifically, TMT researchers have proposed that the knowledge of own mortahty may 
be processed at varying levels of awareness Automatic, affective responses may be activated 
whenever thoughts of death are highly accessible. As soon as the problem of death enters focal 
awareness, however, more controlled and rational processes come to dominate people's 
reactions to the problem of death. Interestingly, it appears that these controlled processes are 
able to inhibit the initial affective impact of the problem of death. This effect parallels earlier 
findings by Simon et al., (1997), who found that rational thinking inhibited defensive 
responding to death reminders. It may be that rational thinking dilutes the initial affective 
impact of death reminders by adding differently valenced evaluations to the stimulus appraisals 
(see Koole et al., 2000, Wilson, Dunn, Kraft, & Lisle, 1989, Murphy & Zajonc, 1993) 

STUDY 3.3 

The findings in Study 3.2 represent a preliminary demonstration of the idea that the 
affective impact of death cues occurs pnmanly when deliberative processing is minimal or 
absent. Study 3 3 was set up to gain further support for this argument. In Study 3 3, we 
investigated the affective impact of death cues under circumstances in which the role of 
deliberative processing was even further reduced. More specifically, we presented our 
participants with death cues at intervals that did not permit consaous detection. Recent 
research by Arndt et al (1997) has shown that, even with such subliminal presentation times, 
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death cues may cause people to behave more defensively. Consequendy, we reasoned that 
exposure to subliminal death cues might arouse feelings of psychological threat, in the same 
way as supraliminal death cues did m the previous expenments We therefore predicted that 
subliminal death cues would serve to lower participants' implicit self-esteem and implicit affect 

As a second goal, Study 3.3 examined the role of affective response in defensive 
behavior following exposure to death cues Even when death cues give nse to unpleasant 
affect, as the previous findings have shown, it may be that this affective reaction occurs 
independendy of defensive behavior following exposure to death cues According to the 
current analysis, however, affect plays a more fundamental role in coping with the problem of 
death. More specifically, we propose that affect mediates terror management behavior (cf 
Tesser et al, 1996) To test the potential mediating role of implicit affect, we included a 
measure of defensiveness in Study 3.3 In line with TMT, we predicted an increase in defensive 
behavior among participants who had been exposed to death cues, relative to neutral control 
participants Moreover, we expected that this increase in defensiveness would be mediated by 
corresponding reductions in implicit affect and self-esteem among participants who had been 
exposed to death cues. 

As a measure of defensiveness, we adapted Florian and Mikulincer's (1997) Social 
Transgression Scale (STS). The STS consists of a number vignettes, built up as bnef newspaper 
reports, that each describe a particular social transgression, e.g, traffic offense, robbery. 
Previous work has estabhshed that exposure to death cues may lead people to make harsher 
judgments of those who attack one's worldviews, such as social trangressors (Flonan & 
Mikulincer, 1997, Rosenblatt et al., 1989). Thus, more negative reactions to these social 
transgressions following exposure to death cues might be considered as indicative of defense 
against existential fear However, previous research has also shown that these effects are 
moderated by people's cultural worldviews. For example, exposure to death cues has been 
found to induce harsher judgments of a prostitute in the United States (Rosenblatt et al., 1989), 
where prostitution is illegal and considered to be highly unmoral, but not in Germany, where 
prostitution is legal and generally not considered to be immoral (Ochsmann & Reichelt, 1994, 
discussed in Greenberg et al., 1997). Other research has shown that, when a person's cultural 
worldviews encourage tolerance, exposure to death cues may even lead to more favorable 
judgments of those who threaten one's worldviews (Greenberg, Simon, Pyszczynski, Solomon, 
& Chatel, 1992). 

Given the potential moderating role of cultural worldviews in our measure of 
defensiveness, it is important to specify the nature of our participants' worldviews beforehand 
In the Netherlands, the value of tolerance is emphasized as a central cultural value. Indeed, a 
recent survey confirmed that the value of tolerance is strongly endorsed by our subject 
population (Dechesne, 1999), as indicated by an overwhelming tendency among our subject 
sample to score at the lower extreme of the authontananism scale (Adomo, Frenkel-
Brunswick, Levmson, & Sanford, 1950) Furthermore, other expenments in our laboratory 
have shown that our participants are more strongly inclined to uphold tolerant values following 
exposure to death cues (Koole & Dechesne, 1999; Wisman Sc Koole, 2000). The latter findings 
indicate that endorsing tolerant values may have an anxiety-buffering function among our 
participants Based on these considerations, we predicted that exposure to death cues would 
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lead our participants to judge less harshly about social transgressions Furthermore, in line with 
the affective mediation hypothesis, we expected that this effect would be mediated by 
variations in participants' affective response 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Forty undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (11 male and 29 

female, average age 21) were randomly assigned to one of two experimental conditions 
subliminal death priming versus subliminal neutral pnming Participants received 5 Dfl 
(approximately US $3) for participating 

Procedure and Materials 
Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were placed in individual cubicles, each 

containing an Apple Macintosh computer They were told that the computer would provide all 
the instructions After the experimenter left, participants started the program by pressing a 
button 

Participants were informed that they would participate in three unrelated studies, a 
word relation test, a stimulus evaluation test, and an opinion questionnaire Study 1, described 
as a word-relaüon test, consisted of a subliminal pruning task that was modeled after a 
paradigm developed by Arndt et al (1997) Participants were explained that for each mal of the 
word-completion test, two words would be presented sequentially on the computer screen 
Some of these wordpairs would be related to each other, such as rose anaßower, whereas other 
wordpairs would be unrelated to each other, such as cabbage and rope After each wordpair was 
flashed on the screen, participants were asked to indicate whether the words were related or 
not by typing a ' 1 ' to signify that the words were unrelated, and a '2' if the words were related 
Participants were instructed to keep their eyes fixed on the center of the screen during the 
stimulus presentation, because the wordpairs would be presented very briefly on the computer 
screen Participants were also told that the computer would randomly select a second word 
from a list after the presentation of the first word, so that they might sometimes see a baef 
flash in between the presentation of the two words After these instructions, participants 
received two practice items The correct answer to these items was then provided, and 
participants were offered the opportunity to see these practice items again if they wished 

After receiving these instructions, all participants were told to proceed with the actual 
word-relaüon test, consisting of 10 different tnals Each of the 10 tnals consisted of a 
sequential presentation of three stimuli centered on the screen The first and third words were 
the words for which the participants were supposed to determine the presence of absence of a 
relationship In reality, these words served as a forward mask (and fixation point) and 
backward mask, respectively The cntical subliminal prime was presented between the two 
mask words for 34 ms In the death pnming condition, the subliminal prime was the Dutch 
word "dood", which can be translated as either death or dead. In the neutral pnming condition, 
the subliminal prime was a stnng of four X's Stimuli were presented on a 35-cm color monitor 
controlled by an Apple Macintosh Performa computer, using AuthorwarePro 1 6 software 
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After all participants had completed the word-relation test, they continued with the 
next study. This study consisted of a letter evaluation task that was the same as in Studies 1 and 
2. Upon completing the letter evaluation task, participants continued with the third study, 
which was described as "an opinion questionnaire". It was explained to the participants that 
the researchers were interested in their opinions about recent events. Partiapants were 
presented with 10 different vignettes about social transgressions. Of these vignettes, five were 
taken from previous research (Horian & Mikulincer, 1997) and translated into Dutch. The 
remaining vignettes were adapted from the criminal columns of Dutch newspapers. Each 
vignette was built as a brief newspaper report, describing a) the concrete cause of a particular 
social transgression, and b) the most damaging consequence of the transgression to the victim. 
This type of presentation was selected because it emphasizes the factual, realistic nature of the 
events. To eliminate contextual influences on participants' responses, the information in each 
vignette was presented as an unequivocal fact, without any evaluative judgment and without 
any personality details of the offender and the victim. In order to enhance the realism of the 
stories and to avoid any response set, we included different types of frequendy committed 
social transgressions, such as robbery, burglary, assault, embezzlement, and medical 
malpractice (see also Florian & Mikulincer, 1997). Each vignette appeared separately on the 
computer screen. Participants were requested to read each story and to rate the severity of the 
transgression and the severity of the punishment they felt should be administered to the 
particular transgression. Both ratings were made on 7-point scales (1 = not seven at all, 7 = very 
severe). 

After rating the 10 vignettes, participants were probed regarding their awareness of 
the subliminal primes that were presented during the word-relation test. During this probing 
procedure, none of the partiapants revealed any indication of being aware of the true nature of 
the priming task. After this, partiapants were asked several general background questions and 
were requested to wnte down their full names and signatures on a consent form. Finally, 
participants were debnefed, paid, and dismissed. 

Results 

Letter Evaluations 
As in the previous two studies, measures of implicit self-esteem and implicit affect 

were denved from participants' letter evaluations. For each parQapant, mean evaluations were 
computed of first name letters and no-name letters, conceptually representing implicit personal 
self-esteem and implicit positive affect, respectively. As can be seen in Table 3.5, evaluations of 
the different types of letter evaluations were strongly intercorrelated. 

The different types of letter evaluations were then submitted to a 2 (subliminal 
pruning; death versus neutral; between-subjects) X 2 (stimulus type: first name or no name; 
within-subjects) ANOVA. Relevant means are displayed in Table 3.6. The only significant 
effect that emerged was a main effect for death pruning, F (1, 38) = 5.27, p < .03. As before, 
this effect indicated that participants in the death priming condition evaluated all three types of 
letters less favorably than participants in the control priming condition (M = 2.67 vs. M = 
2.98). 
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Table 3.5 Correlations Between the Evaluations of Different Letter Types (Study 3.3) 

1. First Name Letters 

2. No-name Letters 

3. Signature Size 

1. 

-

2. 

.78** 

-

3. 

-.17 

.11 

-

**p < .001. 

Other than in the previous studies, the main effect of stimulus type was not 

significant, F < 1. However, the predicted subliminal priming χ stimulus type interaction was 

marginally significant, F (1, 38) =3.47, p = .070. To explore this interaction, we conducted a 

series of one-way ANOVAs to explore whether the obtained pattern of means was in line with 

predictions. These analyses showed that death pruning produced a reliable decrease in 

evaluations of first name letters, F (1, 38) = 5.67,/) < .03. This effect was somewhat weaker 

for evaluations of no-name letters, F (1, 38) = 3.29,/) = .078. Another way to interpret this 

interaction is to examine the difference between first name letter evaluations and no-name 

letter evaluations, which conceptually signifies implicit self-esteem (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). 

In the neutral priming condition, there was a marginally significant trend towards implicit self-

esteem, F (1, 19) = 2.41,/) = .069 (onetailed; M = .13). By contrast, in the death priming 

condition, there was no hint of an implicit self-esteem effect F(l,19) = 1.15, ƒ> = .296 (M = -

.09). Taken together, the effects of death priming were once again found to be stronger for 

first name letter evaluations than for no-name letter evaluations. 

Table 3.6 Mean Letter Evaluations as a Function of Suboptimal Priming and Letter Type (Study 

3.3) 

Subliminal death 

Subliminal XXXX 

First Name 

2.63 

3.05 

Letter Type 

No-Name 

2.72 

2.91 

To determine to whether the obtained effects of death pruning were independent or 

overlapping, we conducted a senes of mediation analyses. First, covarying out the influence of 

no-name letter evaluations substantially reduced the the effect of death pruning on first name 

letter evaluations, F (1, 37) = 2.14,/) = .152. Thus, the effect of death pruning on first name 

letter evaluations was somewhat explained by corresponding variations in no-name letter 

evaluations. Second, covarying out the influence of first name letter evaluations completely 

eliminated the effect of death priming on no-name letter evaluations, F (1,62) = .00, ns. Thus, 

the effect of death pruning on no-name letter evaluations was completely explained by 

corresponding variations in first name letter evaluations. 

Judgments of Social Transgressions 
Recall that participants had rated the severity of 10 social transgressions and the 

severity of the punishment they felt should be administered to it. The internal consistency of 
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seventy ratings was sufficiendy high (Cronbach's alpha = .85), so that they were averaged into 

a single score Likewise, punishment ratings were internally consistent (Cronbach's alpha = 

.79), and averaged into a single score. Seventy and punishment scores were highly 

intercorrelated, r (40) = .84, and displayed similar patterns of effects in relation to our 

independent vanables Accordingly, we created a single evaluation of social transgression index 

by averaging across seventy and pumshment scores (cf Flonan & Mikulincer, 1997). The 

resulting values were analyzed m a oneway (subliminal pruning, death versus neutral, between-

subjects) ANOVA This analysis revealed that participants in the death pnming condition rated 

the social transgressions as less negative than partiapants in the neutral pnming conditions, F 

(1, 38) = 4.30,/) < 05 (Λί = 5 34 versus M = 5 75, respectively) Thus, partiapants appeared 

to become more tolerant as a result of being pruned with death 

Signature Size 

The size of the signatures that participants had provided at the end of the 

experimental session was measured as in Studies 31a and 3 2 One pamapant had put his 

name on the consent form, but failed to sign it This participant was therefore excluded from 

the analysis of signature size The resulting values were subnutted to a oneway (subliminal 

pruning: death or neutral; between-subjects) ANOVA The analysis revealed no hint of an 

effect of subliminal pruning, F (1, 37) < 1. Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 3.5, there 

were no significant correlations between signature size and the different types of letter 

evaluations. 

Mediation Analyses 
Our final senes of analyses examined whether variations in letter evaluations 

mediated the effect of subliminal death pnming on judgments of social transgressions For 

letter evaluations to qualify as a mediator of death pnming, three conditions must be met 

(Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, death pruning must have a significant effect on the potential 

mediator. As descnbed in the preceding paragraphs, this first condition was met for first name 

letter evaluations, and to a lesser degree for no-name letters (which were only marginally 

affected by the death pnming manipulation) A mediator variable must further bear a 

significant relationship to judgments of soaal transgressions Finally, the effect of death 

pnming on judgments of soaal transgressions should be eliminated or greatly diminished when 

the mediator variable is controlled for To test the latter two conditions, we again subjected 

judgments of social transgressions to the same oneway (subliminal pruning· death versus 

neutral, between-subjects) ANOVA descnbed above, only this tune entering potential 

mediators into the analysis as a covanate. 

For first name letter evaluations, the analysis yielded the expected mediational effect 

First, the covanate had a significant effect on partiapants' transgression judgments, F (1, 37) = 

4.14, p < .05 Second, the effect of death pnming became weaker and no longer significant 

when first name letter evaluations were entered into the analysis, F (1, 37) = 1.64,/) = .209 

For no-name letter evaluations, the analysis also found evidence for mediation First, the 

covanate had a significant effect, F (1, 37) = 5.12,/) < .04 Second, the effect of death pnming 

became weaker and no longer significant when first name letter evaluations were entered into 

the analysis, F (1, 37) = 2.12,/) = 154. In sum, mediational analyses provided evidence that 
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effects of death pruning were mediated by decreases in implicit personal self-esteem and 

decreases in implicit affect. 

Discussion 

The results of Study 3.3 show that exposure to death cues may have implicit affective 
consequences, even when death cues are presented too quickly to permit conscious detection 
As in Studies 1-2, exposure to death cues led to lower ratings of first name letters and no-name 
letters, with the strongest effect occurring for first name letters. Again, mediaùonal analyses 
confirmed that the affective impact of death cues occurred primarily for first name letters 
Thus, the findings in Study 3.3 provide further evidence that exposure to death cues engenders 
implicit feelings of ego threat 

In addition, it was found that subliminal exposure to death cues led to more tolerant 
judgments of social transgressions Given the previous evidence that our parüapants possess 
highly tolerant worldviews (Dechesne, 1999, Koole & Dechesne, 1999), this finding 
corraborates earlier findings by Greenberg et al. (1992) that death cues may promote tolerance 
among persons with liberal worldviews Importantly, mediaùonal analyses in Study 3.3 
indicated that the obtained effects on defensiveness were mediated by corresponding 
reductions in implicit affective response. These mediational findings constitute evidence that 
the affective impact of death cues is not epiphenomenal to the occurrance of death-related 
defensiveness. Thus, our findings indicate that paröcipants' affective response forms an 
integral part of defensiveness induced by death-related ideation, consistent with the idea that 
such defensive behavior is motivated by an underlying need to restore feelings of security 
(Tesser et al., 1996). 

Finally, it is noteworthy that death pnming did not result in smaller signature size, as 
it did in Studies 3.1a and 3.2. This failure to replicate our previous findings may be due to the 
fact that, in Study 3.3, signature size was measured after participants had been able to engage in 
worldview defense Indeed, previous research has shown that engaging in worldview defense 
can serve to moderate the influence of exposure to death cues (Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon, 
Pyszczynski, & Simon, 1997). Thus, it may be that expressing tolerant values allowed our 
parüapants to restore their sense of security. Until further research is conducted, however, this 
interprétation must remain speculative. 

Meta-Analytic Review of Studies 1-3 

The results of Studies 3.1-3 show that death reminders can arouse feelings of 
psychological threat. Across all three studies, we found evidence that death pruning strongly 
reduced parüapants' evaluations of stimuli associated with personal self, i.e., first name letters. 
In addition, death pnming led to somewhat weaker reductions in parüapants' evaluations of 
neutral stimuli, i.e., no-name letters. However, in each of these studies, the interaction between 
exposure to death cues and stimulus type was not statistically reliable. Thus, it remains 
uncertain whether exposure to death cues arouses feelings of ego threat to a greater degree 
than it arouses general unpleasant feelings This issue is theoretically important, because 
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evidence for the experience of ego threat would support the existence of a link between death 
anxiety and threat to the symbolic self. 

The failure of the crucial interaction between exposure to death cues and stimulus 
type to reach significance may be due to a lack of statistical power. To remedy this problem, 
we combmed the data of Studies 3.1-3 into a single dataset2 We then submitted the different 
types of letter evaluations to a 2 (pruning: death vs. neutral; between-subjects) X 2 (stimulus 
type- first name vs. no name; within-subjects) X 3 (study 1, 2, or 3) ANOVA Because study 
did not have any significant effects, Fs < 1.53, ps > .22, this factor was dropped from the 
analysis. Relevant means are displayed in Table 3.7. 

Table 3.7 Mean Letter Evaluations as a Function of Death Pnming and Letter Type (Meta-
Anafysis of Studies 3.1-3) 

Mortahty Sahence 
Control 

First Name 

2.59 
3.07 

Letter Type 
No-Name 

2.55 
2.78 

The ANOVA revealed a highly significant main effect of death pruning, F (1, 134) = 
26.27, p < .001. This effect confirmed that, on average, participants pruned with death 
supplied less positive letter evaluations than control participants did (Ai = 2.57 and M = 2.92, 
respectively). In addition, there was a highly significant main effect of stimulus type, F (1, 134) 
= 12.73,^» < .001. This effect confirmed that, on average, evaluations of first name letters 
were more positive than evaluations of no-name letters (respective Ms were 2.83 and 2.66). As 
noted before, this effect is consistent with the well-established tendency to overevaluate self-
associated stimuli (i.e., implicit self-esteem; cf. Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Most importandy, 
the analysis revealed a significant interaction between death pruning and letter type, F (1, 134) 
= 7.27, p < .009 This effect indicated that the effect of death pruning was stronger for first 
name letters than for no-name letters Stated differendy, implicit self-esteem, indicated by a 
positive difference between first name letter evaluations and no-name letter evaluations was 
present m the neutral pruning condition, F (1, 66) = 13.74,/) < .001 (M = .29), but absent in 
the death pruning condition F (1, 66) < 1 (Ai = 04). 

We further conducted a senes of mediation analyses to determine to what degree 
death pruning exerted statistically independent effects on différent types of letter evaluations. 
First, parüalling out the influence of no-name letter evaluations left the effect of death pruning 
on first name letter evaluations largely intact, both F (1, 33) = 15.84,/) < .001. Thus, the effect 
of death pnming on first name letter evaluations does not appear to have been mediated by 
variations in no-name letter evaluations. In contrast, parüalling out the influence of first name 
letter evaluations considerably reduced the effect of death pnming on no-name letter 
evaluaüons, F (1, 133) = 1.35,/) = .247. Thus, the effects of death pnming on no-name letter 
evaluations appear to have been mediated by vanatìons in first name letter evaluations 

To summan/e, our meta-analysis of the results of Studies 3.1-3 showed that death 
pruning led to a sigmficandy stronger decrease in evaluations of first name letters than in 
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evaluations of no-name letters In addition, mediational analyses showed that effects of death 

pruning on no-name letter evaluations were mediated by corresponding variations in first name 

letter evaluations Together, these findings are consistent with the notion that death-related 

ideation primarily gives nse to implicit feelings of threat to personal self-esteem, which, in turn, 

produce general unpleasant (implicit) feelings 

General Discussion 

The psychological encounter with death has long been regarded as a source of 

aversive emotion (Bakan, 1971; Becker, 1973; Zilboorg, 1943) Pnor research, however, has 

been repeatedly unsuccessful in finding any emotional response following exposure to verbal 

death reminders (Greenberg et al, 1997) In the present research, we attempted to resolve this 

apparent contradiction by examining the affective impact of death reminders across both 

implicit and self-reported measures (cf Arndt et al, 1997; Greenberg et al, 1997, Tesser et al., 

1996) Across three experiments, we found that exposure to death cues led to lower 

evaluations of stimuli that bear an association with the personal self, ι e , first name letters, and, 

to a lesser degree, lower evaluations of stimuli without such an association, i.e, no-name 

letters At the same time, exposure to death cues exerted no effect on self-reported affect or on 

self-reported state self-esteem. Together, these findings support our theorizing that the 

affective impact of death reminders occurs primarily at implicit or unconsaous levels (see also 

Arndt et al., 1997; Greenberg et al., 1997, Tesser et al., 1996) 

Other findings in the current research bolster the view that affective processing of 

death cues requires minimal consciousness. In particular, Study 3 3 showed that death 

reminders influenced implicit affective response even when they were subkminally presented 

Thus, affective processing of death cues appears to occur very rapidly, and in the absence of 

any awareness that one has been exposed to death cues. In fact, Study 3 2 found evidence that 

more controlled cognitive processing can inhibit implicit affective response to death cues. In 

this experiment, the affective impact of death reminders became diminished when people were 

encouraged to ponder death extensively. Thus, the affective impact of death-related thinking 

may be most pronounced when death-rekted thoughts are in "deep activation" (Wegner & 

Smart, 1997), i.e., highly accessible, but outside of consaousness. Possibly, the affective impact 

of death reminders becomes neutralized when it reaches awareness, through the operation of 

rational defenses such as pushing the problem of death into the distant future (Greenberg et 

al, 1993, cf Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Sc Solomon, 1999; see also Murphy & Zajonc, 1993). 

Our findings concerning the implicit processing of the affective impact of death 

reminders parallel findings concerning the operation of terror management responses As 

noted before, recent terror management research has established that psychological defense 

against death reminders occurs most strongly when the problem of death is highly accessible 

but outside of current focal attention (Arndt et al., 1997; Greenberg et al., 1994, Simon et al., 

1997). Based on these findings, Simon et al. (1997, p. 1133) argued that "the mechanisms or 

terror management are likely to be deeply engrained and virtually automatized, operating under 

neither the auspices of consaousness nor the confines of rationality" Given the obvious 

parallels between these and the current findings, it seems plausible that the affective processing 
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of death reminders is linked to the instigation of terror management responses Some evidence 

for such a link was found in Study 3.3, in which variations in affect were found to mediate the 

impact of death reminders on judgments of social transgressions. Although this finding is still 

preliminary, it strongly suggests that affective response constitutes an integral aspect of the 

unfolding of terror management mechanisms. 

The Role of Self-Esteem in Terror Management 

To the extent that defense against existential threat is mediated by implicit affect, 

such implicit affect would seem to constitute the "medium of communication" between terror 

management and other forms of ego defense, as suggested by Tesser et al (1996, ρ 62, see also 

Koole et al, 1999) The link between existential concerns and ego threat is further supported 

by the present findings regarding the qualitative aspects of the feelings aroused by death 

reminders Recall that our measures of implicit affective response allowed for a separate 

assessment of implicit personal self-esteem (i e , evaluations of first name letters), and implicit 

affect (i.e., evaluations of no-name letters). A meta-analysis across three studies showed that 

the strongest impact of death reminders occurred on our measure of implicit personal self-

esteem Thus, death reminders appear to exert their affective impact primarily on implicit 

feelings of personal self-esteem This conclusion is much in line with our theorizing that the 

knowledge of own death may constitute a threat to the evaluation of the symbolic self (cf 

Tesser et al., 1996) In addition to these more speafic feelings of ego-threat, death reminders 

were also accompanied by more general unpleasant emotion, as indicated by reductions in 

implicit affect. These general unpleasant feelings appeared to be secondary to the affective 

impact of death reminders, however, given that these effects were mediated by corresponding 

variations in implicit personal self-esteem Thus, these more general implicit unpleasant 

feelings may be considered as "affective spill-over" (Linville, 1984) of the ego threat that 

results from exposure to death reminders. 

As we argued before, the notion that death-related thought can undermine implicit 

self-esteem seems consistent with several basic tenets of TMT. For instance, Solomon et al. 

(1991) have argued that death anxiety is ultimately rooted in the fear of self-annihilation, thus 

recognizing -at least, implicitly- that death anxiety might stem from a threat to the symbolic 

self. In addition, the current theorizing is consistent with TMT research showing that defensive 

responses to death reminders occur most clearly when they refer to people's own mortality 

(Greenberg et al., 1994) To the extent that death-related thought gives use to ego threat, any 

manipulation that increases the relevance of own mortality to the symbolic self may be 

expected to increase the affective impact of death reminders. Moreover, the present theonzmg 

is compatible with findings in TMT research that self-affirming feedback reduces such 

defensiveness (Greenberg et al., 1993, Harmon-Jones et al., 1997), and findings that death 

reminders lead to an increased search for self-affirmation (Taubman Ben-An et al., 1999). 

Assuming a link between feelings of ego threat and exposure to death cues, any information 

that serves to affirm a positive self-image may be expected to reduce the affective impact of 

death cues. 
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Although the presumed link between the knowledge of own mortality and ego threat 

is consistent with various aspects of TMT, it also differs from TMT in at least one important 

respect. According to TMT, an important function of self-esteem lies in offering a 

psychological buffer against existential terror (Solomon et al., 1991). The current analysis 

supports this assumption, given that high levels of self-esteem may protect people against the 

emotional impact of ego-threatening events (Steele, 1988, Steele, Spencer, & Lynch, 1993) In 

addition, TMT holds that the need for defense against existential anxiety can explain why 

people desire self-esteem. The current findings seem to argue against this notion, by showing 

that people's implicit self-esteem is undermined whenever the person is confronted with the 

problem of death. Such a response would be highly dysfunctional for a buffering system, 

because it implies that the buffer is at its weakest when people need it the most It thus seems 

questionable whether the need for positive self-esteem can be fully attributed to the need to 

find protection from existential womes. Consequendy, some basic views about the role of self-

esteem stnvings in the psychological encounter with death may have to be reconsidered 

Indeed, given that death ideation appears to undermine self-esteem, the desire to regard the 

self as an "object of primary value" (Becker, 1962, ρ 97) may fuel death concerns instead of 

soothing them, as TMT suggests. This conceptual reversal suggests that placing value on 

matters that transcend the self may be more effective in dealing with the problem of death 

than placing value on the self and its attributes, because the self is direcdy threatened by death 

concerns. As preliminary support for this notion, recent findings suggest that terror 

management behaviors are significandy reduced among people who find meaning in objects 

that transcend the self, e.g., offspring, spirituality, or intimacy in interpersonal relations (Flonan 

& Mikulmcer, 1998; Mikulincer & Flonan, 2000; Wisman & Koole, 2000). 

In this context, it is important to note that the present conceptualization of self-

esteem strongly emphasizes the implicit/expenenual aspects of the construct It may be 

questioned whether this operauonalization truly captures the nature of self-esteem O n the one 

hand, it seems clear that this conceptualization of self-esteem differs from more 

explicit/cogmüvely onented conceptions of self-esteem (e.g. Coopersmith, 1967). On the 

other hand, our conceptualization seems highly compatible with approaches that define self-

esteem in terms of feelings of affection for oneself (Brown, 1993; Leary & Downs, 1995) 

Interestingly, TMT researchers have tended towards an expliat/cognitrve view of self-esteem, 

defining self-esteem as "the individual's perception of the extent to which he or she is meeting 

cultural standards of value" (Solomon et al., 1991, p. 104, emphasis added) Given that people's 

perceptions of self-esteem seem to remain unaffected by death reminders (Greenberg, 

Solomon, et al., 1992), it may be that the maintenance of explicit self-evaluations pnmanly 

serves a terror management function, in agreement with TMT. In contrast, people's implicit 

self-evaluations might constitute a more integral part of their affective reactions towards the 

knowledge of their own death. 

Towards Understanding the Functions of Self-Esteem 

Even if the current analysis turns out to be limited to the implicit components of self-

esteem, our findings suggest that an important aspect of the self-esteem system cannot be 
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reduced to the need to reduce existential terror. Indeed, implicit self-esteem may be considered 
among the most important components of self-esteem, because implicit self-evaluations 
operate automatically and may hence be most influential in the control of ongoing behavior 
(Bargh & Chartrand, 1999; Epstein & Morling, 1995; Koole et al., 2000). If this implicit system 
cannot be accounted for by terror management principles, one may wonder which alternative 
mechanisms determine its operation. In recent years, theorists have offered several suggestions 
that may help to envision the functions self-esteem independently of terror management 
needs. For instance, researchers have suggested that the functions of self-esteem may be 
understood in terms of belongingness needs (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary & Downs, 
1995), as a byproduct of a psychological immune system (Martin, 1999), or as a cultural 
adaptation (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; see Koole & Sedikides, 2000, for a 
review). 

In an attempt to integrate these various perspectives on the functions of self-esteem, 
we have recently suggested that the functions of self-esteem can be fruitfully analyzed from a 
functional-design perspective (Koole & Sedikides, 2000; see also Kuhl, 2000, in press). Briefly, 
this perspective assumes that the self-esteem system fosters effective self-management by 
generating and maintaing positive affect, which in turn causes continued access to extended 
representations of the self and automatic behavior programs. Conversely, low self-esteem and 
negative affect channel self-regulatory resources towards the perception of negative or 
unexpected events, which inhibits access to extended self-representations, and intention 
memory, which inhibits automatic behavior control. Applied to the current findings, this 
implies that death reminders, by causing reductions in implicit affect and self-esteem, 
potentially undermines certain important self-regulatory processes. As such, terror 
management behaviors -like other forms of ego defense- may function to keep the individual 
focused on immediate and self-determined action. 

In conjunction with TMT, the foregoing analysis suggests that death concerns 
potentially undermine optimal functioning. More specifically, our analysis suggests that 
immobility may occur when death reminders cause self-esteem to drop so low as to result in 
deliberative self-reflecOon or rumination. However, our analysis also implies that death 
concerns may sometimes lead to increase optimal functioning in particular when self-esteem is 
inordinately high. For example, there is evidence that indulging in positive fantasies about the 
self is hedonically pleasant, but nonetheless leads to lowered action readiness and reduced 
formation of action plans (Oettingen, 1996). By causing individuals to consider negative reality, 
death reminders may push individuals towards immediate action. This notion resembles Kuhl's 
(2000) recent suggestion that being attuned to negative experiences can under certain 
circumstances be beneficial for creativity and personal growth. Another line of work has 
supported a link between anxiety and effort mobilization, in particular in the face of task 
difficulties (Wnght, 1984). Thus, it seems possible that death concerns may -at least 
sometimes- serve a similar action-promoting function. Clearly, more work is needed to address 
these issues. 
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Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

Before closing, we wish to point out some important limitations of the present 

research. First, the current support for the affective implications of death is mainly based on 

the letter evaluation task as a measure of implicit self-esteem and implicit affect. Previous 

research suggests that name letter evaluations may indeed serve as a valid indicator of implicit 

self-esteem (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997; Koole, 1999, Koole et al, 1999; Nuttin, 1985, 1987, 

cf. Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Hoorens, 1990). Nevertheless, it remains desirable to obtain 

evidence for the affective impact of death-related thought across a broader range of implicit 

affective measures (see, e.g., Hetts, Sakuma, & Pelham, 1999). In this regard, it is encouraging 

to note that Martin (1999) found evidence that exposure to death reminders may lead to a 

decrease in the so-called mere exposure effect, i.e., the tendency to prefer familiar stimuli 

Given that mere exposure effects are mediated by implicit feelings of familiarity, these findings 

provide further evidence that death-related thought can ehat unpleasant affect3. 

With regard to future research, it seems important to further investigate the 

observation that effects of death reminders occurs more strongly for implicit processes in the 

individual self (i.e., evaluations of first name letters) than for implicit processes in the collective 

self (i.e., evaluations of family name letters). Interestingly, recent research by Pelham, Hetts, 

and colleagues has produced evidence for similar dissociations between various forms of 

implicit self-evaluauon (Hetts et al., 1999; Pelham & Hetts, 1999) These findings, as well as 

our own, suggest that there exists considerable complexity m implicit self-evaluation Further 

unravelling this complexity seems to be an important task for future research. In addition, it 

seems important to further investigate the role of implicit negative affect m coping with 

existential concerns. In the present research, we focused on positive evaluative response, 

mainly because previous work has shown that implicit self-esteem effects occur most strongly 

in the positive domain (Nuttin, 1987). Because positive and negative affect may function 

somewhat independently (Cacioppo & Bemtson, 1994; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 

1985), it is of great interest to study the impact of death reminders on measures of implicit 

negative affect. 

Concluding Thoughts 

Consciousness can be viewed as one of the great surviving mysteries of modem 

times, a phenomenon that "leaves even the most sophisticated thinkers tongue-tied and 

confused" (Dennett, 1991, ρ 22) In the present article, we explored a particularly dark and 

perplexing aspect of the human capacity for conscious self-reflection: the ability to entertain 

thoughts of one's own inevitable death We reported evidence that such thoughts can invoke 

psychological distress, giving nse to implicit feelings of self-esteem threat and general feelings 

of unpleasantness. From the standpoint of the individual, these feelings may be expenenced as 

aversive and sometimes even overwhelming. Nevertheless, we do not want to end this article 

suggesting that death concerns are always maladaptive Indeed, we began this article with 

stating that the ability to foresee one's possible death enhances chances for survival by 

motivating efforts proactive coping Thus, there are important benefits attached to the ability 

to consider one's own death As just mentioned, there are important costs as well The ultimate 
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challenge, then, lies in finding ways to face one's existential fears without being overwhelmed 

by them 

Endnotes 

1 Previous research has also revealed a stronger tendency for minai name letters to be overevaluated than 
non-initial name letters (eg . Nuttin, 1985, 1987) Although this effect was rephcated in the present 
studies, preliminary analyses did not show that initial name letter evaluations were differentially affected 
by death reminders than non initial name letter evaluations Thus, this variable is not considered in the 
remainder of this article 

2 The extended death pruning condition in Study 3 2 was not included in the meta-analysis, because in 
this condition, exposure to death cues was not expected to influence partiapants' implicit affective 
response 

3 Martin (discussed in Martin, 1999) also found evidence that the affective impact of death reminders was 
particularly pronounced among partiapants who were dissatisfied about the progress towards their life 
goals Interestingly, the latter group of individuals also expressed more unpleasant affect in response to 
death reminders on exphat measures These findings suggest that there may exist important individual 
differences in the congruency between implicit and exphat affect (cf Mikulincer et al, 1990 Identifying 
these individual differences seems to be an important task for future research 



CHAPTER 4 

The Cessation of Rumination 

Through Self-Affirmation* 

Sometimes people cannot help thinking about the same thing over and over again. 
Those who are attempting to get nd of surplus body weight often find that their minds keep 
dwelling on images of food (Herman & Polivy, 1993; Wegner, 1989). Thoughts related to a 
forthcoming exam may interrupt a student's concentration at unexpected moments, even when 
the event is soil one month away (Lepore, 1997). And even after finding a new romantic 
partner, lovers may still entertain vivid daydreams about an old flame (Wegner & Gold, 1995). 

The experience of repetitive thoughts in the absence of immediate environmental 
cueing is commonly called ruminative thinking (Beckmann, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996; 
Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991). Although certain forms of ruminative thinking may be 
helpful in coping with stress and goal achievement (e.g., Taylor & Schneider, 1989), 
ruminations can unwantedly occupy attentional capacity and interfere with what one is trying 
to achieve (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996; Kuhl & Helle, 1986; Mikulincer, 1989). 
Furthermore, certain negative ruminative thoughts may be expenenced over a penod of years, 
resulting in decreased psychological well-being, and contributing to the development of 
depression (Mcintosh & Martin, 1992; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 
1987). Consequendy, it is of interest to. explore how people can control and regulate their 
ruminative thinking. 

In the present article, we will investigate a regulatory mechanism that may protect 
people from (negative) ruminative thoughts. More specifically, we will examine whether 
failure-induced ruminative thinking can be stopped by affirming an important unrelated aspect 
of self (see Steele, 1988; Tesser & Cornell, 1991). In the following paragraphs, a model of the 
processes that instigate ruminative thinking will be discussed. Drawing from this theoretical 
understanding of ruminative thinking, we wil elaborate on different ways of stoppmg 
ruminative processes, including the proposed self-affirmation route. Although, in theory, 
ruminative thinking can be evaluatively positive or negative, our focus is on negative 
ruminative thoughts. 

* This chapter is based on Koole, S.I.. Smeets, K., van Knippenberg, A , & Dijksterhuis, A. (1999). The 
cessation of rumination trhough self-affirmauon. journal of Personality and Social Psycholog/, 77,111-125 
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The Instigation of Rumination 

Human thought and action are generally goal directed (Austin & Vancouver, 1996, 
Carver & Scheler, 1981, Gollwitzer & Moskowitz, 1996, Heckhausen, 1991, Srull & Wyer, 
1986) Ruminative thinking appears to be no exception to this rule, as the content of 
ruminations is clearly related to people's goal strivings (see Klinger, 1971, 1975) However, 
ruminative thinking is also unintentional, because people do not control the instigation of 
rumination At first glance, this may seem contradictory, as goal-directedness and intentionality 
are traditionally treated as near-synonyms Nevertheless, recent findings have demonstrated 
that certain mental processes are goal directed and unintentional at the same time For 
example, goal-directed behavior can be instigated upon perception of environmental cues, 
without the need for conscious intent (Bargh & Gollwitzer, 1994) Likewise, inferring traits 
from behavioral episodes may occur without awareness, but only when the perceiver has the 
goal of forming an impression of a target person (Uleman & Moskowitz, 1994) Thus, there is 
no inherent contradiction in describing ruminative thinking as an instance of goal-directed and 
unintentional mental functioning 

In line with the general notion that ruminative thinking is goal directed, Martin and 
Tesser (1989, 1996) have recently proposed a model that integrates ruminative processes with 
more general conceptions of human self-regulation Self-regulation theory (Carver & Scheier, 
1981, 1990), posits that people regulate their thoughts and actions by comparing their current 
states with their desired goal states If no discrepancy is perceived, people continue to do what 
they are doing, or they move on to other goals In this case, there should be no ruminative 
thinking When people do perceive a discrepancy between the current state and the desired 
state, they take steps to reduce this discrepancy To the extent that these steps are repeatedly 
unsuccessful, people will begin to expenence negatively toned ruminative thoughts In other 
words, ruminative thinking is instigated when progress toward a desired goal state is 
threatened 

The cognitive mechanism that underlies ruminative thinking is most likely to be 
motivated activation of goal-related information (e g , Kühl & Helle, 1986, Martin & Tesser, 
1989, 1996) Motivational states are known to have an intrinsic property of perseverance 
(Atkinson & Birch, 1970, Freud, 1915/1949, Lewin, 1935) This perseverance extends to the 
activation of goal-related information in long-term memory Goschke and Kuhl (1993) have 
suggested that the pnvdeged status of unattained goals is explicitly encoded as a "commitment 
marker", which is temporarily tagged to the representation of the goal This commitment 
marker then biases subsequent attempts to search long-term memory This means that goal 
related information becomes more likely to reach working memory, even if it is irrelevant to 
the immediate task at hand Because only the output of this process reaches awareness, the 
resulting thoughts will have the phenomenal quality of appearing out of the blue, or popping 
into one's head Thus, the unconsaous operation of the instigating mechanism may be what 
gives ruminative thinking its unintentional phenomenology (cf, Higgins, 1996) 

Motivated perseverance of goal-related thoughts was first empirically demonstrated 
by Zeigamik (1927), who found that recall for uncompleted tasks was superior to recall for 
completed tasks Although the repkcability of the "Zeigamik effect" has been disputed (e g , 
Butterfield, 1964, van Bergen, 1968), accumulating evidence suggests that conflicting findings 



The Cessation of Rumination Through Self-Affirmation 83 

may have occurred because certain parameters of the effect were not understood (see Martin & 
Tesser, 1996). Perseverance of goal-related thoughts occurs mainly when the goals that have 
been frustrated are perceived as central to one's identity (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996, Martin 
& Tesser, 1989, 1996, Mcintosh & Martin, 1992), when goal completion is defined subjectively 
(Marrow, 1938), when implicit rather than explicit memory measures are used (Beckmann, in 
press), and when perseverance is measured some time after goal blockage (Martin & Tesser, 
1989, 1996) Recent work, taking these parameters into account, has been consistendy 
successful in obtaining evidence for the perseverance of goal-related thoughts after goal 
blockage (e.g., Beckmann, in press, Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996, Goschke & Kuhl, 1993; 
Kuhl & Kazèn, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1989; Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982) 

To qualify as the instigating mechanism of ruminative thinking, the activation of goal-
related thoughts in memory should be strongly associated with the occurrence of ruminative 
thoughts The most direct way to assess this relationship would be to measure both 
accessibility of goal-related thoughts and ruminative thinking after goal blockage and to 
examine correlational patterns to see if they are consistent with the idea that accessibility 
mediates ruminative thinking. Unfortunately, this strategy is problematic, because measures of 
accessibility would bang ruminative thoughts back into awareness, thus altering the normal 
process by which accessibility of goal-related thoughts leads to ruminative thinking. 
Nevertheless, there are several lines of research that strongly suggest that ruminative thinking 
and increased accessibility of goal-related thoughts are positively associated First, as discussed 
in the preceding paragraphs, people whose progress toward higher order goals is threatened 
display both more ruminative thinking (Beckmann, 1994, Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996) and 
heightened accessibility of goal-related thoughts (Beckmann & Martin, 1994, Martin & Tesser, 
1989, 1996) In addition, individuals who are known to have chromcally elevated levels of 
ruminative thinking display markedly stronger activation of thoughts related to personal 
concerns For instance, individuals who are prone to depression show stronger perseveration 
of unfulfilled intentions in working memory than individuals who are not prone to depression 
(Kuhl & Goschke, 1994; Kuhl & Helle, 1986). In a related vein, anxious individuals appear to 
be more distracted by words related to their personal worries than non-anxious individuals do 
(Mathews & MacLeod, 1985). In sum, the available evidence, although indirect, is consistent 
with the idea that accessibility of goal-related thoughts is the cognitive mechamsm that 
underlies ruminative thinking 

The Cessation of Rumination 

Although the instigation of ruminative thinking is relatively effortless, its termination 
is considerably more difficult to accomplish (Beckmann, 1994; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 
1987; Wegner, 1994). The self-regulation model of ruminative thinking (Martin Se Tesser, 1989, 
1996) suggests three mechanisms to stop ruminative thinking· distraction, disengagement from 
the goal, and goal attainment. 

Distraction may seem to be the easiest way to escape unwanted ruminative thoughts 
However, this form of mental control has important pitfalls, as Wegner and his colleagues have 
documented (see Wegner, 1994, for a review) In particular, deliberate attempts to avoid 
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thinking about something may paradoxically serve to heighten the cognitive accessibility of the 
unwanted thought (Wegner, Schneider, Carter, & White, 1987). In addition, people may 
choose distracters that are emotionally related to the unwanted thought, so that intended 
distracters actually come to serve as reminders of the unwanted material (Wenzlaff, Wegner, & 
Roper, 1988) Furthermore, mood states experienced dunng suppression may become 
associated with the unwanted thought As a result, the unwanted thought will become salient 
again whenever the same mood is expenenced (Wenzlaff, Wegner, & Klein, 1991). Finally, 
distraction is likely to provide only temporary relief from ruminative thoughts, as it leaves the 
real discrepancy between one's current and one's desired state unchanged (see Martin & Tesser, 
1989,1996) 

Giving up the desire for the blocked goal may be another way to effectively eliminate 
the existing self-regulatory discrepancy, and thus, in the end, to stop rumination. But is 
disengagement an attractive way to end ruminative thinking-1 Probably not. People ruminate 
about goals they perceive as central to their well-being Giving up such goals often involves a 
sense of losing one's identity (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982), and may lead to feelings of 
frustration, aggression, and depression (Klinger, 1975) Thus, disengagement may push people 
even further into ruminative thinking, rather than offering an easy way out 

Ultimately, goal attainment appears to be the most effective way to stop rumination 
However, as we know from personal expenence, attaining one's goals is often fraught with 
difficulties There are many reasons why this may be so. First, at least in modem Western 
society, individuals are inclined to set their goals unrealistically high (Armor & Taylor, 1998). 
Furthermore, the pursuit of many important, self-defining goals is best described as a 
neverending story, because such goals are never attained completely dunng a lifetime 
(Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1982). Thus, higher order goal staving is more an ongoing process of 
goal-related activity, than a process marked by a discrete beginning and ending In a somewhat 
related vein, higher order goals are often ill defined, making it difficult to know with certainty 
whether a goal has been reached (Emmons, 1992). Finally, a person may possess conflicting 
goals, such as wanting to appear strong and sensitive at the same tune (Emmons & King, 
1988) Thus, attaining one goal may result m the frustration of another, equally important goal 
In sum, although goal attainment is theoretically an effective, long-term way to stop 
rumination, it is often difficult to achieve. 

Flexibility Through Substitution 

Thus far the present discussion has been rather pessimistic about people's ability to 
stop rumination In everyday life, however, people are not continually lost in thought, 
pondenng incessantly their unattainable desires. Instead, human goal stnving seems highly 
flexible Much of this flexibility derives from the fact that goals are hierarchically ordered 
(Carver & Scheler, 1981, Vallacher & Wegner, 1987). Each lower order goal is a potential route 
toward achieving a superordinate, higher level goal If one lower order goal is blocked, 
alternative ways of obtaining the superordinate goal may still be available Thus, people may 
achieve considerable flexibility in their goal-directed behavior by finding substitute ways to 
achieve their goals when one particular route has been blocked 
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The operation of the substitution pnnaple was first investigated in the early 1930s by 
Lewin and his coworkers, who found that an interrupted task was resumed less frequently 
when people performed an alternative task (Lissner, 1933, Mahler, 1933, see Tesser, Martin, & 
Cornell, 1996, and Gollwitzer & Kirchhof, 1998, for recent discussions of this work) Apart 
from these early investigations, the substitution pnnaple did not receive much systematic 
attention until the 1980s, when Wicklund and Gollwitzer formulated their theory of symbolic 
self-completion, which extended and refined the Lewiman framework (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 
1982) Symbolic self-completion theory holds that people search for substitute activities to the 
extent that goal blockage poses a threat to a particular valued identity That is, if the blocked 
goal is perceived as a threat to one's identity, people expenence a state of incompleteness, 
which propels them to renewed efforts aimed at winning back their sense of identity This 
means that substitutive activities that satisfy the particular identity will be initiated It is 
important to note that people will engage in these substitutive activities only when the blocked 
goal is perceived as an identity threat If this is not the case, people are not likely to engage in 
further efforts to attain the goal 

In recent years, self completion researchers have begun to explore how the state of 
incompleteness is translated into substitutive activities Brunstein and Gollwitzer (1996) have 
found that failure on an identity-relevant task causes a reduction in positive affect, and 
increases the frequency of ruminative thoughts In addition, providing people with an 
opportunity to restore their valued identity was found to lead to increased feelings of 
energization Internal analyses revealed that feelings of energization were generally assoaated 
with higher performance on a subsequent mental concentration test Thus, it appears that 
performing a subsütutory activity attenuated the negative impact of failure by promoting 
feelings of energization Although these findings are still preliminary, they provide some 
support for the notion that affective and ruminative processes play an important role in the 
dynamic process of symbolic self-completion (cf Gollwitzer & Kirchhof, 1998) 

A parallel line of work addressing substitution processes is self affirmation theory, 
initially developed by Steele and his colleagues (see Steele, 1988, for a discussion) According to 
self-affirmation theory, people stave to maintain a positive self-image Whenever this image is 
threatened -for instance, by writing an essay advocating a message that runs counter a 
personally held belief- a process is instigated that seeks to restore the self-image, for instance, 
by reasoning that wnting an essay is really a rather unimportant activity Self-affirmation theory 
holds that it is not necessary to dismiss each speafic image threat that comes along, because 
the overarching goal of the system is the maintenance of a global positive self-image Thus, 
people have the option of leaving a threat unrabonalized and reinforcing one's overall self-
image through other means Self-affirmation theory was first tested in the area of dissonance, 
where it was found that people felt no need to reduce cognitive dissonance after affirming an 
important self-aspect Next it was found that self-affirmation also serves as a protection against 
various other self-threats For example, Liu and Steele (1986) found that self-affirmation 
eliminated increases in attnbuüonal activity due to learned helplessness, and Tesser and Cornell 
(1991) found that self-affirmation also blocked vanous other ego defensive processes This 
latter work emphasized that self-affirmation theory has wide-ranging implications for the 
understanding of self-regulatory behavior 
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In spite of the advances that have been made in self-affirmation research, there is no 
agreement about the processes that mediate the influence of self-affirmation Some researchers 
have suggested that affect may serve as the key mediating variable (e g , Tesser & Cornell, 
1991) Although this hypothesis has received some support (Tesser, Pdkington, & Mcintosh, 
1989, see Tesser & Cornell, 1991), research has consistendy faded to find that self-affirmation 
leads to changes in self-reported affect (see Steele, 1988) Moreover, Steele, Spencer, and 
Lynch (1994) found that directly manipulating affect did not produce the same effects as self-
affirmation. However, it remains possible that self-affirmation is effective through affect that is 
not attributed to a speafic cause (see Tesser et al, 1996). Alternatively, some researchers have 
suggested that self-affirmation is effective because it promotes trmalization of a blocked goal 
(i.e, it motivates downplaying of the goal's subjective importance, Simon, Greenberg, & 
Brehm, 1995). Although trmalization could be concaved of as a byproduct of the Subsumtion 
process instigated by self-affirmation, Simon et al (1995) regard trmalization as the result of a 
more cogmnvely based companson process between a salient personal value and the blocked 
goal According to this interpretation, self-affirmation increases the sahence of a personal 
value, which in turn leads people to compare the importance of the blocked goal and the 
personal value. As a result, the blocked goal may seem of lesser subjective significance, and 
consequently the motivational impact of goal blockage may be attenuated To the extent that 
such cognitive refraining can account for self-affirmation effects, the tnvializaüon account may 
constitute an alternative explanation to self-affirmation theory. 

To summarize, symbolic self-completion theory and self-affirmauon theory have 
been used to study substitution processes from different perspectives. Within the symbolic 
self-completion framework, substitutive activities have typically been studied as a dependent 
variable. In contrast, the opportunity for substitution is typically manipulated rather than 
measured within self-affirmation research Symbolic self-completion theory posits that people 
substitute to attain a particular blocked identity goal, and only substitutes that accomplish this 
goal will be enacted Self-affirmation research holds that substitutes need only to relate to the 
general goal of maintaining a positive self-image in order to be effective. In spite of these 
differences in focus, the two complementary theones offer a coherent account of substitution 
processes. Both theones hold that psychological functioning is directed toward higher order 
identity goals. As a result, people are flexible in dealing with speafic threats to these higher 
order goals Failure on a specific task may be compensated for by succeeding on another, 
objectively unrelated, task Although the status of potential mediators is sail controversial, 
theorists from both perspectives have suggested that affect may mediate substitutive processes 
(e.g., Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996, Tesser et al, 1996). 

The Present Research and Hypotheses 

To the extent that ruminative thinking is an integral aspect of self-regulation, the 
substitution logic may be fruitfully applied to it as well Simply put, if ruminative thinking is 
instigated by the blockage of a high-level goal, it may be stopped by affirming some other 
aspect of the self. We report three experiments in which this hypothesis was tested. In these 
experiments, we induced people to ruminate by exposing them to failure on an alleged 
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intelligence test (cf. Beckmann, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996) In all three experiments, 
we assessed the accessibility of goal-related cognitions. Note that accessibility of goal-related 
cognitions is not equated with ruminative thinking but is identified as the instigating 
mechanism of ruminative thinking. 

Besides testing the hypothesis that self-affirmation can reduce motivated accessibility 
of goal-related cognitions, the present research aimed at gaining more insight into the 
processes that may mediate self-affirmation effects. As noted earlier, there is still no consensus 
about the process that mediates the influence of self-affirmation. Several variables have been 
proposed as potential mediators, including affect (Tesser & Cornell, 1991), variations in self-
esteem (Steeleet al., 1993), and trmalization (Simon et al., 1995). To investigate the validity of 
these potential candidates for mediation, the present experiments included measures of each of 
these variables. Trmalization measures were collected in all three experiments. Moreover, in 
Study 4.3 we investigated affect and self-esteem as potential mediators of self-affirmation 

STUDY 4.1 

In Study 4.1 we created a situation in which (a) a higher order goal could be 
frustrated, so that ruminative thinking would be instigated; (b) an opportunity to self-affirm 
could be manipulated; and (c) the accessibility of goal-related thoughts could be assessed 
Frustration of a higher order goal was achieved by providing participants with failure feedback 
on an alleged intelligence test consisting of unsolvable items Previous work that has used 
similar manipulations has shown that such failure feedback is perceived as self-threatening 
(e.g.. Dutton & Brown, 1997; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991)1. For example, Dutton and Brown 
(1997) and Heatherton and Polivy (1991) found that participants reported lowered self-esteem 
after receiving failure feedback on an intellectual task. Consistent with this Ime of reasoning, 
manipulations of failure feedback have been shown to lead to an increase in a vanety of ego 
defensive responses, including greater prejudice toward members of stereotyped groups (Fein 
& Spencer, 1997), derogation of others' intellectual abilities (Beauregard & Dunning, 1998), 
and self-regulation failure (Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1993) In addition, failure on an 
intellectual task has been shown to increase ruminative thinking about the frustrated goal 
(Beckmann, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996, Mikulincer, 1989). For instance, Beckmann 
(1994) found that a similar manipulation led to a considerable increase in participants' 
incidence of perseverating thoughts about the failed test in a thought-listing questionnaire 
administered 90 s after they had been given failure feedback. 

After the failure manipulation, some participants were allowed to affirm an important 
aspect of their self-concept, and others were not. We expected that the accessibihty of 
thoughts related to the goal of demonstrating one's intelligence, enhanced after failure on the 
intelligence test, would be subsequendy reduced by self-affirmation. An additional control 
group was included in which participants, immediately after receiving failure feedback, were 
informed that the failed test did not really measure intelligence. Thus, their failure would be 
disassociated, or "unlinked" (cf. Mcintosh & Martin, 1992), from the higher order goal of 
demonstrating intelligence and, theoretically, ruminative thinking should be prevented from 
occurring (see Martin & Tesser, 1989,1996, Mcintosh & Martin, 1992). 



88 Chapter 4 

We operaüonalized accessibility of goal-related thoughts as the accuracy of 
recognizing words related to the frustrated goal (Beckmann & Martin, 1994, cited in Martin & 
Tesser, 1996, Goschke & Kuhl, 1993) Beckmann and Martin (1994) showed that people who 
ruminate after failing an intellectual task display enhanced recognition accuracy of words from 
the failed test. In a related vein, Goschke and Kuhl (1993) also found evidence that motivated 
accessibility of goal-related thoughts is reflected in higher recognition accuracy of words 
related to the goal They also demonstrated that this effect is not due to controlled memory 
strategies Thus, an unexpected recognition test of words related to the frustrated goal was 
considered to provide a valid measure of the level of activation of goal-related thoughts in 
memory 

Finally, in Study 4.1 we aimed to test the hypothesis that effects of self-affirmation 
are mediated by systematic variations in tnvialization (Simon et al., 1995) Self-reported 
tnvialization of the intelligence test was measured after the manipulation of self-affirmation 
This measure was an adaptation of the tnvialization index used by Simon et al.(1995) If self-
affirmation reduces ruminative thinking by promoting tnvialization of the frustrated goal, 
reductions in the accessibility of goalrelated thoughts after self-affirmation should be 
accompanied by corresponding increases in tnvialization of the frustrated goal 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Sixty undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (21 men and 39 

women, average age = 21.5 years) were randomly assigned to three experimental conditions 
(relevant affirmation, irrelevant affirmation, immediate unlinking). They received Dfl 7.50 
(approximately % 4 U.S.) for their participation 

Procedure 
Participants attended the experiment in groups of up to six persons per session. On 

amval in the laboratory, participants were seated in separate cubicles, each containing an Apple 
Macintosh computer and a button box They were informed that they would partiapate in a 
senes of four unrelated studies and that they would receive all the instructions by means of a 
computer-program. After the experimenter left, participants started the program by pressing a 
button 

The first study, descnbed as a "study of values," was aimed at identifying important 
and unimportant aspects of the self Following the procedure used by Tesser and Cornell 
(1991), participants first rated and rank-ordered each of the six values of the Allport-Vemon-
Lindzey Study of Values scale (AVL, Allport, Vemon, & Lindzey, 1960) The values listed were 
as follows: aesthetics, appreciation of the fine arts, soaal, an interest in canng for others and 
their nghts, political, having influence in soaety, religion, an interest in theology and church 
matters, economic, an mterest in business and finances, and theoretical, an mterest m saenüfic 
theory and research 

The next study, descnbed as an "intelligence test," included our manipulation of goal 
frustration Modeled after a similar paradigm used by Beckmann (1994), and Beckmann and 
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Martin (1994), it was composed of six verbal analogies from an existing intelligence test 
(Drenth & Wienngen, 1969), modified in such a way that correct responses were impossible 
This test was said to be a good measure of analytic ability, "an ability that has been found to 
correlate strongly with general intelligence" and to be "a good predictor of a successful career 
in numerous areas " After bnef instructions, the verbal analogies appeared one by one on the 
computer screen Each analogy consisted of a sentence with two blanks Participants were to 
indicate which two words from two rows displayed on the screen would form a correct 
analogy Participants had one minute to complete each The remaining time was displayed on 
an alarm clock in the lower left comer of the screen If participants did not type m their 
response within one mm, the computer made an auditory signal and displayed a verbal message 
stating that the answer had to be typed immediately After typing in a response, a message 
appeared on screen stating that "That was not the correct answer," after which the next 
analogy appeared After the last analogy, participants were informed that their total score 
amounted to zero 

After this, participants in the relevant affirmation and irrelevant-affirmation 
conditions moved on to the next study, described as a study of people's general interests and 
preferred activities In the relevant-affirmation condition participants received a 10-item AVL 
subscale (in Dutch) of the category they had previously indicated was most important to them 
In the irrelevant affirmation condition they received the subscale of the category they had 
indicated was least important to them In the immediate-unlinking condition partiapants were 
informed that the "intelligence test" had been manipulated and was therefore totally 
uninformative regarding their true intelligence 

After this, partiapants completed a 6-min filler task, which we mcluded to allow the 
passive activation of words from the intelligence test to decay In addition, research by Martin 
and Tesser (desenbed in Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996) has shown that, immediately after goal 
frustration, partiapants tend to suppress goal-related material from memory Next, we 
adminstered a surprise test of recognition of words from the intelligence test The recognition 
test consisted of 36 words 12 words from the six verbal analogies, and 24 distracter words, 
appearing in a random order Distracter words were semantically unrelated to the words from 
the intelligence test All words appeared in the center of the computer screen For every word 
appearing on the screen, partiapants were asked to indicate as quickly as possible whether this 
word had previously appeared in one of the six verbal analogies by pushing the buttons 
marked yes or no on the button box Two seconds after the button was pushed, the next word 
appeared on the screen 

After the recognition test, partiapants were asked two questions assessing 
ttivialization of the intelligence test (a) "There are many things in life that are worse than 
getting a bad score on an IQ test" and (b) "There are many things in life that are more 
important than getting a good score on an IQ test " These items were rated on 7-pomt scales 
(1 = disagree completely, 7 = agree completely) 

After answering these questions, partiapants were debnefed very carefully First they 
were told asked to state their opinion about the purpose of the various studies Next, they were 
asked if they thought any of the studies might be related to each other If they thought this 
might have been the case, they were asked to indicate how they thought the studies might have 
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been related After this, the true nature of the experiment was explained. After checking if all 
participants understood the true nature of the experiment, we thanked, paid, and dismissed 
them. We removed the data of three participants (one in the relevant-affirmation condition, 
and two in the irrelevant-affirmation condition) from the data set because they indicated 
dunng debriefing that they had been suspicious about the intelligence test. 

Results 

Manipulation check 
As a manipulation check, we counted the number of Omes that participants endorsed 

the value of the particular AVL subscale that they had been adminstered and compared the 
relevant- and irrelevant-affirmation conditions. Note that the reported scores were made on 
different AVL scales, because the scales were matched to each participant's personal value 
system. Participants in the relevant-affirmanon condition endorsed the value of the AVL 
subscale considerably more often than participants in the irrelevant-affirmation condition, F(l, 
35) = 91.14,/) < .001, (Ai = 16.8 vs M = 12.4). Thus, the self-affirmation manipulation 
appeared successful in giving only participants in the relevant-affirmation condition the 
opportunity to affirm a personally important value 

Recognition Accuracy 
In signal detection analysis, d' is commonly used as a measure of recognition accuracy 

(Green & Swets, 1966). This measure takes both the number of correct recognitions (hits) and 
the number of incorrect recognitions (false alarms) into account. However, because of the 
limited number of recognitions in the present study, it was not possible to calculate d'. 
Therefore, we calculated A, a nonparametnc equivalent of d' for each participant (Pollack, 
1970; Pollack & Norman, 1964). The resulting values served as the dependent variable in a 
three-level one-way analysis of variance (Affirmation: Relevant vs Irrelevant, and Immediate 
Unlinking). Average A' s in the three conditions are presented in Table 4.1. The overall effect 
of experimental condition was significant, F(2, 54) = 3.57, p < .04. As expected, recognition 
accuracy in the irrelevant -affirmation condition was higher than recognition accuracy in the 
relevant-affirmation cognition, F( l , 54) = 4.24, p < .05, and recognition accuracy in the 
immediate-unlinking condition, F(l , 54) = 6.38, p < 02. Recognition accuracy was not 
significantly different between the relevant-affirmation and the immediate-unlinking 
conditions, F(l, 54) = 0.20,/ < .66. 

Tabk 4.1 Mean Récognition Accuracy (A') as a Function of Condition (Study 4.1 

Condition 

No affirmation 
Affirmation 
Immediate Unlinking 

Reognition Accuracy 

92" 
.86' 
851 

SD 

.08 

.08 

.10 
Note Means that do not share the same subscripts are significantly different from each other [p < 05) 
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Trivialization 
We averaged the two tnvialization items into one index (Cronbach's alpha = 87) The 

resulting tnvialization scores did not vary systematically across the experimental conditions (all 

/κ > 14) 

Discussion 

Recognition accuracy of words from the intelligence test was lower in the relevant 

affirmation and immedme-unlmking conditions than in the irrelevant-affirmation condition 

This indicated that both self-affirmation and immediate unlinking indeed led to lower 

accessibility of thoughts related to the blocked goal It is interesting that the effect of 

affirmation on recognition accuracy was approximately equal in magmtude to the effect of 

immediately unlinking the failure from the higher order goal of demonstrating intelligence 

Self-affirmation did not result in increased tnvialization of intelligence tests in general Thus, 

the effect of self affirmation on the accessibility of ruminative thoughts cannot be explained by 

tnvialization Overall, these results provide preliminary support for the hypothesis that self 

affirmation can stop ruminative thinking after ego threat by promoting self-integnty at a higher 

level in the goal hierarchy 

Although the results of Study 4 1 are consistent with the hypothesis that self 

affirmation can stop rumination, the accessibility measure used in Study 4 1 required 

participants to engage in the consaous retrieval of information related to the frustrated goal 

Thus, it remained to be seen whether the observed effects could be rephcated using an 

accessibility measure without any explicit reference to the frustrated goal One goal of Study 

4 2 was to address this issue 

STUDY 4.2 

The main innovation in Study 4 2 was the use of a lexical decision task to assess 

accessibility of goal-related thoughts (e g , Dijksterhuis Sc van Knippenberg, 1996, Macrae, 

Bodenhausen, Milne, & Jetten, 1994, Neely, 1977) In this task, activation of goal-related 

thoughts is indicated by faster responses to words that are related rather than unrelated to the 

goal Therefore, we expected that participants who had expenenced failure on an IQ test 

would display faster response latencies to words that were related to intelligence than to words 

that were unrelated to intelligence No such effect was expected for participants who had not 

been exposed to a failure experience and those who had been able to self-affirm If this pattern 

were obtained, it would provide a more convincing demonstration that self-affirmation can 

stop the spontaneous, automatic occurrence of ruminative thoughts, because the lexical 

decision task did not contain any explicit reference to the frustrated goal Moreover, finding 

converging evidence across different measures of accessibility that self-affirmation is able to 

stop ruminative thinking would enhance our confidence in the results obtained in Study 4 1 

The design of Study 4 2 included a different control group than the one used in Study 

4 1 In Study 4 1 the control group was exposed to the same failure treatment as the other 

participants, but told that the intelligence test really did not measure anything important 
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Although, theoretically, ruminative processes can be expected to have stopped for this group, 
such a condition may not constitute an appropriate baseline for assessing the accessibility of 
the experimental words Therefore, in Study 4 2 we used a control group that was not exposed 
to the failure treatment 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Seventy one undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (28 men and 

43 women, average age = 21 0 years) were randomly assigned to three experimental conditions 
relevant affirmation, irrelevant affirmation, or no failure control Participants received Dfl 5 
(approximately $ 2 U S ) for their participation 

Procedure 
For all participants, the same equipment was used as in Study 4 1 As in Study 4 1, 

participants in the relevant- and irrelevant-affirmation conditions first rated and ranked the six 
values of the AVL scale and then proceeded with the "intelligence test" that supplied failure 
feedback Next, the opportunity for self affirmation was manipulated, a distracter task was 
administered Partìapants in the no failure control condition were not exposed to any of these 
experimental manipulations 

All partìapants were subsequently asked to pamapate in a study involving a lexical 
deasion task They were informed that a number of letter strings would appear individually in 
the center of the computer screen Some of these strings would be genuine words, whereas 
others would be nonwords Participants were asked to deade as quickly and accurately as 
possible whether the presented letter stung was a word or a nonword by pushing one of the 
buttons marked yes and no on the button box Two seconds after the button was pushed, the 
next word appeared on the screen In total, 64 letter strings were presented, consisting of 32 
existing Dutch words and 32 nonsense words The 32 Dutch words were trait words gathered 
from a pilot study Eight words were related to intelligence (e g , smart), eight control words 
were unrelated to intelligence but matched to the intelligence words by valence and word 
length (e g , kind) The remaining 16 words were distracter items The presentation order of the 
items was randomized for each participant, and response latenaes were recorded using 
appropriate software 

After completing the lexical deasion task, partìapants in the relevant- and irrelevant 
affirmation conditions were asked two questions assessing trmalization of the intelligence test 
Partìapants were then debnefed as in Study 31a, paid, and dismissed We removed the data of 
three partìapants (two in the relevant affirmation condition, and one in the irrelevant 
affirmation condition) from the data set because their answers indicated suspicion about the 
experimental feedback 
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Results 

Manipulation check 
We counted the number of endorsements of the value of the particular AVL 

subscale that had been adminstered to each participant and compared them between 
conditions As in Study 4.1, participants in the relevant-affirmation condition endorsed the 
value of the AVL subscale more frequendy than participants m the irrelevant-affirmation 
condition, F(l, 47) = 60 19,/. < 001 (M = 16 8 vs. M = 13 2). 

Lexical Decision Latencies 
For each participant, the computer recorded both the response (i.e., word or 

nonword) and the latency of response for each of the presented items. Errors were infrequent 
(2 0% across the experimental tnals), when they did occur, they were excluded from the 
statistical analysis To reduce skewness in the distribution, we excluded from all analyses 
response latencies longer than 1000 ms (3.0 % of the responses). The dependent variable of 
interest was the mean time taken by participants to respond to the intelligence and the control 
words Preliminary analyses indicated that average response latencies in the irrelevant- and 
relevant-affirmation conditions were somewhat -albeit not significantly- slower than the 
average response latenaes in the no-failure control condition, F (2, 68) = 1.59,/ = .21, (M = 
553 vs. M = 520). Perhaps participants in the no-failure control condition were less fatigued, 
and hence quicker, than the other participants, who had earlier exerted themselves trying to 
solve a number of impossible IQ test items. Alternatively, although participants were assigned 
at random to the experimental conditions, there may have been pre-existing individual 
differences in general speed of responding between conditions. Such individual differences are 
indeed a common finding in response latency data (Fazio, 1990). Given this variability in the 
general speed of responding, it is recommended that mean response times for control words 
be used as a within-subject baseline (cf Fazio, 1990). Variations in accessibility between 
conditions are thus indicated by the différence in response latency for intelligence words and 
control words: to the extent that response latenaes are quicker for intelligence words than for 
control words, thoughts related to intelligence can be assumed to be more accessible in 
memory. 

We submitted mean response latenaes for intelligence and control words to a 3 
(experimental condition: irrelevant affirmation, relevant affirmation, and no-failure control) by 
2 (word type, intelligence vs. control) mixed-model ANOVA with repeated measures on the 
second factor. Relevant means are displayed in Table 4.2. The analysis yielded the expected 
interaction effect between experimental condition and word type, F(2, 68) = 3.53, p < .04. 
Simple effects analysis showed that partiapants in the irrelevant-affirmation condition were 
quicker to respond to the intelligence words than to the control words, F(l, 24) = 7.04,/ < 
.02. This effect did not occur for partiapants in the relevant-affirmation and no-failure control 
conditions (both Fs < 1). 
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Table 4.2 Mean Reaction Times (in Mi/Jiseconds) a Function of Conation and Word Type (Study 

4.2) 

No Affirmation 
Affirmation 
Control 

Word Type 
Intelligence-Related Not Intelligence-Related 

540 566 
555 549 
524 516 

Difference 

-26 
+ 6 
+ 8 

Trivialization 
We aggregated the two trivialization items into one index (Cronbach's alpha = 86) 

The resulting trivialization scores did not vary systematically across the irrelevant- and relevant-
affirmation conditions (F < 0 15) 

Discussion 

Consistent with earlier findings (e g , Beckmann, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996), 
thoughts related to intelligence were more accessible after failure on an alleged intelligence test 
in the irrelevant-affirmation group, but not in the control group that did not expenence failure. 
In addition, and most relevant to our central hypothesis, there was no evidence that thoughts 
related to intelligence were more accessible in the relevant-affirmation group Thus, the 
findings of Study 4.2 conceptually replicate those of Study 4.1. Unlike Study 4.1, however, the 
accessibility measure that we used in Study 4.2 avoided any explicit reference to the blocked 
goal Thus, Study 4.2 shows that the findings of Study 4.1 are not limited to a particular 
accessibility measure. In addition. Study 4 2, like Study 4.1, found no evidence that self-
affirmation led to increased tnviakzation of intelligence tests in general. 

STUDY 4.3 

The results of Studies 4 1 and 4 2 support the notion that self-affirmation can stop 
ruminative thinking. Nevertheless, it is possible that affirming a relevant value was somehow 
more cogmtively distracting than affirming an irrelevant value Study 4.3 was designed to 
address this alternative explanation In Study 4 3 the opportunity to self-affirm was 
manipulated pnor to the administration of the goal-frustration task This way, it was very 
unlikely that self-affirmation would distract participants from their failure on the intelligence 
test, although substitutional effects of self-affirmation are known to occur even when the 
affirmation manipulation precedes a goal-frustrating event. For example, Tesser and Cornell 
(1991; Experiments 2 and 3) have found that self-affirmation pnor to a dissonance-arousing 
event led to reduced attempts to restore self-integnty through dissonance reduction In short, 
if self-affirmation was effective in Studies 4 1 and 4 2 by cogmtively distracting people from 
their failure, manipulating self-affirmation pnor to goal blockage should have no effect on 
ruminative thinking, because people would not yet be ruminating at the tune they self-affirm. 
On the other hand, if self-affirmauon reduced ruminative thinking in these studies because it 
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promoted higher order goal attainment, manipulating self-affirmaoon pnor to goal blockage 

should still be effective 

In Study 4.3, we also sought to explore whether the effect of self-affirmation on 

rumination may be explained by situational variations in affect or self-esteem We took special 

care to use unobtrusive, implicit measures of these constructs. Implicit measures are generally 

less subject to social desirability concerns (Greenwald & Β3η3μ, 1995) In addition, we had 

other substantive reasons to employ implicit measures of affect and self-esteem, rather than 

standard, self-report measures Turning to mood first, an implicit mood test may be more 

likely to tap nonspeafic affect, the type of affect that Tesser et al (1996) proposed as the most 

likely candidate for mediation Therefore, we adminstered a validated measure of implicit affect 

after the self-affirmation manipulation (Hass, Katz, Rizzo, Bailey & Moore, 1992) The 

theoretical rationale behind this test is much the same as for any projective test, participants1 

selection of mood words in response to ambiguous stimuli is presumed to be indicative of how 

participants are feeling at the Urne Considering that previous work has faded to find self-

affirmation effects on self-reported affect measures (Steele et al., 1993), it seemed more likely 

that an implicit mood test would be able to detect differences in affect that were not attributed 

to any specific cause, the supposed mediator of self-affirmation 

In Study 4.3, we also sought to explore situational variations in self-esteem as a 

potential mediator of self-affirmation. However, the mere administration of explicit measures 

of self-esteem has been found to exert a direct influence on ego defensive processes (e.g, 

Greenberg et al, 1993, Steele et al, 1993). Most relevant to the present work, self report 

assessment of self-esteem may have the unintended side-effect of focusing participants on their 

affirmaüona] resources (Steele et al, 1993) Thus, obtaining an explicit measure of self-esteem 

might interfere with the very process it was meant to study Consequendy, we deemed it 

desirable to use an implicit self-esteem measure. Although a widely accepted measure of 

implicit self-esteem is still lacking, some of the relevant literature suggests that positive self-

views may be reflected unconsciously in more positive evaluations of one's name letters 

compared to evaluations of the remaining letters of the alphabet, a phenomenon known as the 

name letter effect (Greenwald & Ββηβμ, 1995; Hoorens, 1990, Nuttin, 1985). Moreover, m a 

recent study, Koole and van Knippenberg (1998) have found that relative liking for name 

letters is strongly correlated with explicit self-evaluations, particularly when individual 

différences in self-enhancement are taken into account. Thus, the measurement of name letter 

evaluations may provide insight into self-evaluations, without invoking the problems associated 

with explicit measurement of self-evaluations. To investigate this possibility, we assessed 

participants' name letter evaluations in Study 4.3 after the self-affirmation manipulation had 

taken place 

Method 

Participants and Design 
Seventy undergraduate students from the University of Nijmegen (21 men and 48 

women, average age = 21 1 years) were randomly assigned to two experimental conditions 
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(Relevant Affirmation/Irrelevant Affirmation). Participants were paid Dfl 7.50 (approximately 

$ 4 U . S ) 

Procedure 
The same equipment was used as in Study 4.1. It was explained to the participants 

that the investigation involved a series of unrelated studies The first study was described as 
one involving subliminal perception- the disguised mood test (Hass et al., 1992). Participants 
were informed that during this study, words would be flashed on the computer screen for 
approximately 20 ms and then be masked by a string of Xs. Although this presentation time 
was too brief for conscious recognition, participants were told that their subconsaous would 
be able to perceive the presented word If they selected -by guessing, if necessary- a word that 
felt similar in meaning to the feeling they had expenenced while the word was being flashed, 
their subconscious would guide their decisions. 

In reality, the word flashed on the computer screen was always a nonsense word (e.g , 
LOWN). Apart from some filler items, one of the response words was always a positive or a 
negative mood label (e.g., DOWN) , while the other response words were affectively neutral 
but similar in length and appearance (e.g., DAWN, GOWN, TOWN). The selection of mood 
words is presumably indicative of how the participants are feeling at the time of selection (cf. 
Hass et al., 1992, for a further explanation of the rationale of this test). The premampulaüon 
mood test consisted of 10 positive mood items, 10 negative mood items, and 5 filler items 
presented in a random order. 

After the premampulaüon mood test, the "subliminal perception study" was 
interrupted, ostensibly because it would take awhile for the subconscious to process the 
information that had been presented subliminally. Dunng this time participants were asked to 
take part in an "unrelated" study, supposedly conducted by the university's personahty 
department. The first part of this study consisted of the self-affirmation manipulation used in 
Study 4.1. The second part consisted of the same bogus intelligence test used in Study 4 1 
After this, participants continued with the second part of the "subliminal perception" study, 
which consisted of 10 positive mood items, 10 negative mood items, and 5 fillers presented in 
a random order. 

On completion of the postmanipulation mood test, participants started with an 
"unrelated" study concerning aesthetic preferences Participants were asked to evaluate each 
letter of the alphabet on 7-point scales (1 = extremely ugly, 7 = extremely beautiful) Letters of 
the alphabet appeared separately on screen and were presented in a random order. After a 
3-niin filler task, a surprise recognition test of words from the intelligence test was 
administered. Postexpenmental questions and the debnefing procedure were the same as in 
Study 4.1. We removed the data of four participants (divided equally between conditions) from 
the data set because they indicated dunng the debnefing that they had been suspicious about 
the failure feedback. After the purpose of the experiment was made clear, participants were 
requested to wnte down their ftdl names and signatures on a consent form to indicate that they 
agreed to let their data be used for scientific purposes 
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Results 

Manipulation Check 
We counted the number of endorsements of the value of the particular AVL 

subscale that had been adminstered to each participant and compared them between 
conditions. As in the two previous studies, partiapants in the relevant-affirmation condition 
endorsed the value of the AVL subscale more often than participants in the irrelevant-
affirmation condition, F(l , 62) = 108.90,/ < .001 (M = 16.8 vs. M = 12.8)2. 

Recognition Accuracy 
We computed values of A' were computed for each participant. These values served 

as the dependent variable. As expected, recognition accuracy in the irrelevant-affirmation was 
higher than recognition accuracy in the relevant-affirmation condition, F(l , 62) = 4.11,/) < 05 
(M = .87 vs. M= .81). 

Affect 
To assess the internal consistency of the positive and negative affect scales, we 

computed split-half reliability coefficients for the total sample's premampulation scores (N = 
66). Coefficients for the positive and negative scales were .68 and .65, indicating adequate 
reliability. We subsequendy created a positive affect index by summing the number of positive 
words selected out of the 10 positive mood items, and we created a negative affect index was 
created by summing the number of negative words selected out of the 10 negative mood items. 

Companson of the mood prescores indicated that there were no premampulation 
differences in mood between the experimental conditions (F < 1). We analyzed 
postmampulation mood scores for each mood scale separately with corresponding mood 
prescores as a covanate. Partiapants in the relevant-affirmation condition had higher positive 
mood scores than partiapants in the irrelevant-affirmation condition, F (1, 61) = 5.20,/) < .03 
(adjusted Ms were 4.00 vs. 2.74). No statistically reliable effect on negative mood scores was 
observed (F < 1). 

Table 4.3 Mean Rehtive Evaluations of Name Letters as a Function of Conation and Letter 
Type (Study 4.3) 

No Affirmation 
Affirmation 

M 

.46 

.98 

Initials 
SD 

1.03 
1.05 

Remaining Letters 
M SD 

-.15 .61 
.04 .65 

Note Higher numbers indicate more favorable relative name letter evaluations 

N a m e Letter Evaluations 
We computed relative name letter evaluations according to the procedure outlined by 

Kitayama and Karasawa (1997). First, we computed a baseline evaluation of each letter for 
partiapants whose names did not include it. Next, we computed for each partiapant a 
différence score was computed between the evaluations of each of the name letters and the 
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corresponding no-name evaluations to yield a relative liking score. A name letter effect would 

be implied by positive relative evaluations. Subsequendy, two summary measures were 

obtained for each participant: the mean relative evaluation of his or her initials, and the mean 

relative evaluation of the remaining letters of his or her name. These measures were 

uncorrelated with postmanipulation mood scores (both r's < .10). 

We analyzed the relevant means, given in Table 4.3, in an ANOVA with one 

between-subjects variable (affirmation: relevant vs. irrelevant) and one within-subjects variable 

(position: initia] letters vs. remaining name letters). There was a main effect of affirmation on 

the relative evaluation of name letters, indicating that the relative evaluation of name letters 

was more positive in the relevant affirmation condition than in the irrelevant affirmation 

condition, F(l,64) = 4.07, p < .05. Across conditions, evaluations of initial letters were 

significantly different from no-name letter baseline evaluations, /(I, 31) = 5.17,p < .001, but 

evaluations of the remaining name letters did not differ from baseline (-1.5 < is < 0.5 in both 

conditions). This finding, although not predicted, is consistent with earlier reports that the 

name letter effect is more easily demonstrated with initial name letters than with non-initial 

name letters (Johnson, 1986, described in Greenwald and Banaji, 1995; Kitayama & Karasawa, 

1997; Nuttin, 198η. The effect of Position was highly significant, F(l, 64) = 42.82, p < .001, 

indicating that the relative evaluation of initials was higher than the relative evaluation of the 

remaining name letters. Although the affirmation by position interaction did not reach 

significance, F( l , 64) = 1.99, p < .17; the main effect of Affirmation was significant for initials 

F( l , 64) = 4.14,/ < .05, but not for the remaining name letters, F(l, 64) = 1.49, ns. 

Trivialization 

We averaged the two trivialÌ2ation items into one index (Cronbach's alpha = .75). 

The resulting triviali2ation scores did not vary as a function of the affirmation manipulation (p 

> .30). 

Mediation Analyses 
Our final series of analyses investigated potential mediators of the effect of 

Affirmation on the accuracy of recognition of words from the intelligence test (i.e., on the 

accessibility of goal-related cognitions). We executed path analyses to examine two potential 

mediators: positive affect and name letter evaluations. For any of these variables to qualify as a 

mediator, three conditions must be met (Baron & Kenny, 1986). First, the affirmation 

manipulation must have a significant effect on the potential mediator. Second, the potential 

mediator must have a significant relationship with recognition accuracy. FinaDy, if any of these 

variables is the mediating mechanism, then the effect of affirmation on recognition accuracy 

should be eliminated or gready diminished when the mediator variable is controlled for. 

Positive affect. As Figure 4.1 shows, the direct relationship between affirmation and 

recognition accuracy was significant, β = .27, t(l, 62) = 2.03,/) < .05. Second, affirmation was 

predictive of positive affect, β = .31, t(2, 63) = 2.67, p < .01. Third, when affirmation and 

positive affect were entered into the equation simultaneously, differences in positive affect 

were predictive of recognition accuracy, β = .38, t(l, 61) = 3.14, ρ < .005. Moreover, the 

direct relationship between affirmation and recognition accuracy became smaller and no longer 

significant, β - .16, t(61) = 1.25,/) < .21. Using Baron and Kenny's (1986) modification of the 
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Sobel test (see Kenny et al, 1998), the reduction that was due to positive mood was found to 

be statistically significant (Z = 1.97, ρ < .05) Thus, in Ime with expectations, differences m 

recognition accuracy indeed appear to have been mediated by differences m positive affect 

.27* 
Accessibility of Goal 
Related Cogmaons 

Figure 1. Path analyses depicting the mediating rok of positive affect on accesstbibty oj'goal-related 

cognitions as a function of setf-affirmation. Ν = 66. Coefficients are standardised betas. 

Betas marked by an asterisk an significant at the .05 level 

Name letter evaluations. Because relative name letter évaluations (in particular 

evaluations of initials) were higher in the relevant-affirmation condition, it is possible that 

differences m name letter evaluations can account for the effect of affirmation on recogmtion 

accuracy The analysis revealed that the initial and remaining name letter evaluations were 

uncorrelated with recogmtion accuracy (respective /?s = .11 and .06, both/>s > .45). Moreover, 

the main effect of affirmation remained significant after controlling for variations in name 

letter evaluations {β = .30, p < .03). Thus, no evidence was found that differences in name 

letter evaluations mediated the observed Affirmation effect. 

Discussion 

In Study 4.3, affirmation of an important value again led to lower accuracy in 

recognizing words from the intelligence test than affirmation of an unimportant value. It is 

important to note that the opportumty to self-affirm was this time mampulated pnor to the 

administration of the intelligence test. Thus, it appears highly unlikely that affirming a relevant 

value was effective merely because it was more distracting than affirming an irrelevant value. In 
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addition, affirming a relevant value led to higher positive affect, as indicated by the disguised 
mood test , and higher implicit self esteem, as indicated by more positive initial letter 
evaluations Of these potential candidates for mediation, only positive affect was found to 
mediate the relationship between self-affirmation and the accuracy of recognizing words from 
the intelligence test Considering that the implicit measures of affect and self-esteem are not 
yet well established, some caution is warranted in interpreting these results For example, the 
absence of a correlation between measures of implicit affect and implicit self esteem suggests 
that conventional knowledge based on self-report measures of affect and self-esteem, which 
usually are highly correlated (eg , Heatherton & Pohvy, 1991), is not applicable to these 
constructs in a straightforward manner Nevertheless, the findings of Study 4 3 are the first to 
provide direct support for the hypothesis offered by Tesser et al (1996), that self-affirmauon 
operates through affect of which the participant is not explicidy aware 

General Discussion 

It appears that affirming an important aspect of one's self-concept can reduce the 
accessibility of failure-related cognitions In three experiments students were exposed to failure 
on an alleged intelligence test We hypothesized that exposure to failure on an ego relevant task 
would instigate motivated activation of failure related cognitions We manipulated self-
affirmauon by allowing students to affirm a value that was either perceived as very important 
or as very unimportant to the self (Steele & Liu, 1983, Tesser & Cornell, 1991) As expected, 
the activation of goal related cognitions after failure decreased substantially when students 
were able to affirm an important value Because motivated activation of goal-related cognitions 
has been implicated by MarOn and Tesser (1989, 1996) and others (eg , Kuhl & Goschke , 
1994) as the critical instigating mechanism of ruminations, the present findings suggest that 
self-affirmation may be an important way to regulate ruminative thinking 

Our theoretical analysis identified several ways to stop ruminative thinking goal 
attainment, disengagement, distraction, and substitution In the present research, self-
affirmation was completely unrelated to the goal of demonstrating one's intelligence 
Therefore, it seems unlikely that self-affirmation increased partiapants' perceptions of their 
own intelligence, which otherwise might have promoted subjective goal attainment at this level 
Furthermore, there was no evidence that self-affirmation led to enhanced trmahzation of the 
importance of intelligence, suggesting that students did not psychologically disengage from the 
goal of demonstrating their intelligence as a result of self-affirmation But what about 
distraction·' This explanation seems unlikely as well, because affirming a relevant aspect of the 
self took approximately the same Urne as affirming an irrelevant aspect of the self Moreover, 
accessibility of goal-related cognitions was always measured more than five mm after the 
failure expenence Earher research has shown that after an interval of five mm, distraction is 
usually no longer effective (Martin & Tesser, 1989, 1996) It may still be argued, that self-
affirming information might have been a more powerful distracter than neutral information, 
distracting students' thoughts from failure for a longer penod than ordinary distracters In 
Study 4 3, however, we found that self-affirmation before failure was equally effective in 
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reducing accessibility of failure-related cognitions Without additional assumptions, this finding 
is inconsistent with the distraction hypothesis 

Overall, the present findings are compatible with the notion that self-affirmation 
reduced accessibility of failure-related cognitions by means of a process of motivational 
substitution (cf Tesser et al., 1996) According to this account, affirming the self, although 
leaving intact the goal-discrepancy at the level of demonstrating one's intelligence, reduced a 
goal-related discrepancy at a higher level, that is, the goal of thinking positively about oneself. 
Tesser and Cornell (1991) suggested that the common medium of motivational substitution 
may be affect Consistent with this idea, we found in Study 4.3 that variations in positive affect, 
as indicated by higher scores on Hass et al 's (1992) disguised mood test, were able to explain 
variations in the accessibility of goal-related cognitions caused by the self-affirmation 
manipulation As such, the present research is the first to provide direct evidence for Tesser 
and Cornell's hypothesis that self-affirmation processes are mediated by affect It appears that 
affirming an important aspect of the self leads to positive affect, which m turn signals well-
being (Schwarz & Bohner, 1996) and reduces accessibility of goal-related cognitions and, thus, 
ruminative thinking 

One may wonder how the present research relates to earher findings by Steele and his 
colleagues, who found that self-affirmation did not lead to changes in affect (Steele & Liu, 
1983), and that manipulated affect did not produce the same pattern of findings as self-
affirmation (Steele et al., 1993). In Steele and Liu's (1983) research, affect was measured via 
explicit, self-report measures, or overtly manipulated, whereas in the present studies affect was 
assessed by means of an implicit, projective test (Hass et al, 1991) and self-affirmation was 
manipulated in a rather covert manner As Tesser et al. (1996) pointed out, the use and disuse 
of self-defense mechanisms is most likely to be determined by affect of which people are not 
explicitly aware Thus, self-ratings of affect and overt manipulations of affect are less likely to 
tap into the medium of self-affirmational processes. 

The present research also explored the influence of self-affirmation on implicit self-
evaluations As expected, self-affinnauon led to more positive implicit self-evaluations, as 
indicated by more positive evaluations of name letters. This finding is of considerable 
theoretical interest, because prior research, although it has been effective m demonstrating that 
a positive bias for name letters cannot be reduced to linguistic artifacts, has yielded little direct 
evidence that name letter evaluations are linked to important self-evaluative processes (see 
reviews by Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Hoorens, 1990). Because Study 4.3 did not include no-
failure control conditions, it is unclear from the present findings whether the influence of self-
affirmation on name letter evaluations was independent of exposure to failure To follow up 
on this question, we conducted another study, in which we manipulated self-affirmation 
without exposing paruapants to failure (N = 46), and assessed participants' name letter 
evaluations as in Study 4 3 Name letter effects for initials and nomnioals were again highly 
significant (both p's <.001) but there was no significant difference between relevant and 
irrelevant affirmation conditions (all Fs < 70) Although not conclusive, these additional data 
suggest that self-affirmation restores the posmvity of implicit self-evaluations after failure, 
rather than increasing the positmty of implicit self-evaluations per se. Overall, these findings 
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support Tesser and Cornell's (1991) theory that self-evaluations are maintained rather than 
maximized 

Although we found no evidence that variations in the name letter effect were able to 
account for effects self-affirmation on the accessibility of ruminative thoughts, caution is 
warranted in drawing conclusions about the mediaüonal role of self-esteem. First, the current 
empirical status of the name letter effect as an indicator of implicit self-esteem, although 
bolstered by the present findings, remains largely untested. Indeed, much more evidence is 
required to assess the validity of this measure. Second, it may be questioned whether the 
implicit affect measure we used possesses adequate discriminant validity to discnnunate 
between generaleed affect and more specific affect related to self-evaluations. On the positive 
side, Hass et al. (1992) reported an unpublished study that demonstrates that the disguised 
mood test is responsive to affect manipulations that do not constitute an ego threat Moreover, 
scores on the disguised mood test were uncorrelated with implicit self-esteem, as assessed by 
name letter evaluations. Nevertheless, threats to self-esteem often invoke aversive emotions, 
making it difficult to distinguish between responses to ego threat and general emotional 
responses (e.g., Baumeister, 1996; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991) Thus, it is conceivable that less 
positive responses on the disguised mood test were due in part to increased perceptions of ego 
threat. Conceptually, cognitive regulation (responses to ego threat) and affect regulation 
(responses to emotional states) may be viewed as instances of the broader process of self-
regulation (cf. Baumeister, 1996) Thus, high correspondence between ego threat and affect 
may be expected, and therefore regarded as not particularly problematic on a conceptual level. 
Nevertheless, it seems desirable to further develop new, more subtle measurement tools to 
assess these différent constructs, to achieve a clearer distinction between responses to ego 
threat and responses to general emotional states. 

Limitations and Future Perspectives 

In the present studies, self-affirmation was operationali2ed in only one way; namely 
by means of affirming a value in a questionnaire. Obviously, m everyday situations there exist a 
multitude of ways to self-affirm. For example, one may self-affirm by performing better on a 
self-relevant task (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996), by derogating others (Fein & Spencer, 1997), 
or by wearing value-affirming clothes (see Steele, 1988). One important question is which 
factors determine the particular route to self-affirmaoon that will be chosen. Some work 
suggests that people are pragmatic about the choiceof the manner they self-affirm, using the 
first means to self-affirm that they encounter (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996; Tesser & Cornell, 
1991) However, other research suggests that some forms of self-affirmation may backfire, 
particularly if they remind people of their unresolved goal-discrepancy (Blanton, Cooper, 
Skurmk & Aronson, 1997) Applied to ruminative thinking, this work suggests the 
counterintuitive notion that self-affirmation may be most effective when it is least assoaated 
with the speafic goal-discrepancy that instigates ruminations. Thus, self-affirmation may be 
easier to achieve for people whose selves possesses many distinctive cognitive aspects than for 
those whose selves consists of a relatively simple cognitive structure (Lmville, 1985) 
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A somewhat related question is When do people resort to self-affirmation mstead of 
directly dealing with the unresolved goal'1 As explained earher, direct ways of resolving blocked 
higher-order goals -goal attainment, disengagement- are often fraught with difficulties 
However, the possibilities for self-affirmation are probably also constrained by several factors 
First, consistent with the notion that self-esteem-protecting behavior is ultimately motivated by 
a basic need to be accepted or liked by others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), a self-affirming 
activity may be most effective when it is noticed by others (Mahler, 1933, Wicklund & 
Gollwitzer, 1982) However, even when a receptive audience is available to witness a value-
affirming action, people may still choose to refrain from self-affirmauon Recent findings 
suggest that, when a direct route toward attaining the blocked goal and an opportunity for self-
affirmation are simultaneously available, people may display a preference for the direct route 
(Stone, Wiegand, Cooper & Aronson, 1997) The decision of whether to use an opportunity 
for self-affirmation may depend on one's psychological investment in the particular identity 
that is under threat If one is highly committed to the identity that is implied by a blocked goal, 
he or she may remain focused on the goal blockage within this speafic domain In these cases, 
only substitutes that are relevant to the threatened identity may be effective (cf Wicklund & 
Gollwitzer, 1982) Altemanvely, if one is not particularly committed to the speafic identity that 
is threatened, a broader range of substitutes may be effective, including those that are aimed at 
global self affirmation Thus, level of commitment may determine people's flexibility m using 
self-affirmation as compensation for a speafic goal discrepancy 

Although the present research has demonstrated that self-affirmation can reduce 
accessibility of failure related cognitions, it is not yet clear how long this reduction will last 
Our analysis suggests that self-affirmation is effective because it restores one's global self 
worth, thus reducing a higher order goal discrepancy, although the lower level discrepancy may 
still persist According to this reasoning, the reduction in accessibility of failure related 
cognitions should be relatively endunng However, one may wonder what happens when the 
lower-level discrepancy is again made salient Possibly, a reminder of the lower level 
discrepancy may reinstate the threat to one's global self worth, and thus instigate the 
ruminative process again Perhaps it is for this reason that people display a preference for 
dealing with a goal discrepancy directly instead of indirecdy by means of self-affirmation 
(Stoneet al , 1997) However, even when a certain goal discrepancy would reappear after some 
tune, people may be better able to cope with it then Frequendy, self-affirmaOon may provide a 
much-needed mental break from a nagging goal discrepancy Future work may examine the 
effects of self-affirmation over a longer time penod and its influence on task resumption 
The present analysis suggests that self-affirmation is an important way to prevent the 
instigation of failure-related ruminative thinking An important implication of this hypothesis is 
that individuals who lack self-affirmaüonal resources should find it more difficult to stop their 
ruminative thinking In line with this idea, chrome negative self images are associated with 
depression and elevated levels of ruminative thinking (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987) 
According to the present line of reasoning, chrome negative self-images may indicate a lack of 
self-affirmational resources (cf Steele et al, 1993) and thus play an important part in 
maintaining a state of ruminative thinking Interventions aimed at improving people's self 
worth can be expected to provide relief for this undesirable state It is important to note that 
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the present theoretical analysis suggests that these interventions need not be directed toward 

reducing the specific goal-discrepancy that caused the individual's ruminative state. Rather, any 

self-esteem-enhancing intervention is likely to reduce ruminative thinking. Furthermore, the 

behavioral passivity found in chronically depressed individuals (Kuhl & Helle, 1994) may serve 

to limit the number of opportunities for engaging in self-affirming activities. Thus, therapeutic 

interventions could be aimed at helping depressed individuals to initiate new -and potentially 

self-affirming- activities. Although more research is needed to assess these suggestions, we 

encourage investigations along these lines. 

Concluding Remarks 

Existing models of human self-regulation have provided much insight into ruminative 

processes that occur after failure expenences (e.g.. Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1994; Klinger, 

1975; Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994; Martin & Tesser, 1996; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987). The 

present research adds to these findings that the psychological consequences of failure can be 

attenuated by self-affirmation. Besides increasing effort expenditure to reduce the immediate 

goal discrepancy (Brunstein & Gollwitzer, 1996; Wortman & Brehm, 1975), giving up pursuit 

of the goal (Klinger, 1975), and distraction (Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991), restoring 

one's global self-worth may be an effective way to stop ruminative thinking. 

Endnotes 

1 For several reasons, we avoided incorporating a more direct manipulation check question concerning 
perceived ego threat. First, such questions may focus participants on the blocked goal and potentially 
interfere with spontaneous ruminative processes. Second, there is considerable evidence that suggests that 
such questions are prone to interpretive defenses. For example, when evaluating the source of ego 
threatening information, people may become especially critical (Baumeister, 1996; Pyszczynski, 
Greenberg, & Holt, 1985; Wyer & Frey, 1983). Thus, it may be difficult to interpret responses to 
questions regarding self-perceived ego threat. Finally, to the extent that defensive responses succeed in 
reducing perceived ego threat, they may attenuate effects of the ego threat manipulation (e.g.. Greenberg 
& Pyszczynski, 1985) 

2 At the beginning of the experimental session, participants filled out a Dutch translation of the 24-item 
version of the Action Control Scale (Kuhl, 1994). Research by Kuhl and his colleagues (see Kuhl & 
Beckmann, 1994, for a recent overview) has shown that state-oriented individuals tend to expenence 
more uncontrollable ruminations than action-onented individuals. It therefore seemed of interest to 
examine whether self-affirmation effects were moderated by individual differences in action control. We 
divided participants using a median split on the failure-related scale of the Action Control Scale This 
factor was subsequendy included in a senes of 2 (affirmation: relevant vs. irrelevant affirmation) χ 2 
(action control: state vs. action Orientation) between-subjects ANOVAs. No significant main effect or 
interaction effects involving action control emerged. The present failure induction may have been too 
strong to reveal the influence of individual differences (cf. Beckmann, 1994, who also failed to obtain 
effects of action control in highly similar paradigm). As part of the original design of Study 4.3, effects 
involving the action control factor were retained in the analyses reported in the main body of the article. 



CHAPTERS 

Why People Need to Feel Good about Themselves: 

A Functional-Design Analysis* 

Evaluations of the self are, more often than not, positively biased (Baumeister, 1998, 
Greenwald, 1980, Sedikides & Strube, 1997) This positmty bias is typically explained by 
referring to a self enhancement motive, or a deeply rooted desire to feel good about the self 
Intuitively, it is easy to grasp why individuals would want to feel good about themselves 
Feeling proud, valued, and respected is more pleasant than feeling humiliated, worthless, and 
scorned Yet, upon further reflection, this reasoning appears rather circular (Baumeister, 1998) 
Yes, feeling good about the self helps to make one feel good, but what is it that makes people 
care about feeling good in the first place? 

Advancing beyond the realm of common sense, students of the self have recendy 
begun to theorize on the psychological functions of the self-enhancement motive Thus far, 
however, these efforts have yielded htde common ground among vanous theoretical 
approaches For instance, some investigators have argued that self-enhancement is directly 
linked to effective functioning and mental health (Taylor & Brown, 1988), whereas others have 
suggested that self-enhancement is often associated with undesirable outcomes such as 
excessive risk-taking (Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1993), motivation loss (Oettmgen, 
1996), and even mental illness (Colvin, Block, & Funder, 1995) In addition, some researchers 
have conceptualized self-enhancement as a relatively autonomous source of motivation 
(Epstein, 1994, Sedikides & Strube, 1997, Tesser, 1988), whereas others have sought to 
disassemble it into yet more elemental motives (Leary & Baumeister, 2000, Solomon, 
Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991) Finally, some researchers have understood self-enhancement 
as a universal aspect of the human psyche (Epstein, 1994, Solomon et al , 1991, Sedikides & 
Strube, 1997), whereas others have argued that self enhancement is reflective of a cultural 
syndrome that is prevalent in individualistic cultures, such as North Amenca, but is virtually 
absent in collectmstic cultures, such as Japan (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999) 

In the ongoing debate concerning the functions of self enhancement, the various 
sides have garnered impressive supportive evidence, suggesting that there are elements of truth 
in each of these seemingly contradictory perspectives Accordingly, any comprehensive 
account of self-enhancement must explain how self-enhancement can be functional and 
dysfunctional, how self-enhancement relates to the fulfilment of basic human needs, and which 
aspects of self enhancement are universa! versus culturally variable In this article, we sketch 
the initial outlines of such an account Drawing from recent advances in action theory (Kuhl, 

* This chapter is based on Koole, S L & Sedikides, C (2000) Why people med to feel good about themselves A 
functional design analysts Under review 
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2000; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999), we propose that the adaptive functions of self-enhancement 
can be understood in terms of the basic cognitive-affective systems that mediate volitional 
functioning. Specifically, we suggest that self-enhancement facilitates self-management, a 
volitional mode that is characterized by automatic behavior control and the expenence of self-
determination Conversely, we argue that self-enhancement inhibits self-control, a volitional 
mode that is characterized by planfulness and a cognitive focus on unexpected or undesirable 
events We intend to show that this framework provides a useful scheme for understanding for 
why and when self-enhancement improves or impairs psychological functioning. 

We begin by discussing the scope of our framework. Next, we review influential 
previous approaches to the functions of self-enhancement, and relate them to the current 
approach. We then consider how our framework builds on some basic principles that are 
assumed to underly human action control (Kuhl, 2000; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) Finally, we 
examine how our framework can explain the known range of self-enhancement findings and 
consider broader implications for our understanding of the self-enhancement motive 

Scope of the Present Framework 

We define as self-enhancement any cognitive, affective, or behavioral phenomenon 
that signifies a tendency to protect, affirm, or elevate positmty in evaluations of the self. Due 
to the lack of a dominant scientific paradigm, research on self-enhancement has been 
characterized by an enormous diversity in the selection of variables, operationalizations, and 
research designs (Sedikides & Strube, 1997). One the one hand, this practice adds considerable 
complexity to the study of self-enhancement. On the other hand, the lack of a conventional 
methodology renders any convergence in findings all the more impressive. 

Most of the evidence for self-enhancement originates from the study of explicit or 
self-reported self-evaluations. For example, distributions of self-esteem scores are heavily 
skewed such that most people report having high self-esteem (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 
1989; but see Heine et al., 1999, for a discussion of cross-cultural variability). Evaluations of 
specific self-attnbutes display a similar flattering picture of the self, with people claiming 
themselves to be above average in an extraordinary range of personahty characteristics and 
skills. For example, compared to the average person, most people beheve that they are happier 
(Freedman, 1978), are more honest (Van Lange & Sedikides, 1998), have higher driving ability 
(Svenson, 1981), and have better health prospects (Laxwood, 1978). In addition, people 
attribute favorable outcomes to the self, whereas they attribute unfavorable outcomes to 
another person (Fiedler, Semin, & Koppetsch, 1991; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987a; 
Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, & EUiott, 1998). Finally, people strategically vary the amount 
(Gibbons, Persson Benbow, & Gerrard, 1994; Tesser, 1988), the domain (Mussweder, Gabnel, 
& Bodenhausen, 2000) and the direction (Buunk, Collins, Taylor, Van Yperen, & Dakof, 1990, 
Stapel & Koomen, in press) of comparisons between the self and others in ways that maximize 
the favorabihty of the self. 

A second class of self-enhancement phenomena is formed by the "zoo" (Tesser, 
Martin, & Cornell, 1996) of processing biases that support evaluatively positive information 
about the self and resist evaluatively negative information about the self. Specifically, people 
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show memory distortions that uphold positive social identities (Ybarra, 1999), have better 
memory for positive self-relevant information than for negative self-relevant information 
(Kuiper & Derry, 1982, Skowronski, Betz, Thompson, & Shannon, 1991), especially when this 
information pertains to an important trait dimension (Sedikides & Green, in press), and 
selectively recall autobiographical memones in support of personal qualities that they believe 
are socially desirable (Samüoso, Kunda, & Fong, 1990) In a related vein, people process 
positive self-relevant information faster than negative self relevant information (Kuiper & 
Derry, 1982; Skowronski et al., 1991), pay more attention to favorable than unfavorable 
information about themselves (Baumeister & Cairns, 1992), regard positive affect terms as 
more applicable to them than negative affect terms (Staats & Skowronski, 1992), and define 
traits and abilities idiosyncratically in ways that are favorable to the self (Dunning, 1993, 
Dunning, Leuenberger, & Sherman, 1995) Collectively, these biases indicate that the self-
enhancement motive exerts a profound influence on social information processing. 

Assuming that people possess rather little introspective insight into their own mental 
processes (Bargh, 1994, Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977), self-enhancement 
mechanisms may operate at least to some extent outside of conscious awareness Consistent 
with this view, a growing literature has documented implicit, automatic, and presumably 
unconscious expressions of favorable attitudes towards the self (Hetts, Sakuma, & Pelham, 
1999, Otten & Wentura, 1999, Koole, Dijksterhuis, & van Knippenberg, in press, see also 
Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Impliat self-enhancement becomes readily apparent in evaluative 
biases towards persons or objects that are in some way associated with the self (Greenwald & 
Banaji, 1995; Koole et al, in press, Pelham & Hetts, 1999). For example, people bestow special 
favors upon their birthdaymates (Miller, Downs, & Prentice, 1998, Finch & Cialdmi, 1989), 
regard their own possessions as particularly valuable (Beggan, 1992, Kahneman, Knetsch, & 
Thaler, 1990), and evaluate own name letters more positively than others' name letters (Nuttin, 
1984, 1987, Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997; Koole et al., in press) Such demonstrations are of 
theoretical interest, both because they indicate that self-enhancement effects occur even in the 
relative absence of self-presentational concerns (Baumeister et al , 1989) and because they 
imply that several self-enhancement processes require only minimal conscious awareness 
(Koole et al., in press, Paulhus, 1993, Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990). 
Moreover, implicit self-enhancement has far-ranging behavioral consequences, implicit 
preference for self-associated stimuli (i.e., name letters) has been found to influence important 
life decisions, such as choosing a city or state in which to live, choosing a university, and 
choosing a profession (Pelham, Mirenberg, & Jones, 2000). 

Summary 
Self-enhancement phenomena have been demonstrated across an unusually wide 

range of dependent variables, including explicit self-evaluations, more subde information 
processing mechanisms, and even automatic-implicit forms of self-evaluadon As such, self-
enhancement tendenaes in normal persons have emerged as one of the most robust and 
universally acknowledged empirical patterns in the study of the self (Baumeister, 1998, Brown, 
1998; Tesser & Martin, 1996), a pattern that suggests that self-enhancement is indeed a 
fundamental self-evaluation motive (Sedikides & Strube, 1997) Our theoretical framework is 
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intended to provide an explanation for the self-enhancement motive and the accompanying 

empirical wealth of information. As a cautionary note, the scope of applicability of our 

framework is limited to the functions of commonly occurring self-enhancement patterns The 

framework was not purported to account for extreme cases of self-enhancement (i.e., 

narcissism, Morf & Rhodewalt, in press) or pathological forms of self-abasement (Nijman, 

Dautzenberg, Merkelbach, Jung, Wessel, & Campo, 1999) 

The Current Approach in Context 

In this section, we set the stage for our framework by briefly discussing influential 

perspectives on the functions of self-enhancement In addition we consider the underlying 

logic of our fiinctional-design analysis, and how it relates to previous approaches. 

Previous Perspectives on Self-Enhancement 

Many theonsts have suggested that self enhancement stnvings exert a powerful 

influence on feelings, thoughts, and behaviors (Allport, 1961, Becker, 1962, 1973, Baumeister, 

1998, Brown, 1998, Greenwald, 1980; Homey, 1937, James, 1890; Sedikides & Strube, 1997; 

Steele, 1988, Swann & Schroeder, 1995, Tesser, 1988). Initially, researchers treated this 

assumption as axiomatic, proceeding without paying attention to the adaptive functions of self-

enhancement However, with study after study demonstrating the pervasiveness of self-

enhancement, the field was eventually forced to consider the question why people care about 

self-enhancement in the first place. 

A classic account of the functions of self-enhancement was provided by Taylor and 

Brown (1988), who argued that positive beliefs about the self are generally conduave to mental 

health, even when these beliefs are not quite true. At approximately the same time. Terror 

Management Theory (TMT, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986) was proposed, which 

holds that self-enhancement (or self-esteem) provides rehef from unconscious concerns about 

death by bolstering the perception that one "is a valuable member of a meaningful universe" 

(Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997, ρ 66) More recendy, two additional frameworks 

have sought to explain the functions of self-enhancement. In particular, the soaometer model 

(Leary & Baumeister, 2000, Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995) has posited that self-

esteem maintenance is dnven by an evolved need to belong, given that behaviors that boost 

self-esteem are ones that decrease the likelihood that the individual will be avoided or rejected 

by other persons Finally, cross-cultural psychologists have argued that the self-enhancement 

motive is one aspect of the self that vanes as a function of cultural self-construals. Presumably, 

self-enhancement requires seeing oneself as different from and better than others (Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991) Thus, the self-enhancement motive is prevalent in cultures that encourage 

independence from others, but relative rare or even absent in cultures that emphasize 

interdependence and connectedness with others (Heine et al, 1999) 

Clearly, these four perspectives have contributed immensely to our understanding of 

the functions of self-enhancement Each perspective has been denved from a coherent set of 

theoretìcal assumptions, has been supported empmcally, and has generated important insights 

into the nature of self-enhancement phenomena At the same time, however, none of these 



Why People Need to Feel Good about Themselves 109 

perspectives has been able to provide a singular account of the full range of self-enhancement 
phenomena and their functions. For example, the Taylor and Brown (1988) formulation and its 
more recent updates (Armor & Taylor, 1998; Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995) have difficulty in 
explaining why certain forms of self-enhancement have maladaptive consequences. For 
instance, Oettingen (1996, 2000) reported that indulging in positive fantasies reduces action 
readiness and the formation of appropnate action plans (for related findings see Baumeister et 
al., 1993; Gibbons, Eggleston, & Benthin, 1997). By companson, TMT is in a better position 
to accommodate such dark sides of self-enhancement by positing that existential concerns can 
increase the utility of self-enhancement behaviors that have negative side effects (Taubman 
Ben-An, Flonan, & Mikulincer, 1999). However, TMT is hard pressed to account for self-
enhancement strivings that are derivative of nondefensive needs, such as curiosity or 
exploration behaviors (Dea & Ryan, in press). Indeed, mortality salience manipulations are less 
impactful among individuals for whom autonomy-related motives are prepotent (Florian & 
Mikulincer, 1998; Martin, 1999), perhaps because these individuals are more preoccupied with 
self-expansive strivings than with defensive motivations (Greenberg, Pyszczynksi, & Solomon, 
1995). 

Similarly, sociometer theory is unable to account for the complete range of self-
enhancement phenomena1. The sociometer model would not predict that self-enhancement 
strivings can override belongingness motives, given that the former is presumed to be derived 
from the latter. Yet precisely such a pattern has been proposed and documented by Tesser's 
(1988) Self-Evaluation Maintenance (SEM) model, which states that a close other's outstanding 
performance in a self-relevant domain has negative affective consequences for the self, given 
that one's own performance will pale by comparison. Because people are motivated to 
overcome this aversive experience, they will either distance themselves from the close other or 
will attempt to undermine the close other's performance. Consistent with this, Pleban and 
Tesser (1981) reported that people physically distance themselves from a close other after that 
person has outperformed them in a self-relevant domain. Moreover, people decrease their 
helping behavior to a close other when they beheve that the other may outperform them on a 
self-relevant task (Tesser & Campbell, 1982). These studies demonstrate that the striving for 
self-enhancement can gam precedence over belongingness strivings (for similar findings, see 
Dechesne, Greenberg, Arndt, & Schimel, in press; Gollwitzer & Wicklund, 1985; Snyder, 
Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). Again, these findings are at odds with the sociometer model, which 
predicts that self-enhancement mechanisms will be subordinate to the need to belong. 

Finally, the cross-cultural perspective has difficulty accounting for findings that self-
enhancement phenomena manifest considerable cross-cultural invanance. One relevant Ime of 
research has indexed self-enhancement with implicit or indirect measures. Such measures likely 
control for social desirability, because they register responses that participants do not 
necessarily regard as expressions of their self-attitudes (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Koole, 
Dechesne, 6c van Knippenberg, 2000; Wilson, Lmdsey, & Schooler, 2000). This Ime of 
research has yielded consistent evidence for implicit self-enhancement among individuals with 
interdependent (as well as independent) self-construals (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). For 
instance, Kitayama and Karasawa (1997) found that Japanese individuals display a reliable 
preference for own name letters and birth date numbers, a posmvity bias that is indicative of 
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implicit self-esteem (see Hoorens, Nuttin, Erd^yi, Herman, & Pavakanun, 1990, for a 
replication across several Thai samples). Likewise, studies using response latencies or word 
stem completion measures have confirmed that individuals with interdependent self-construals 
display posiùvity biases for self-associated stimuli (Famham, Greenwald, & Banaji, 1999; Hetts 
et al., 1999). Taken together, these findings suggest that, at least at an implicit level, self-
enhancement is equally prevalent among individuals with interdependent and independent self-
construals. 

There are at least two reasons why previous self-report measures have failed to yield 
evidence for self-enhancement among individuals with interdependent self-construals First, 
expressing self-enhancement on a self-report scale may be a paradoxical requirement for 
individuals with interdependent self-construals As Markus and Kitayama (1991) noted, 
individuals with interdependent selves come to feel good about themselves by fulfilling the 
tasks assoaated with being interdependent with relevant others Verbal claims of one's 
goodness, however, may emphasize that one is separate from others, thus threatening the very 
basis of those claims. Consequently, expressions of self-enhancement are most likely to occur 
when the individual believes that these do not impinge on being interdependent with others, or 
when the individual is unaware of displaying such expressions. A related reason pertains to 
matters of assessment Members of individualistic and collecüvistic cultures may have different 
ways of manifesting self-enhancement. Consistendy, a recent seaes of studies (Sedikides, 1999) 
has shown that individuals with interdependent selves display a self-enhancement bias on 
interdependent traits (e.g., canng) but not on independent traits (e.g., leadership ability). 
Individuals with independent selves showed the reverse pattern. These findings suggest that 
even explicit expressions of self-enhancement are universal, as long as these expressions are 
congruent with the cultural values of the individual. 

Summary 

Over the last 15 years, several theoretical perspectives have sought to explain the 
psychological functions of self-enhancement. Each of these perspectives has generated 
interesting insights and produced an impressive empirical record. Nevertheless, no single 
perspective has been able to account for the complete range of self-enhancement phenomena. 
As such, a comprehensive analysis of the functions of self-enhancement is warranted. 

On the Idleness of Human Thought: An Aristotelean Perspective 
We maintain that a theoretical framework that is powerful enough to encompass the 

wide range of manifestations of the self-enhancement motive can be derived from a careful 
consideration of the basic design properties underlying the human action control system. Such 
a functional-design analysis, however, requires a willingness to part with one of social and 
personahty psychology's most chenshed assumptions. The notion that cognitive contents exert 
a direct, causal influence on goal-directed action 

A causal significance of cognitive contents is proposed or assumed by each of the 
four previously reviewed perspectives on the functions of self-enhancement. The Taylor and 
Brown (1988; see also Armor & Taylor, 1998) formulation assumes an important mediating 
role for efficacy behefs and optimism in the beneficial effects of self-enhancement. In a similar 
vein, TMT holds that terror management functions of self-enhancement are brought about 
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through perceptions of the meamngfulness of life (Greenberg et al, 1997, Simon, Arndt, 

Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1998), whereas the cross-cultural perspective posits that 

the psychological functions of self-enhancement are a function of the person's (culturally 

variable) cognitive self-construals A seeming exception to this prevailing cognitive emphasis is 

presented by the sociometer model (Leary et al, 1995), which highlights the relevance of 

affective processes in self-esteem Still, though, the sociometer model assigns a functional 

significance to cogmtive contents, because it posits that the functions of self enhancement 

stem direcdy from the perception that one is accepted or rejected by others Indeed, a recent 

formulation of the soaometer model has placed added emphasis on cognitive contents, 

arguing that "self-esteem not only signals one's relational value in the immediate situation but 

reflects the general outlook for relational appreaation and social belongingness in future 

encounters and relationships" (Leary & Baumeister, 2000, ρ 12) Thus, even the soaometer 

model assumes causal significance of cognitive contents in explaining the functions of self-

esteem 

Through which processes do cognitions exert an influence on psychological 

functioning'' By assuming a direct functional significance of cogmtive contents, previous 

approaches have left this issue largely unspecified Nevertheless, this issue is of paramount 

importance, given that not all optimistic behefs lead to better performance (Armor & Taylor, 

1998), not all forms of meamngfulness are equally successful in reducing existential concerns 

(Flonan & Mikulincer, 1998), not all occurrences of self-enhancement are moderated by 

culture (Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997, Sedikides, 1999), and not all perceptions of social 

exclusion become equally translated into self-enhancement behaviors (Leary & Baumeister, 

2000) From the current perspective, one can begin to understand these findings by assuming 

that cogmtive contents by themselves are insufficient to propel individuals towards goal-

directed action Thoughts alone cannot instigate action2 As such, our analysis is consistent 

with the Anstotelean adage, "It is not the thought as such that can move anything, but thought 

which is for the sake of something and is practical" (Kuhl, 2000, p.121) 

Anstode's insight into the idleness of human thought points to the need to consider 

the intervening psychological mechanisms through which thoughts can take on motivational 

properties Because such a functional-design analysis is not common in the area of motivation 

or self-evaluation, it seems useful to provide some illustrations As a first analogy, we may 

consider a functional-design analysis of the human sensory system. The purpose of this system 

may be descabed simply as extracting information from the physical world This description, 

however, does not exhaust the different functions that are performed by the sensory system 

For example, we might distinguish between different sensory modalities, such as vision, 

hearing, smell, and touch. These sensations appear functionally autonomous, as they can 

operate independently of each other, are mediated by different neuroanatonucal structures, and 

signal information to différent parts of the brain. Now, we may apply a similar logic to the 

analysis of motivational phenomena Take, for instance, Fishbein and Ajzen's (1975) theory of 

reasoned action This theory conceptualizes intentions, defined as the willingness to act, as a 

proximal cause of behavior As such, the theory is a prototype of conventional, purposive 

approaches to motivation (Austin & Vancouver, 1996) A functional-design analysis might 

begin to note that enactment of one's intentions is frequendy postponed until a suitable 
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occasion anses (Gollwitzer, 1999), which implies that a cognitive representation of intended 
actions must often be maintained in working memory (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993) In addition, 
we may observe that abstract intentions require low-level, concrete behavior programs in order 
to become implemented (Gollwitzer, 1999, Koole & Van 't Spijker, in press, Vallacher & 
Wegner, 1987) In summary, it appears that intentional action is, at a minimum, mediated by 
(1) memory for abstract symbolic intentions , and (2) a stored repertoire of behavioral routines 

The foregoing paragraph merely illustrates how a functional design approach can 
decompose a purposive system into several elementary functions By applying a similar logic 
across the full range of motivated behavior and personality functioning, one can speafy the 
minimal functional design for an organism who is equipped with motivation and personality 
(Kuhl, 2000, in press) This minimal functional design can then be used to explain a wide 
vanety of volitional phenomena Such an approach offers important advantages to the study of 
motivation First, a functional-design analysis explicidy addresses the issue of how cognitive 
processes become translated into action Second, a functional-design analysis helps resolve the 
thorny issue of which constructs are truly basic in human motivation (Kuhl, 2000, in press, 
Vallacher, 1997) Previous approaches have resulted in a proliferation of motivational 
constructs, without a compelling logic to order them (Austin & Vancouver, 1996, Gollwitzer & 
Moskowitz, 1996) A functional-design analysis has the potential to identify the commonalities 
between different monvaüonal constructs by delineating the basic functions and systems that 
are responsible for producing motivational phenomena 

Summary 

The present approach differs from previous perspectives in a fundamental way 
Instead of focusing on cognitive contents, such as self efficacy beliefs, meanings, self-
construals, or perceptions of interpersonal rejection, we analyze the functions of self 
enhancement in terms of the basic properties of the functional architecture that underlies 
human motivation and self-regulation It should be noted, however, that such a functional-
design analysis is not necessarily at odds with the notion that cognitive contents can also have a 
causal functional significance As such, the proposed framework is meant to complement 
rather than replace content-based approaches Our framework spells out the functional 
significance of self-enhancement that occurs above and beyond any regulatory effects of 
cognitive beliefs and strategies that have been advanced by earlier perspectives 

The Functional Design of Self-Enhancement 

In this section we present our functional-design analysis in more detail From a meta-
theoreücal perspective, our approach assumes that many important psychological adaptations 
were shaped by the necessity for flexible, effiaent, and effective action control (Buss, 1991, 
Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997, Tooby & Cosmides, 1990) Accordingly, a viable theoretical 
framework can be denved by analyzing the basic design principles that mediate human action 
control After explicating this analysis, we consider the role of the self-enhancement motive 
within this general functional architecture 
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On The Architecture of Action Control 
Until recendy, a functional-design analysis was mainly applied to the study of 

functions with a low level of inferential integration, such as the perception of isolated objects 
and simple motor actions. Although these functions are critical in the human functional design, 
the analysis of volitional functioning also requires the consideration of functions with high 
inferential integration, that is, with high levels of internal organization. For instance, an 
individual's goals may consist of an internally coherent set of action steps (GoUwitzer, 1999; 
Goschke & Kuhl, 1993), which will be integrated in more extended networks of the 
individual's needs and motives (Bmnstein, Schultheiss, & Gr„ssmann, 1998; Deci & Ryan, in 
press; Kuhl & Kazèn, 1994). Fortunately, recent theorizing has begun to analyze the design 
principles underlying more complex volitional processes (Kuhl, 2000, in press; Metcalfe & 
Mischel, 1999). This work presents a powerful new synthesis of earlier research and theorizing 
in the area of personality and motivation (Deci & Ryan, in press; D. C. McClelland. Koestner, 
& Weinberger, 1989) and recent insights from cognitive and soaal-cogmtive pychology 
(Nowak, Vallacher, Tesser, & Borkowski, 2000; Rumelhart & J. L. McClelland, 1986; Smith & 
DeCoster, 2000). In what follows, we outline a selection of key principles that have emerged 
from contemporary action theory, most notably Metcalfe and Mischel's (1999) hot/cool system 
analysis and Kuhl's (2000, in press) Personality Systems Interactions (PSI) theory. 

A Battle ofWilL·: The Pnnaple of Volitional Modes 
Across widely different areas, a distinction between two basic forms of volitional 

functioning has emerged. For instance, students of thematic motivation have contrasted 
implicit and explicit motivation (D. C. McClelland et al., 1989); self-determination theorists 
have distinguished between internal and external regulation (Deci & Ryan, m press); terror 
management researchers have juxtaposed conscious and unconscious defenses against death 
anxiety (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999); self-regulation researchers have 
discriminated between immediate and delayed-retum systems (Martin, 1999); personality 
theorists have distinguished between experiential and rational systems (Epstein, 1994); anally, 
social cognition researchers have differentiated between automatic and controlled forms of 
volition (Bargh & GoUwitzer, 1994). Despite the diversity of labels, there appears to be a single 
bifurcation that underlies these conceptual distinctions. In particular, one form of willing 
becomes most apparent during activities that are intrinsicaUy appealing, such as eating delicious 
chocolate cookies or playing a musical instrument. This volitional mode is "hot" (Metcalfe & 
Mischel, 1999) or emotional, implicit, unconscious, intrinsic, automatic, and directed towards 
immediate gratification of the person's needs. We wUl refer to this volitional mode as self-
management3. By contrast, the second form of willing is "cool" or rational (Metcalfe & 
Mischel, 1999), and often refers to the striving to overcome some undesirable habit or impulse. 
This volitional mode is more explicit, conscious, extrinsic, effortful, and oriented towards 
obtaining delayed rewards. We wiU refer to the latter volitional mode as self-control (Kuhl, 
2000). 

The theoretical importance of distinguishing between the two modes lies in the 
recognition that these forms of volitional functioning are fimctionaUy antagonistic: The two 
modes cannot be performed at once. This functional antagonism is weU captured by Metcalfe 
and Mischel's (1999) hot/cool metaphor: just as one's temperature cannot be simultaneously 
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hot and cool, self-management and self-control are mutually exclusive Indeed, Fuhrman and 
Kuhl (1998) have suggested that the two volitional modes represent the psychological 
equivalent of opposing political doctrines Self management resembles an inner democracy, 
during which the central executive "listens to many voices", that is, pursues goals that 
simultaneously satisfy multiple self-aspects By contrast, self-control may be likened to an inner 
dictatorship (Fuhrman & Kuhl, 1998), during which the central executive imposes one 
dominant goal on the system and suppresses opposing needs, feelings, and other self-aspects. 
Given the profound psychological differences between the volitional modes, it is plausible that 
the two modes are mediated by distinct volitional functions 

The Four Horsemen of Action ControL· The Pnnaple of Cognitive Macrosystems 
To describe the mechanisms through which the volitional modes influence the individual's 
functioning, action theorists have proposed a limited set of cognitive macrosystems A 
cognitive macrosystem refers to an internally coherent set of information processing 
mechamsms that are specifically devoted to the execution of a particular regulatory function 
(Kuhl, 2000; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) Accordingly, cognitive macrosystems speafy how the 
two volitional modes become implemented in behavior and expeaence The specification of 
cognitive macrosystems is important because, as we will show later on, it allows for a more 
precise prediction of the functional benefits and defiats that result from the self-enhancement 
motive. A bnef overview of the cognitive macrosystems and their functional profiles is 
provided in Table 5.1. 

At the behavioral level, both Metcalfe and Mischel's (1999) hot/cool analysis and 
Kuhl's (2000) PSI theory speafy highly similar cognitive macrosystems. In the self-
management mode, Metcalfe and Mischel (1999) posit a "hot" behavioral system specialized 
for quick and simple processing and responding on the basis of unconditional trigger features. 
Likewise, PSI theory assumes that self-management is mediated by automatic behavior 
control4, a collection of contextualized behavioral programs that guide the automatic execution 
of concrete actions, and intuitive and affective responses to objects or events (Epstein, 1994). 
By contrast, m the self-control mode, Metcalfe and Mischel (1999) propose a "cool" behavioral 
system that is specialized for complex, analytic thought and delayed action. Similarly, PSI 
theory posits an intention memory system, which consists of (1) the maintenance of intended 
actions in working memory, and (2) inhibition of the pathway between this memory structure 
and automatic behavior control (Kuhl & Kazèn, 1999). Intention memory is invoked when 
relevant behavioral routines are lacking, such as when people are undeaded about where and 
how to act (Gollwitzer, 1999; Martin & Tesser, 1996), when an action plan contains multiple 
steps (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993), or when immediate responding needs to be delayed (Koole, 
Jager, van den Berg, Vlek, & Hofstee, in press, Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999) Both intention 
memory and the cool system are assumed to be relatively slow and mediated by sequential 
information processors that possess limited access to the individual's affective or emotional 
states 
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Table 5.1. Functional Charactensttcs of Four Cognitive Macrosystems 

Behavioral Systems Expenenual Systems 

High-Infenential 
Systems 

Intention Memory 

Maintenance of symbolic intentions in 

working memory; inhibition of automatic 

behavior. 

• Analytical 
• Sequential 

• Vulnerable 
• Slow 

• Accurate 
• Decoupling from emotions 

Low-Infenenüal Automatic Behavior Control 
Systems 

Automatic action and perception 

• Contextual 

• Cross-modal 
• Presence and future oriented 
• Anticipation 

• Holistic 

• Robust 

Extension Memory 

Extended networks of self-

representations. 

Holistic 
Parallel 
Robust 
Fast 

Impressionistic 
Close interaüon with 
autonomic reactions 

Object Recognition 

Discrepancy-sensitive perception of 

isohted objects 

• Decontextualized 

• Modality speafic 
• Past onented 

• Recognition 
• Analytical 

• Vulnerable 

Adapted from Kuhl (2000) 

Metcalfe and Mischel's (1999) hot/cool analysis views expenence as a direct function 
of the behavioral macrosystems, so that there is no need to distinguish additional systems at 
the experiential level. PSI theory, however, notes that the integrative complexity of the 
individual's experience is often discrepant from the integrative complexity of the behavioral 
system within a volitional mode. For instance, during self-management, automatic behavior 
control is frequendy accompanied by feelings of self-determination or "flow" (Csikzentmihalyi, 
1990; Dea & Ryan, in press), an expeaence that denves from a parallel satisfaction of multiple 
self-aspects (Kuhl, 2000; Martin, 1999). Thus, self-management is mediated by a low-
integrative behavioral system, and a high-integrative expenental system Conversely, in the self-
control mode, acüvaoon of intention memory is often accompamed with a narrowing of 
cogmove expenence (Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999), and increased attention to isolated, discrepant 
percepts (De Dreu, Koole, & SteineL, in press; Macrae, Bodenhausen, Schloerscheidt, & Milne, 
1999; Smith & DeCoster, 2000). Thus, self-management is mediated by both a high-integraOve 
behavioral system and a low-mtegrative expenental system. Given this functional mcongruency 
between behavior and expenence within each volitional mode, it seems plausible that behavior 
and expenence are mediated by different volitional functions 



116 Chapter 5 

In the self-management mode, PSI theory posits an extension memory system that 
consists of extended associative networks of self-representations Unlike automatic behavior 
control, but similar to intention memory, extension memory operates on integrated 
representations However, whereas intention memory is closely assoaated with analytic 
thinking, extension memory is assoaated with implicit knowledge and holistic feeling. The 
existence of similar high-integrated implicit representations is supported by models of parallel-
distributed processing (Nowak et al., 2000, Read, Vanman & Miller, 1997, Smith & DeCoster, 
2000) and recent neurobiological theorizing (Lieberman, 2000, LeDoux, 1995) Extension 
memory facilitates the generation of self-congruent goals by providing access to integrated self-
aspects, thus providing the functional basis for self-determined action (Deci & Ryan, in press). 
By contrast, expenence dunng the self-control mode is mediated by the object recogmoon 
system Object recognition identifies novel "objects" or percepts on the basis of mismatches 
between representations of familiar percepts and newly encountered percepts (Macrae et al, 
1999) Object recognition focuses on only one stimulus modahty (e.g, visual input) at a time, 
and operates on expenences with a low level of inferential integration At the same time, object 
recognition shares some of the functional features of the highly integrated intention memory, 
being relatively slow, analytic-sequential, and vulnerable to disruption 

The Cognitive-Affective Crossfire: The Principle of Affective Moduhtions 

From the description of the four cogmuve macrosystems, we can derive that optimal 
functioning requires regular switches between volitional modes (Kuhl, 2000) Specifically, we 
define optimal functioning as (1) self-development, that is, integrating new expenences into a 
coherent self-representational system (Dea & Ryan, in press, Kuhl, 2000, Taylor & Brown, 
1988), and (2) volitional effiaency, defined as the capacity to enact one's intentions (Kuhl, 
2000; Martin, 1999; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Self-development presumes access to new (i.e., 
unexpected or undesired) expenences through object recognition, and subsequent integration 
of the new expenence into extension memory Volitional effiaency requires a similar 
modulation between intention memory -to maintain difficult intentions- and automatic 
behavior control, in order to translate one's intentions into action Accordingly, both self-
development and volitional effiaency require regular modulations between cognitive systems 
that belong to functionally antagonistic volitional modes. It follows that it would be highly 
adaptive for the individual to possess an internal mechanism that fosters modulations between 
volitional modes 

According to PSI theory, affect is a prime vehicle for establishing such between-
mode modulations. More speafically, changes m affect are assumed to set the energy flow 
between the different systems in motion, causing internal dynamics within the overall 
organization of personality systems Importandy, this modubtory influence is posited to occur 
above and beyond any content-specific effects of affect in regulating approach and avoidance 
moüvaöon (Atkinson & Birch, 1970; Lewin, 1935; Westen, 1994). In agreement with other 
approaches, we accept that affects anse on the basis of either innate or acquired needs (Dea & 
Ryan, in press, Zajonc, 2000), or on the basis of a cogmuvely elaborated appraisal of an event 
in terms of predictability and controllability (Clore, Schwarz, & Conway, 1994, Lazarus, 1984). 

Also m line with other recent approaches, we assume that positive and negative affect 
have distinct functional roles (Caaoppo & Bemtson, 1994; Taylor, 1991; Watson & Tellegen, 
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1985) PSI theory's first modulation assumption specifies the modulatory role of positive 

affect According to this assumption, positive affect releases the inhibitory pathway between 

intention memory and automatic behavior control Such vokttonalfacihtatton has been supported 

by research showing that positive affect facilitates the execution of difficult intentions (Kuhl & 

Kazen, 1999) and automatic, heunsUc responding (Clore et al, 1994) The reverse of the first 

modulation assumption -or vokttonal inhibition- is also valid Activation of intention memory 

leads to reduced positive affect Given that positive affect releases the inhibition of automatic 

behavior control, positive affect must be downregulated if behavior enactment is to be 

postponed (for empirical support, see Koole et al, 1999, Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987b) 

PSI theory further proposes a modulatory role of negative affect PSI theory's second 

modulation assumption states that negative affect leads to inhibited activation of extension 

memory and enhanced activation of the object recogmtion system Such setf-tnhtbition is 

consistent with observations that dysphoric individuals have less access to their intuitive needs 

and preferences (Kuhl & Kazèn, 1994, Lyubomirsky & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1993, Pyszczynski & 

Greenberg, 1987b) In addition, there is substantial evidence that negative mood leads to 

systematic, piecemeal processing of features of the situation (Clore et al, 1994), a processing 

style that is the signature of the object recognition system The self-inhibition assumption may 

also be stated in negative form, as self-faaktatwn, which implies that downregulaöon of negative 

affect facilitates access to extension memory 
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Figure 5.1: Functional Re/attons Between the Four Cognitive Macrosystems (PA— — decreases in 

positive affect; PA+ = increases in positive affect; NA+ — increases in negative affect; 

NA— = demases m negative affect) 

Based on the preceding affective modulations, it can be shown that affect regulation 

provides the basis for optimal functioning Positive affect is needed in order to release the 

inhibition between intention memory and automatic behavior control, according to the 
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volitional facilitation assumption However, chronic positive affect debilitates the intention 
memory system, which promotes impulsmty and difficulty aversion due to insufficient 
blocking of attractive action alternatives and insufficient maintenance of difficult intentions 
Thus, volitional effiaency requires a change between positive affect and its downregulation 
Likewise, self-development requires the downregulation of negative affect (according to the 
self-facilitation assumption), without which isolated needs, preferences, and other sensations 
would accumulate umntegrated into a coherent self-representation However, when 
downregulation of negative affect becomes chrome, unexpected and unwanted experiences will 
be continually repressed, a process that will prevent the integration of new expenences Thus, 
self-development requires a modulation between negative affect and the subsequent 
downregulation of negative affect 

Summary 

Recent developments in action theory suggest a fundamental distinction between two 
forms of willing, or volitional modes. The first volitional mode, self-management, is mediated 
by automatic behavior control and activation of extended networks of self-representations 
which generate a sense of self-detemunation. The second volitional mode, self-control, is 
mediated by the activation of intended actions in working memory and a cogmtive focus on 
negative or unexpected percepts Given that the volitional modes cannot be activated 
simultaneously, dynamic switches between modes are necessary to establish optimal 
functioning, which are facilitated by affective change. Increases in positive affect cause the self-
management mode to become highly activated, increases in negative affect cause the self-
control mode to become dominant. A schematic overview of this analysis is provided in Figure 
5.1 

Self-Enhancement and Personality Systems Interactions 
With the foregoing analysis in hand, we are ready to ponder the role of self-

enhancement in volitional functioning. We first consider how the self-evaluation system assists 
in the important task of affect regulation After this, we discuss how this system may establish 
a dynamic equihbnum, so that the influence of self-enhancement motive is kept within certain 
margins 

Self-Evaluation andAffert Regulation 

According to the current analysis, optimal functioning depends to a large extent on 
affect regulation. Given that the self-evaluation system is intimately associated with affect 
(Brown, 1993; Sedikides, 1995, Tesser & Martin, 1996), one might expect the self-evaluation 
system to be closely involved in affect regulation 

Regulation of Positive Affect. Consider first the regulation of positive affect. As 
stated previously, the translation of intentions into action is facilitated by positive affect (Kuhl 
& Kazèn, 1999) Positive affect is generated when the relevance of an activity for an accessible 
self-aspect is detected (Kuhl, 2000) This process was recendy explored by Schultheiss and 
Brunstein (1999), who found that encouraging participants to engage in vivid goal imagery 
increased the correspondence between their implicit motives and their exphat goals However, 
such extended efforts at self-motivation occur only for a limited number of events. For 
example, Woike (1995) reported that individuals choose a limited number of expenences that 
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hold motivational relevance from a wide array of social happenings Likewise, research on 
autobiographical memory has shown that only a small selection of events becomes encoded as 
"self-defining," or as critical to the individual's current concerns (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 
2000) A structural reason for this selective involvement of the motivational system in ongoing 
functioning is presumably that explicit efforts at self-motivation are cosdy in terms of time and 
processing resources. In view of these considerations, the generation of positive affect for 
action control purposes has to take place on-line and within a narrow time frame For example, 
in many situations, individuals must be prepared to enact difficult intentions within moments 
after an appropaate opportunity has ansen (Gollwitzer & Brandst„tter, 1997) It follows that 
volitional efficiency would be greatly enhanced by the capacity to generate positive affect 
within short intervals (i.e , a few seconds or even milliseconds). 

For a vanety of reasons, the self-evaluation system is especially suited as an 
instrument for generating positive affect on a rapid, on-line basis First, self-evaluation is 
intrinsically assoaated with positive affective expenence, such as feelings of being loved 
(Brown, 1993, Leary & Baumaster, 2000) and feelings of mastery (Brown & Dutton, 1995, 
D e a & Ryan, in press). At the same time, negative evaluations do not easily become infiltrated 
in the self-evaluation system, given that extended self-representations become less accessible 
with heightened negative emotionality (according to PSI theory's second modulation 
assumption) As a result, the self-evaluation system is likely to be exceptionally neh in 
associations that are positively charged Second, the structural organization of the self-
evaluation system is particularly helpful towards maintaining a stable network of positive 
affective associations (Nowak et al, 2000) As a highly complex cogmtive system, the self is 
endowed with some unusual mnemonic properties, which allow for superior retention of self-
related material (Greenwald & Banaji, 1989; Symons & Johnson, 1997) A recent set of 
computer simulation studies demonstrated that the self-evaluation system may have similar 
self-organizational properties, which help to create an emergent structure in a noisy 
environment (Nowak et al, 2000). Of particular interest, a self-system with only a small 
majority of positive elements was able to magnify its number of positive self-elements even 
though incoming information was evaluatively balanced. These findings imply that the self, as a 
cogmtively complex system, may develop a degree of structural coherence that allows for the 
maintenance and enhancement of positively valenced information under highly dynamic 
circumstances 

Based on these considerations, we suggest that the self-evaluation system acts as a 
reservoir of positive affective associations upon which the individual can draw to enact a 
difficult intention once a suitable opportunity presents itself (see also Steele, Spencer, & Lynch, 
1993) One important aspect of having an internalized pool of positive affects is that it can be 
invoked online, as a suitable opportunity anses, without the need to intersperse an extensive 
self-motivation session. As a second advantage, the extended connections between speafic 
self-evaluations and other self-aspects ensure that positive affect becomes amplified when it 
moves through the self-system (Nowak et al., 2000) and thus decays more slowly over time 
Accordingly, the self-evaluation system promotes both easy access to and enhancement of 
positive affect 
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Regulation of Negative Affect The self-evaluation system is equally useful in the 
(down)regulation of negative affect. An important advantage of being able to draw on a 
internal pool of positive affects is that it can be accessed even when one's immediate goals 
have been frustrated. Thus, people may substitute a failure experience within one domain with 
success in another domain, even when these domains are logically unrelated to each other 
(Brown & Smart, 1991, Tesser et al, 1996; Koole et al, 1999) Such cross-domain substitutions 
are made possible through the accessibility of extended self-representations, and hence are 
mediated by extension memory The resulting subsätutability of self-enhancement mechanisms 
may be a valuable aide to the downregulation of negative affect Additionally, the self 
evaluation system may facilitate self-relaxation through its ability to organize negatively 
valenced information in localized clusters Such "acknowledged pockets of incompetence" 
(Taylor & Brown, 1988) help to prevent the spreading of negative affect across the entire self-
system (Lmville, 1987, Nowak et al, 2000, Showers, 1992). In line with the present analysis, 
evaluative differentiation of the self-system can be explained on the basis of the functional 
profile of extension memory: Each episode of integrating a previously discrepant expenence 
increases the ability to make more refined distinctions among experiential domains (e.g., when 
a student acquires a more and more refined cognitive map of domains of high, medium, and 
low abilities) 

Summary. 

The self-evaluation system is instrumental in affect regulation As an elaborate 
cognitive structure of positive evaluations, the self-evaluation system provides access to and 
enhancement of positive affect, which may assist in vohöonal facihtaüon of the enactment of 
intended actions In addition, through substitution and evaluation differentiation, the self-
evaluation system helps to downregulate negative affect, which facilitates access to extended 
self-representanons 

On The Margins of Self-Deception 
Granting that the self-evaluation system is able to produce at least some affective distortions of 
reality, what keeps people from living a fantasy life? Although certain personality disorders 
(e.g., manic depression, narcissism) are indeed accompanied by grandiose illusions of the self, 
the capaaty for self-deception (Greenwald, 1980; Lockard & Paulhus, 1988) is constrained by 
some optimal margin of illusion (Baumeister, 1989, Kunda, 1990) Of course, this begs the 
question of how such margins are established and maintained 

We submit that the margins for self-deception do not become established in a rational, 
deliberative manner, but rather emerge through the operation of interactions between different 
volitional systems When a person relies on her own internal self-enhancement resources to 
generate positive affect, the affective system will continue to monitor automatically ongoing 
satisfaction of self-related needs and goals on the one hand, and threats to well-being on the 
other Thus, to the extent that need satisfaction continues to be lacking, or that threats in the 
environment are ignored, the individual will expenence decreasing amounts of positive affect, 
and increasing amounts of negative affect When these circumstances become chronic, the 
internal structure of the self-evaluation system may not suffice to supply the individual with 
internally generated positive affects Indeed, the whole self-system may become overwhelmed 
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with mconsistent information and loose its capacity for self-organization A similar situation 
was illustrated by Nowak et al. (2000), who found that large amounts of mconsistent 
information, when presented within bnef intervals, were able to disrupt the organization of a 
self-system that had previously reached a dynamic equilibrium. As such, the necessity to 
prevent an overload of inconsistent information will prevent self-systems from fully detaching 
themselves from reality 

Self-Enhancement in Action: 
Facilitated versus Inhibited Volitional Functioning 

Based on the foregoing analysis, it has become evident that self-enhancement will 
facilitate performance in the self-management mode. Specifically, self-enhancement 
mechanisms contribute to the generation and maintenance of positive affect, which promotes 
access to automatic behavior control In addition, self-enhancement mechanisms assist in 
downregulating negative affect through substitution and compartmentahzation, with 
downregulation of negative affect in turn enhancing access to extension memory By the same 
logic, however, self-enhancement reduces the activation of intention memory through 
volitional facilitation, and impairs access to object recognition through reduced self-inhibition 
Thus, self-enhancement is likely to undermine performance in the self-control mode 

Tabk 5.2: Functwnakty of Self-enhancement as a Function of Action Control 

Type of Action Control 
Self-Control Self-Management 

Low Self-Enhancement Functional Dysfunctional 
High Self-Enhancement Dysfunctional Functional 

This rationale, which is summarized in Table 5 2, provides a framework for 
understanding when self-enhancement is functional or dysfunctional In particular, high self-
enhancement will be associated with success in self-management, whereas low self-
enhancement will impair effective self-management Conversely, low self-enhancement will be 
associated with success at self-control, whereas high self-enhancement will interfere with 
effective self-control Moreover, assuming that human action control is commonly directed 
towards adaptative functioning (Deci & Ryan, in press; Baumeister & Scher, 1988, Sedikides & 
Skowronski, 1997), we predict that self-enhancement will be elevated in tasks that demand 
good self-management skills and attenuated (or even absent) in contexts that require high 
levels of self-control 

The following review of the self-enhancement literature aims at assessing the validity 
of these predictions. We first examine the relation between self-enhancement and affect 
regulation, given that this relation forms the theoretical basis for making predictions regarding 
self-enhancement and action control Next, we review evidence pertinent to the relation 
between self-enhancement and self-management, and between self-enhancement and self-
control We conclude this section with a consideration of people's ability to modulate 
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strategically their self-enhancement tendenaes in order to match the regulatory demands of the 
situation 

Self-Enhancement and Affect Regulation 
First, it seems important to evaluate whether the hypothesized relation between self-

enhancement and affect has indeed been empirically supported Although this relation is 
complex and reciprocal (Gollwitzer, Earle, & Stephan, 1982, Brown & Mankowski, 1993, 
Sedikides, 1995, Tesser & Martin, 1996), several studies suggest that self-enhancement 
mechanisms can exert a causal influence in affect regulation In particular, there is considerable 
evidence that self-enhancement is conducive to the generation and maintenance of positive 
affect For instance, reflection (i e , association with the positive qualities of a close other) is 
accompanied by arousal and positive affect (Tesser, Millar, & Moore, 1988) In a similar vein, 
affirming one's positive self-conceptions leads to increases in implicit positive affect (Koole et 
al, 1999) Finally, chronic self-esteem is positively associated with a vanety of psychological 
mechanisms that encourage and protect positive affective states (Brown & Mankowski, 1993, 
Dodgson & Wood, 1998, Dutton & Brown, 1997) 

The literature is equally supportive of the relation between self-enhancement and the 
downregulaoon of negative affect Some of the clearest evidence for this relation was obtained 
by Greenberg et al (1992), who showed that both temporarily and chronically elevated self 
esteem render individuals less sensitive to the emotional impact of anxiety-provoking stunuli 
Other studies confirm the insulating influence of self-enhancement in coping with the negative 
affect associated with failure (Brown & Dutton, 1995, Trope & Neter, 1994), threatening social 
comparisons (Tesser & Cornell, 1991, Tesser, Pilkington, & Mcintosh, 1989), and cognitive 
dissonance (Steele et al, 1993) In sum, there is ample support for the hypothesized relation 
between self-enhancement and affect regulation 

The aforementioned findings provide a plausible rationale for examining the relation 
between self-enhancement and effective action control Arguably, these relations also 
introduce confounds between self-enhancement and affect Finding substantive covariation 
between self-enhancement and affective response is fully in line with the current analysis, but it 
remains theoretically desirable to separate these constructs Our pragmatic approach to this 
issue is to include individual differences in self-enhancement in our review, because these are 
less confounded with general affective states, such as anxiety or depression (Brown, 1998, 
Heatherton & Polivy, 1991, Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987b) Of course, due to their 
correlational nature, causal interpretations involving individual difference findings cannot be 
drawn However, if the findings of individual difference studies converge with the findings of 
experimental studies, our confidence that the obtained relations can indeed be attributed to 
self enhancement mechanisms will increase 

Self-Enhancement and Self-Management 
According to our analysis, self-enhancement will facilitate self-management, because 

self-enhancement (1) fosters the generation and maintenance of positive affect, which in turn 
facihtates automatic behavior control through volitional facilitation, and (2) facihtates the 
downregulaoon of negative affect, which in turn facihtates access to extension memory 
through self-facilitation Hence, high self-enhancement will be accompanied by self-
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management benefits, whereas low self-enhancement will be assoaated by self-management 
defiats 

Self-Management Benefits Assoaated mth High Self-Enhancement 

Although successful self-management may be studied in a variety of ways, the 
literature on self-enhancement has focused mosdy on task performance and behavioral 
persistence after initial failure as two outcome variables that are of special relevance to 
effective self-management The ability to maintain a steady course of action after initial failure 
points to effective self-management skills, because it implies ongoing access to motivational 
resources and behavioral programs necessary for effective task execution (Beckmann, 1987, 
Kühl, 1981, Martin, 1999). Or, in the current terminology, high tolerance for frustration 
implies the continued activation of extension memory, which generates positive affect for self-
motivation, and automatic behavior control, which generates appropriate behavioral routines 
Thus, other things being equal, task moüvation and performance following failure are 
considered valid indicators of successful self-management 

Several studies have examined the link between self-enhancement and increases in 
task performance and motivation after failure Brunstein and Gollwitzer (1996) have found 
that the affirmation of positive self-conceptions after failure counteracts the debilitating effects 
of task failure on subsequent performance In a similar vein. Brown and Smart (1991) reported 
that parQapants high in chronic self-esteem offer more help to a stranger after havmg 
expenenced task failure than task success (participants low in chrome self-esteem displayed a 
nonsignificant trend in the opposite direction). Although Brown and Smart (1991) interpreted 
this effect as participants compensating for the evaluative implications of the previous failure, 
an alternative interpretation is that high self-esteem participants display increased effort 
mobilization (through self-motivation) following failure, which causes them to become more 
motivated during a subsequent and logically unrelated task This interpretation is bolstered by 
findings that, following failure, individuals with high self-esteem perform better and persist 
longer than individuals with low self-esteem (McFarlm, Baumeister, & Blascovich, 1984; 
Shrauger & Rosenberg, 1970, Tafarodi & Vu, 1997). 

Previous accounts have sought to explain the link between self-enhancement and task 
persistence in terms of increased optimism (Taylor & Brown, 1988) or self-efficacy beliefs 
(Bandura, 1977) that often accompany self-enhancement Such content-based accounts are 
generally consistent with the functional processes proposed m the present analysis, because 
these processes are assumed to occur above and beyond any effects elicited by the cognitive 
contents of self-enhancement Thus, the relation between self-enhancement and task 
persistence may well be mediated by both personality systems interactions and self-efficacy 
beliefs. There are indications, however, that the mediating role of self-efficacy beliefs is rather 
limited m the domain of task persistence Tafarodi and Vu (1997) examined task persistence as 
a function of two different forms of self-esteem, self-competence and self-liking Self-
competence refers to a generalized sense of one's own efficacy or power (e g., "I am a capable 
person"), and is the conceptual analogue of self-efficacy behefs. Self-liking refers to a more 
diffuse sense of self-regard (e.g, "I like myself), that is closely related to one's social worth 
(Tafarodi, 1998). Consistent with the present analysis, Tafarodi and Vu (1997) found that high 
self-liking was independently associated with increased effort following performance failure 
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Contrary to the self-efficacy perspective, however, self-competence did not account for 
motivational persistence following failure These findings suggest that subcogniùve processes 
of the kind postulated by our analysis can offer a more satisfactory account for the link 
between self-enhancement and task persistence than content-based processes of the kind 
descnbed by self-efficacy models. 

Self-Management Deficits Associated with how Self-Enhancement 

The existence of a positive link between self-enhancement and self-management can also be 
verified by focusing on the negative side of this relation. Specifically, individuals who are 
unable to muster up high levels of self-enhancement at appropriate tunes will likely show 
deficiencies in self-management In the context of our analysis, any deficits in self-management 
will be manifested in impaired access to extended self-representations in extension memory 
(due to self-inhibition) and chrome suppression of intrinsic needs and intuitive impulses (due 
to volitional inhibition) With regard to self-inhibiuon, several studies have confirmed that low 
self-esteem individuals show debilitated self-knowledge Specifically, relative to their high self-
esteem counterparts, individuals with low self-esteem give intermediate and noncommittal self 
ratings (Campbell, 1990), are less confident about those ratings (Baumgardner, 1990, Campbell, 
1990), take longer to respond in their self-ratings (Baumgardner, 1990), and display both less 
internal consistency and less temporal stability in their self-ratings (Campbell, 1990) Thus, 
reduced self-enhancement is indeed assoaated with inhibited formation of self-knowledge 
Additional evidence supports unpaired automatic behavior control among individuals who 
display low self-enhancement. In a review of the literature on self-esteem differences, 
Baumeister, Tice, and Hutton (1989) concluded that low self-esteem is assoaated with self-
protective motivation, an unwillingness to accept nsks, and reluctance to draw attention to the 
self. This conclusion fits the current argument that low self-esteem individuals are more prone 
to suppress their automatic (and potentially nsky) impulses. Relatedly, Baldwin and Sinclair 
(1996) found that, only for low self-esteem participants, success and failure contexts facilitated 
the processing of acceptance and rejection words These findings suggest an inclination among 
low self-esteem individuals to onent their goal pursuits towards soaal acceptance rather than 
to their intrinsic needs and desires. In line with this, a review by Brockner (1984) showed that 
low self-esteem individuals are generally more susceptible to social influence attempts than 
high self-esteem individuals Finally, Swann et al (1990) reported that participants with 
negative self-conceptions suppressed their intuitive preference for self-enhancing interaction 
partners in favor of interaction partners who supplied self-venfying (i.e, negative) feedback, 
presumably out of a desire to ensure a smooth interaction (see also Rudich & Vallacher, 1999; 
Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992) Taken together, these findings bolster the notion of 
inhibited automatic behavior control among individuals with low self-enhancement 

Conclusions 

The preceding review revealed converging support for a positive relation between self-
enhancement and self-management Specifically, self-enhancement increases the effectiveness 
of efforts at self-motivation, as indicated by improved performance and persistence after 
failure feedback In addition, our review uncovered negative consequences for self-
management among individuals who are chronically low on self-enhancement tendenaes (i e , 
low self-esteem individuals) These negative consequences became evident in the form of 



Why People Need to Feel Good about Themselves 125 

impaired self-knowledge and alienation from intrinsic needs However, our analysis is not 
unique in predicting self-regulatory benefits as a function of self enhancement tendencies (see, 
for example, Taylor & Brown, 1988) As such, the theory's predictive success in the domain of 
self-management might not be considered a cause for celebration5 According to this line of 
reasoning, a greater challenge to the generative value of the current approach hes in predicting 
dysfunctional aspects of self-enhancement, given that such aspects have not been 
systematically addressed by previous perspectives. Following the current analysis, dysfunctional 
aspects of self-enhancement are most likely to surface in situations calling for self-control 

Self-Enhancement and Self-Control 
We have argued that self-enhancement undermines self-control, because self 

enhancement (1) facilitates positive affect (Brown, 1993), which releases the behavior 
inhibition exerased by intention memory, and (2) downregulates negative affect, which creates 
interference for object recognition due to increased activation of extension memory 
Accordingly, low self-enhancement will be associated with improved self-control, whereas high 
self-enhancement will be associated with defiaent self-control. 

S elf-Control'Benefits Assonateci mth Low Self-Enhancement 

Several lines of research have studied intention memory among individuals with low 
or impaired self-enhancement. Pyszczynski and Greenberg (1987b) reviewed evidence showing 
that, following a loss of self-esteem, individuals enter into a state of self-focus, which mvolves 
a mental preoccupation with one's shortcomings with regard to intemali2ed standards. 
Although such mental preoccupation may be expenenced as unwanted and aversive, it is 
indicative of (over)effiaent functioning of intention memory A similar pattern was obtained 
by Koole et al (1999) Failure on a self-relevant task (which presumably undermines self-
enhancement) led to increased accessibility of information related to an unfinished task, a 
conventional measure of intention memory (Goschke & Kuhl, 1993, Zeigarmk, 1927) In 
summary, intention memory improves to the extent that positivity in self-evaluation is reduced 

Other research has focused on the capacity for object recogmtion among individuals 
with low self-enhancement tendenaes. In a study by Moretti and Higgins (1990), low self-
esteem individuals reported higher discrepancies between actual and desired self-states 
Although this study is restricted to the domain of self-relevant information processing, it fits 
the prediction of increased object recogmtion (i e , sensitivity to discrepancies) among 
individuals who do not self-enhance. Further evidence was provided by Steele and associates 
(Steele, 1988; Steele et al , 1993). Participants were only responsive to inductions of cognitive 
dissonance (i.e., writing a counteratütudinal essay) when they had not been given a chance to 
affirm their positive self-conceptions. By contrast, participants who had self-affirmed showed 
no signs of being troubled by cogmOve dissonance Viewed from the perspective of the current 
analysis, the expeaence of cognitive dissonance is a function of object recogmtion, given that 
cognitive dissonance derives from the perception of a discrepancy between one's own attitudes 
and behaviors (Festinger, 1957) As such, superior object recogmtion was found among 
individuals with low self-enhancement tendencies. Taken together, the available evidence 
demonstrates the utility of low self-enhancement, when self-control (i.e., intention memory or 
object recogmtion) is warranted. 
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Self-Control Defiats Associated with High Self-Enhancement 

Further evidence for a negative link between self-enhancement and self-control was 
obtained in the aforementioned research by Koole et al (1999) In these experiments, 
accessibility of intentional information, which was found to be heightened following failure, 
returned to baseline when failure-participants were able to affirm their positive self-
conceptions (see also Steele, 1988, Tesser & Cornell, 1991) These findings indicate that 
intention memory, as one of the macrosystems that supports self-control, shows substantial 
impairment when positive self-evaluations become amplified. A similar conclusion was reached 
by Oettingen (1996, 2000), who examined some of the consequences of maintaining high 
levels of self-enhancement when circumstances require high levels of self-control (i e , when 
difficulty of enactment is high) This research examined the influence of positive fantasies on 
motivation, planning, and action Positive fantasies were operauonalized as wishful and 
affectively charged daydreams about the self achieving some desired ends; as such, positive 
fantasies can be regarded as a form of self-enhancement Importandy, and in line with the 
current analysis, Oettingen showed that positive fantasies had an undermining influence on 
planfulness and action readiness for difficult tasks (e g., weight loss, recovering from chronic 
illness, initiating a romantic relationship), which presumably require intention memory 

Dovetailing with Oettingen's findings, several recent studies have addressed the 
negative consequences of high chrome self-esteem. According to our analysis, high self-esteem 
individuals may be lacking in self-control because they fail to inhibit adequately automatic 
behavior control, leading to excessive impulsivity. Consistently, in a study by Pelham and 
Taylor (1992, described in Pelham, 1993), high self-esteem participants reported engaging in 
enjoyable but highly nsky behaviors, such as driving under the influence of alcohol and 
speeding. In a similar vein, a recent review by Baumeister, Smart, and Boden (1996) concluded 
that individuals with high self-esteem are especially prone to hostile aggression (although the 
lion's share of this effect is likely due to narcissism, Bushman & Baumeister, 1998). 
Interestingly, these self-esteem differences became magnified when the potential aggressor was 
challenged or insulted (Baumeister et al, 1996; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), which is likely 
to give nse to negative affect. Similar findings were obtained by Baumeister et al. (1993), who 
found that a verbal challenge to participants1 playing skills led those high on self-esteem to take 
excessive nsks in a computer game. In contrast, low self-esteem participants remained 
unaffected by an identical verbal challenge. Studying yet another form of impulse control, Tice 
and Bratslavsky (2000) found that high self-esteem individuals were more likely to engage in 
time-wasting, distracting activities while preparing for an upcoming test, and especially so when 
they were under negative mood (see Tice, Bratslavsky, & Baumeister, in press). Taken together, 
these findings provide convergent support for the hypothesized negative association between 
self-esteem and impulse control. The observation that this relation becomes more pronounced 
under negative affect (i.e., insults or negative mood) suggests that high self-esteem individuals 
may give in to their impulses in order to downregulate negative affect and/or upregulate 
positive affect Thus, consistent with our analysis, self-esteem differences in impulse control 
appear closely linked to attempts at affect regulation 

Effective self-control consists not only of intention memory and its associated 
suppression of inappropriate impulses, but also of enhanced activation of object recogmtion. 
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which involves accurate perception of unexpected or undesired events In the language of our 
analysis, chrome inhibition of object recognition hinders self-development by preventing the 
detection and subsequent integration of new experiences in the self Accordingly, difficulty in 
self-control among high self-esteem individuals may lead to the development of cognitive-
behavioral fixations Evidence for such a pattern was reported by Gibbons et al (1998) These 
researchers conducted a longitudinal study of smokers' perceptions of the nsks associated with 
smoking and their commitment to quitting as a function of relapsing and chrome self-esteem 
Among relapsers, high self-esteem participants showed an especially pronounced decline in 
their perceptions of the nsks associated with smoking Thus, relapsing high self-esteem 
partiapants were more successful in inhibiting accurate object recognition in order to reduce 
the threatening implications of their failure to quit smoking6 As a result, relapsing high self-
esteem partiapants showed a greater decline in their commitment to quitting than their low 
self-esteem counterparts This pattern is consistent with Pelham and Taylor's (1992) finding 
that high self-esteem participants reported receiving more speeding citations, a marker for 
persistence in an enjoyable but nsky activity despite negative feedback High self-esteem, then, 
can contribute to the development of maladaptive behavior fixations. 

Conclusions 

Our review showed that low self-enhancement is conducive to self-control, in 
particular to intention memory and object recognition Conversely, whenever high self-
enhancement occurred in contexts that require self-control (e.g., among individuals high on 
chrome self-esteem), it was associated with reduced planfulness and action readiness, 
impulsivity, and the development of behavioral fixations. Thus, the available literature supports 
a negative relation between self-enhancement and self-control This conclusion is critical, 
because it implies that the regulatory consequences of self-enhancement are not uniformly 
positive, as has been proposed by some earlier accounts (e.g., Taylor & Brown, 1988) 

Meta-Volitional Control of Self-Enhancement 
In light of the evidence that the adaptiveness of self-enhancement depends on 

situational demands, it is important to know whether people are capable of strategically 
adjusting their self-enhancement strivings to meet speafic situational demands The 
implementation of such strategic adjustments may be conceived as a meta-volitional skill 
(Gollwitzer & Schaal, 1998), or an ability to control one's regulatory process at some 
superordinate level (see also Kuhl, 2000, on the concept of volitional efficiency) The 
application of meta-volitional skills is by definition strategic, but nevertheless such skills may 
be acquired implicitly and hence be inaccessible to introspection (Bargh, 1994, Smith, 1994) 
Given the general tendency towards adaptiveness of human functioning (Dea & Ryan, in 
press, Baumeister & Scher, 1988; Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997), we may expect at least some 
measure of meta-volitional control over self-enhancement tendenaes. 

Accordingly, our analysis predicts that self-enhancement will be pronounced when 
self-management is needed, and will attenuate when self-control is appropnate. Research by 
Taylor and Gollwitzer (1995, see also Armor & Taylor, 1998; Gollwitzer & Bayer, 1999) is 
relevant to this proposition. Upregulation of self-enhancement occurred after individuals had 
reached a decision about several competing action alternatives and became onented towards 
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the imminent implementation of a chosen course action In terms of our analysis, such a focus 
on goal implementation requires automatic behavior control, and may thus be considered a 
form of self-management Conversely, downregulaüon of self-enhancement was obtained 
when individuals dehberated between competing action alternatives. Such deliberations rely on 
intention memory, because différent action representations are kept in mind while their access 
to behavioral output systems must simultaneously be denied This research implies that people 
are capable of meta-volitional control of self-enhancement 

Meta-volitional control of self-enhancement may also explain some seemingly self-
defeating or paradoxical behaviors. Consider the diverse phenomena studied under the mbnc 
of "escape theory," such as alcoholism, binge eating, masochism, and suicide In each of these 
behaviors, Baumeister (1991) has noted a pattern of prolonged pursuits of high ambitions 
which at some pomt become frustrated and turn into the compulsive execution of routine 
behaviors (e.g, binge eating) or ritualistic acts (e.g, masochism) In terms of the present 
analysis, such escapist behaviors are considered strategic attempts to reinstall the generation of 
positive affect through intrinsically gratifying behaviors after an extended penod of activation 
of intention memory. Another form of meta-volitional control of self-enhancement was 
described by Pelham (1991, 1993) Whereas depressed persons typically posses negative self-
views, they also possess some speafic self-views that are highly positive The author theorized 
that the activation of these positive behefs enables depressed individuals to recover 
"spontaneously" from their depressive episode. Indeed, the importance that depressed 
individuals attribute to their most positive self-views predicts their recovery from depression 
(Pelham & Kamey, 1992; described in Pelham, 1993). 

The reverse (i.e., strategic switches towards self-control) may be somewhat less 
common, given that the self-management mode is typically expenenced as hedomcally 
pleasing Nevertheless, Aspinwall and Taylor (1997) maintained that people engage frequendy 
in proactive coping efforts long before a particular nsk has materialized. This viewpoint 
implies that people do exerase regularly their meta-voliüonal skill to switch from self-
management towards the self-control mode of action control 

Conclusions 

Although interest in the meta-voliüonal control of self-enhancement mechanisms has 
emerged relatively recently, there are several indications that people possess at least a taat 
ability to match their level of self-enhancement to the volitional demands of the situation 
Consequendy, there is a trend towards upregulaüon of self-enhancement when self-
management is needed, and a trend towards downregulabon of self-enhancement when self-
control is warranted Such meta-volitional control of self-enhancement fits the notion that self-
enhancement is an adaptive phenomenon 

Summary and about Conceptual Issues 

The assumption that people need to feel good about themselves underhes a vast and 
diverse amount of psychological theorizing and supportive research In this article, we 
examined some of the reasons why this tendency towards self-enhancement is so common. At 
the outset, we discussed several competing perspectives on the functions of self-enhancement 



Why People Need to Feel Good about Themselves 129 

(Greenberg et al., 1997; Heine et al., 1999; Leary & Baumeister, 2000, Taylor & Brown, 1988), 
each of which offered valuable insights into certain aspects of self-enhancement, but none of 
which was fully applicable across the entire range of self-enhancement phenomena We then 
turned to action theory (Kuhl, 2000; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999), and denved a functional-
design analysis that speaks specifically to the functions of self-enhancement. 

Our analysis related the functions of self-enhancement to the functional design 
properties of human action control. We distinguished between self-management and self-
control as two fundamentally different modes of willing The self-management mode is 
activated by positive affect and downregulation of negative affect. During self-management, 
automatic behavior control and extension memory predominate in behavior and expenence. 
By contrast, the self-control mode is activated by negative affect and downregulation of 
positive affect. Dunng self-control, intention memory and object recognition are dominant. 
The current analysis posits that self-enhancement mechanisms foster effective self-
management by (1) generating and sustaining positive affect, and (2) contributing to the 
downregulation of negative affect. By the same logic, self-enhancement inhibits efforts at self-
control A review of the literature supported this analysis, revealing that high self-enhancement 
was associated with effective self-management, whereas low self-enhancement was associated 
with deficient self-management Conversely, high self-enhancement was assoaated with 
impaired self-control, whereas low self-enhancement was associated with efficient self-control. 
Moreover, self-enhancement was most prevalent m contexts that required self-management, 
whereas self-enhancement was least prevalent in contexts that required on self-control, 
pointing to meta-volitional control of self-enhancement 

How can meta-vohüonal control of self-enhancement be reconciled with the 
literature that documents a general tendency towards self-enhancement? After all, would such 
meta-vohüonal control not imply frequent suppression of self-enhancement? The current 
analysis indeed argues that the self-control mode, whenever it becomes activated, promotes 
downregulation of self-enhancement. At the same time, however, it seems unlikely that the 
self-control mode will dominate a large share of volitional functioning. First, self-control is 
markedly less automatic than self-management. For instance, Muraven and Baumeister (2000) 
reviewed evidence showing that even seemingly mild forms of self-control can deplete the 
individual's resources, resulting in increased failures at self-control. Moreover, because the self-
control mode has only limited access to the individual's emotional needs and preferences, 
extended activation of the self-control mode promotes motivation loss and alienation (Deci & 
Ryan, in press; Kuhl & Kazen, 1994). In light of these considerations, it is plausible that most 
volitional functioning will be mediated by the self-management mode. Because self-
enhancement is highly adaptive dunng self-management, it follows that meta-voktional control 
of self-enhancement will generally serve to amplify self-enhancement tendenaes. As such, 
meta-voktional control of self-enhancement is highly compatible with the general trend 
towards self-enhancement. 

Given the sokd empirical support that our functional-design analysis has received, we 
regard this analysis as a viable foray into the understanding of self-enhancement phenomena. 
In this section, we examine how the functional-design analysis sheds light on some 
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longstanding issues in self-enhancement research. Next, we consider some implications of the 

functional design analysis for future research on self-enhancement phenomena 

A New Look at Some Old Issues 
By offering a new framework for thinking about self-enhancement, the functional-

design analysis contributes to the resolution of some longstanding issues in self-enhancement 
research Whereas previous perspectives have treated self-enhancement phenomena as either 
highly adaptive (Taylor & Brown, 1988; Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995) or as highly maladaptive 
(Colvin & Block, 1994), the current analysis suggests that the adapüveness of self-enhancement 
depends on the type of action control that is required by the situation As such, the functional-
design analysis helps to resolve the "puzzle of low self-regard" (Baumeister, 1993), or the issue 
of why some individuals report having low self-esteem Indeed, to the extent that individuals 
require high levels of self-control, low self-enhancement will contribute to effective action 
control Unfortunately, as low self-enhancement becomes chrome, the individua] is likely to 
display the functional deficits that are associated with underacüvation of the self-management 
mode, such as behavioral passivity and alienation from intrinsic needs (Kuhl & Kazèn, 1999; 
Lyubornusrki & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1993) Nevertheless, it is important to note that, at least for 
limited periods of time, low self-enhancement will be assoaated with improvements in 
volitional functioning 

In light of the potential adapüveness of low self-enhancement, merely bang skilled at 
self-enhancement seems insufficient. Instead, individuals typically require the meta-vohtional 
ability to move flexibly between high and low self-enhancement in order to amve at a dynamic 
fit between their level of self-enhancement and external task demands. The current analysis 
thus points to the importance of modeling the interconnectivity between different 
macrosystems. One example of an intersystemic modulation parameter is the concept of action 
versus state orientation (Kuhl & Beckmann, 1994) Individuals high in action orientation are 
relatively flexible in their modulations between volitional modes, whereas individuals high in 
state orientations remain fixed on the activation of a particular volitional mode From the 
current analysis, developing concepts that capture volitional modulations and applying them to 
the domain of self-enhancement is likely to contribute substantially to our knowledge of self-
enhancement phenomena. 

Furthermore, our functional-design analysis provides a more balanced way for 
conceptualizing the relation between self-enhancement and the fulfilment of basic human 
needs. On the one hand, broad and encompassing need systems such as the need to find 
meaning m the human condition (Greenberg et al, 1997) or the need to belong (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995) are conceptualized as motivationa] mechanisms that operate within extension 
memory, so that their pursuits and subsequent fulfillments form important sources of self 
enhancement On the other hand, the functions of self-enhancement cannot be reduced to the 
mere fulfillment of a single or even all of these basic human motives. Instead, the current 
analysis holds that self-enhancement mechamsms have a functional value that occurs over and 
above any satisfactions that are denved from the contents of self-enhancement Consistendy, 
our review showed that the affect-regulating functions of self-enhancement play a crucial role 
in overcoming setbacks, developing an integrated self-concept, and remaining m touch with 
one's authentic needs and desires (i.e, effective self-management) Accordingly, both content-
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based needs and functional design principles are useful for the understanding of the functions 
of self-enhancement 

Finally, the functional-design analysis offers a new perspective on cross-cultural 
variability in self-enhancement. First, given that self-enhancement is assumed to play a 
fundamental role within the human functional architecture, the current analysis predicts at least 
some cross-cultural invariance in self-enhancement. In interdependent cultures (Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991), where self-enhancement is ana-normaove, people may paradoxically denve 
self-enhancement from acting in a self-effacing manner, because such self-effacement implies 
that they are successful in fulfilling their cultural roles. This reasoning is compatible with recent 
findings that individuals display self-enhancement on traits that imply successful role 
fulfillment in their own cultural context (Sedikides, 1999) Indeed, individuals with 
interdependent self-construals may become highly skilled in recognizing their contextual roles 
and at transforming the self-effacing feedback with which they are provided (Jones, Brenner & 
Knight, 1990; Martin, Abend, Sedikides, & Green, 1997; Upshaw & Yates, 1968) As a result, 
self-effacing role fulfillment transformations may become part of automatic behavior control 
or even extension memory for individuals with interdependent self-construals (see Sedikides et 
al, 1998; Tice, Buder, Muraven, & Sullwell, 1995, for automatic self-effacing role 
transformations among fnends). 

Besides predicting at least a minimum of cross-cultural invariance, the functional-
design analysis also allows for a certain measure of cross-cultural variation in self-
enhancement. Specifically, a general tendency to downregulate self-enhancement is expected in 
cultures where self-control is emphasized over self-management This notion matches 
observations that self-disaplme and emotional restraint are highly valued in Japan, a culture 
where self-enhancement phenomena are markedly reduced (Heine et al., 1999). Interestingly, 
the current analysis also predicts that self-evaluations by individuals with interdependent self-
construals may occasionally become more self-enhancing, especially in contexts that foster self-
management. This prediction has met with initial support, given that self-evaluations of 
Japanese individuals become more positive with increased exposure to Amencan culture, a 
culture that actively encourages self-management (e.g., self-development and self-expression; 
Heine et al., 1999). As such, the functional-design analysis is a promising perspective in the 
cross-cultural study of self-enhancement. 

Implications for Future Research 
As a comprehensive statement of the volitional functions of self-enhancement, our 

analysis constitutes a generative framework for future research. In addition to the issues that 
we have already touched upon in this section, we want to highlight the need for more research 
on the implicit self-system and its interface with neuxobiological mechanisms, and on the 
dynamic-interactive nature of the functions of self-enhancement. 

Conventional approaches to the self have paid Ltde attention to implicit self 
processes as specified by the extension memory system. Nevertheless, the current analysis 
suggests that implicit self processes are as fundamental to understanding the nature of the self 
as explicit self processes (Greenwald, 1982; Koole et al., in press; Pelham et al, 2000). As such 
more systematic attention to the implicit self is warranted. Such a shift is timely, given that the 
measurement of implicit self processes is rapidly coming of age (Famham et al., 1999; Koole et 
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al., in press, Pelham & Hetts, 1999), and computer simulation techmques (Nowak et al., 2000) 
and cognitive neuroscience methods (Craik et al., 1999, Lieberman, 2000) are increasingly 
becoming available to the study of the implicit self Although this area clearly has many 
fundamental issues awaiting further research, one issue that deserves special mention is the 
question of how representations eventually come to be included in the implicit self-system. 
Similar internalization processes have long been studied in the psychoanalytic domain (Westen, 
1991), but they have been given little attention in social-psychological research (although see 
Aron & Aron, 1997; Kühl & Kazen, 1994, Moretti & Higgins, 1999) In terms of our analysis, 
the study of internalization processes is of central importance, given that internalization 
reflects a transition from effortful self-control towards the more automatic mode of self-
management 

Along with studying implicit self processes, examining the neurobiological processes 
that mediate volitional functioning constitutes an exciting task for future research (Conway & 
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000, Lieberman, 2000, Wheeler, Stuss, & Tulving, 1997) In this regard, the 
current action-theoretical approach may serve as a useful framework for generating hypotheses 
about the neurobiological systems that are especially relevant to volitional functioning In 
particular, Kuhl's (2000) PSI theory specifies a neurobiological model, which posits that the 
two volitional modes are differentially linked to the two brain hemispheres Crucial networks 
participating in self-control (i.e., intention memory and object recognition) are attributed to 
left-henusphenc (prefrontal) processing (Bradshaw, 1989, Knight & Grabowecky, 1995), 
whereas crucial networks participating in self-management (i.e , automatic behavior control and 
extension memory) are attributed to more extended nght-hemisphenc networks (Bradshaw, 
1989; Scheibel et al, 1985) As such, the functional antagonism between the two volitional 
modes is assumed to stem from basic design features of the human brain. In addition, PSI 
theory makes detailed assumptions about the interactions between extension memory and the 
autonomic system (Kuhl, 2000, in press). Although the neurobiological processes postulated by 
PSI theory have already been supported by empirical research, much more research is needed 
to achieve an integrated understanding of the behavioral and neurobiological aspects of 
volitional functioning. Indeed, it is still uncommon to talk about high-level concepts such as 
"self or "willing" in terms of concrete neurobiological mechanisms Nevertheless, the current 
approach supports the ongoing trend towards increased integration of social, cognitive, and 
neurobiological approaches to the self and volitional functioning 

Another major challenge for future researchers hes in addressing the fucnüonal 
complexities of the self-enhancement motive As already noted, more attention is needed to 
processes that explain the interConnectivity among the major systems that mediate action 
control. Aside from the theoretical importance of this topic, a better understanding of 
intersystemic connectivity is likely to spawn many practical benefits. For one, intersystemic 
connectivity and its related capacity for affective change may help to explain seemingly 
"spontaneous" forms of recovery from mental disorders (Pelham, 1993). In a similar vein, the 
concept of intersystemic connectivity may prove helpful in designing interventions and training 
programs that aim to improve the volitional effiaency of speafic soaal groups. For instance, 
our review showed that individuals with low self-esteem have problems pnmanly with 
generating positive affect and accessing self-knowledge. Thus, volitional effiaency among low 
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self-esteem individuals may be be sigmficandy improved by training them m the use of 

techniques for the generation of positive affect. In addition, low self-esteem individuals' access 

to extended self-representations may be improved by mental simulation excercises of the kind 

that were recendy explored by Schultheiss and Brunstem (1999). In contrast, we found that 

individuals with high self-esteem have problems pnmanly with tolerating negative affect and 

controlling their intuitive (and sometimes mappropnate) responses. Accordingly, the volitional 

effiaency of high self-esteem individuals may be improved by promoting tolerance for 

negative or unexpected events and excercises in self-control (Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). 

Furthermore, the current analysis predicts several distinct functional relations that 

have been understudied. For example, we were able to locate only a few studies that have 

tested the proclivity among individuals with high self-enhancement to develop behavioral 

fixations. Moreover, whereas we isolated dyadic interconnections of volitional functions, future 

research may proceed by testing subsets of such interconnections simultaneously. For example, 

our analysis implicated both excessive impulsivity and the development of behavior fixations as 

negative consequences of (particularly chrome) high self-enhancement. Given that impulsivity 

and behavior fixations are mediated by defiats m different personahty systems (respectively, 

intention memory and object recognition), each reflects a distinct type of volitional 

impairment. At the same tune, impulsivity and behavior fixations both stem from a lack of 

self-control. Indeed, they are indicative of a proclivity towards "actionism" (Kuhl, 2000), or a 

tendency to act without considering the broader implications of one's actions A joint analysis 

of impulsivity and behavior fixations may therefore reveal important underlying similarities 

between these phenomena. In a similar vein, researchers may find it useful to consider 

different aspects of volitional functioning simultaneously, in order to obtain a more integrated 

picture of the functions of self-enhancement. 

Concluding remarks 

In this article, we have sought to understand the functions of self-enhancement in 

terms of cognitive-affective mechanisms that mediate volitional functioning Our analysis 

argues that self-enhancement plays a vital role in the dynamic modulations between different 

volitional modes. As such, self-enhancement may either facilitate or impair volitional 

functioning, depending on the demands of the situation. Although this approach to self-

enhancement functions introduces some novel complexities to the topic, we believe that it 

supplements and extends previous models in fundamental ways. We hope that our efforts will 

challenge researchers to find out more about why people need to feel good about themselves. 

Endnotes 

1 Soaometer theonsts have exphcidy recognized the theory's limitations in accounting for the complete 
range of self-enhancement phenomena Speafically, Leary and Baumeister (2000, ρ 21) stated that "the 
self-esteem system can become functionally autonomous so that people occaisionally pursue self-esteem 
in situations in which belongmgness is irrelevant or even in ways that are counterproductive" 
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2 The idleness of human thought applies to motivational thoughts which possess a high level of 
inferential integration (e g , goals, wishes, fears) In contrast, low-inferential cogmnons, including 
behavioral routines percepts, may well have a direct impact on behavior (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999, 
Dijksterhuis & Van Knippenberg, 1998) As we shall see later on, the current analysis assigns low-
inferenöal behavioral programs to a separate cognitive macrosystem, namely automatic behavior control 

3 Kuhl (2000) has referred to this volitional mode as "self-regulation" However, this terminology seems 
potentially confusing because the term "self-regulation" is frequendy used to refer to the entire domain of 
human action control ( eg , Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1993, Carver & Scheier, 1990) Hence, we 
prefer the term "self management", a term which, as far as we know, has not been used by other 
theorists 

4 Kuhl (2000) refers to the behavioral system that mediates self-management as "intuitive behavior 
control" However, the word "intuitive" often connotes automatic experiences of high integrative 
complexity (sec e g , Lieberman, 2000) In the present analysis, the latter type of expenences is attributed 
to extension memory (Kuhl, 2000) For this reason, we prefer the term "automatic behavior control" 

5 Although the current framework makes similar predictions as other theories in this context, action 
theory is unique in the specification of the mechanisms that underlie the positive relation between self-
enhancement and self management Among other things, this specification has the advantage of locating 
similanties in seemingly disparate phenomena For example, our analysis implies that increased 
persistence in high self-esteem individuals as well as low self-certainty in low self-esteem individuals are 
mediated by a singular functional mechanism access to extension memory (this is assumed to be strong 
m high self-esteem individuals and weak in low self-esteem individuals) Thus, similanties in predictions 
should not obscure differences m explanatory power 

6 Both the Gibbons et al (1998) research and the research by Steele and colleagues (Steele, 1988, Steele et 
al, 1993) were conducted from a cognitive dissonance perspective Thus, the attentive reader may 
wonder why high self-esteem attenuates dissonance effects in one domain while boosting dissonance 
effects m another domain From the perspective of action theory, a crucial moderator variable is whether 
the investigated mode of dissonance reduction requires suppresion of the self (LC , of extension memory) 
versus suppression of new (i e , unexpected or undesired) information (i e , of object recognition) To the 
extent that dissonance reduction requires suppression of the self, it represents a form of self-control, and 
as such should be inhibited by self-enhancement Alternatively, to the extent that dissonance reduction 
requires suppression of new information, it represents a form of self-management, and as such should be 
facilitated by self-enhancement A closer examination of the research by Steele and associates and the 
Gibbons et al (1998) study is consistent with this analysis In the experiments by Steele and associates, 
dissonance reduction typically involved change of personal atatudes(e g , the insufficient justification 
paradigm), and thus imphed the suppression of earlier self-knowledge (e g , about one's values, see Wilson 
et al, 2000) By contrast, in the Gibbons et al (1998) research, dissonance reduction involved the 
justification of one's own habitual behavior, which implies resistance against new or undesired 
information Thus, the apparent inconsistenaes between the effects of self-esteem on dissonance 
reduction behaviors become resolved when one considers systematic differences m the volitional 
requirements of the various modes of dissonance reduction 
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Summary 

Most people are inclined to evaluate themselves in a overly favorable manner. For 
instance, a majonty of people find themselves happier, more honest, and more skilled than the 
average other. Similar positivity biases can be observed in people's causal attributions, social 
comparisons, memory for self-relevant information, autobiographic memory, and so on. This 
book aims to shed more light on the psychological mechanisms that give nse to such self-
positivity phenomena. In so doing, special attention is being given to the implicit, unconscious 
processes and psychological functions that may underly positivity in self-evaluation. 

Chapter 1 places positivity in self-evaluation in a broader scientific context. Within 
psychology, there has been a good deal of confusion concerning the meanings of selfhood. 
Conceptual confusion exists, for instance, between the notions of "the self' and "being 
conscious of the self'. Although reflexive consaousness is an important component of 
selfhood, not all self-related processes are accessible to conscious awareness. Indeed, the 
remainder of this book is concerned with a variety of such unconscious self processes. 
Another source of confusion concerns the distinction between the self and the self-concept. 
The self-concept refers to knowledge about the self, and is thus an important aspect of the self. 
However, the self is more than merely a collection of knowledge, because it can take action, 
make decisions, and interact with other people. 

In spite of the academic confusion about the self, it is possible to distinguish between 
three core aspects of selfhood. The first consists of self-knowledge. Self-knowledge refers to 
various types of knowledge abou the self, including knowledge about own personality traits or 
autobiographical recollections. As noted earlier, an important portion of the person's self-
knowledge is not consciously accessible, but operates at nonconsaous levels. For example, 
research has shown that self-evaluations can be influenced by emotionally charged stimuli (e.g., 
a picture of a disapproving authority figure), even when these stimuli are presented too rapidly 
to permit consaous detection. A second aspect of selfhood consists of the interpersonal 
context which is inextricably interwoven with the self. Indeed, people learn about themselves 
through other people, and the resulting self-knowledge is used in turn to facilitate interactions 
with others. Although the interpersonal aspect of the self is of paramount importance, the 
mam emphasis of this book is on the mtrapersonal aspects of selfhood. Fmally, the third aspect 
of selfhood consists of the selfs executive function. By having a self, people can project an 
image of their own future, and engage in purposive action m order to approach desired futures, 
and to avoid undesired futures. As such, the self is an important tool for practical activity. 

The aforementioned aspects of the self are each concerned with positive aspects of 
selfhood. Nevertheless, the self is frequendy experienced as a psychological burden. Indeed, 
the self mediates the experience of a variety of negative emotions, including humiliation, guilt, 
depression, and fear of death. Given these negative experiences, people frequently attempt to 
block out awareness of the self through various means such as drug abuse, masochism, eating 
binges, or even suidde. Historically, the expenence of the burdens of selfhood appears to have 
increased since the Middle Ages, at least in Western soaety. Consequendy, various theorists 
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have speculated that certain aspects of the modem age may exacerbate the burdens of 
selfhood Some theorists have argued that the gradual collapse of collective institutions and 
religions has rendered self-definition increasingly problematic, because these developments 
have made it increasingly difficult to find meaning and value in one's existence Alternative 
analyses suggest that the modem age has imposed increasing demands on people's capacity for 
self-control and self-disaplme, so that people have become increasingly out of touch with their 
intrinsic needs and desires. For the time being, it remains unclear which account explains more 
accurately why the burdens of selfhood have come to weigh more heavily on the modem 
individual. 

Chapter 2 studies the nature of implicit or unconsaous forms of self-positivity 
Previous research has shown that people are often positively biased towards stimuli that have 
become arbitranly associated with the self For instance, people are more favorable towards 
own group members, their own possessions, and their own ideas Such implicit self-esteem 
effects are often attnbuted to the unconscious influence of the individual's self-attitudes on the 
evaluations of self-associated stimuli Chapter 2 explores the links between such implicit self-
esteem phenomena and the automatic self, or the self that emerges in the absence of 
conscious self-reflection. 

Confirming findings that implicit self-esteem tends to be positive, four studies 
showed that name letter evaluations were positively biased To the extent that such a bias is 
reflective of highly overleamed evaluations of the self, one might expect to find at least some 
temporal stability in people's preference for own name letters. Consistent with this, Study 2 1 
found that name letter bias was fairly stable over a four-week penod Another important 
signature of automatic responding is that consaous processing -if it has any influence at all-
tends to interfere with it. In line with this. Study 2.2 found that positive bias for name letters 
became inhibited when participants were induced to respond in a consaous, dehberative 
manner. Building on these findings, it was reasoned that implicit self-evaluations might surface 
in people's explicit self-evaluations, but only to the extent that people refrain from deliberative 
self-reflection. In line with this, Studies 2.3 and 2 4 found that implicit self-evaluations 
corresponded with people's reported self-evaluations, but only when participants were either 
evaluating themselves either very quickly (Study 2 3), or when they were placed under cognitive 
load (Study 2.4). Taken together, these four studies support the notion that implicit self-esteem 
phenomena are indicative of self-evaluations that are activated automatically and without 
consaous self-reflection 

Chapter 3 explores unpliat self-esteem in the context of coping with existential threat 
Although it seems undeniable that the prospect of one's own death is threatening, past 
research has found that people report litde or no unpleasant emotion upon being reminded of 
their own death (although death reminders do lead to defensive behaviors). Chapter 3 argues 
that expliat measures of affect may systematically underestimate the impact of death ideation, 
because they do not probe into unconsaous forms of affective response Tapping into the 
feelings aroused by death-related thought may thus require the use of implicit measures. 

This reasoning was tested in a series of experiments which examined both expliat 
and impliat measures of affect and self-esteem The results showed that death reminders 
caused reductions in implicit personal self-esteem, as indicated by lower evaluations of first 
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name letters In addition, death reminders caused more general reductions in pleasant affect, as 
indicated by lower evaluations of no-name letters, although the latter effect was significantly 
weaker than the obtained effect on implicit self-esteem In addition, death reminders did not 
produce changes in self reported affect (Study 3 la) or in self-reported state self-esteem (Study 
3 lb) The affective impact of death reminders was further found to be most pronounced 
when participants were encouraged to respond intuitively to open-ended questions about death 
(Study 3 2) Finally, changes in implicit self-esteem and implicit affect mediated defensive 
responding after subliminal exposure to death cues (Study 3 3) Thus, death ideation appears to 
give nse to implicit feelings of threat to the self, which appear to play an important role in the 
unfolding of terror management mechanisms In addition, the notion was supported that 
implicit measures are more likely to reveal the affective impact of death reminders than explicit 
measures 

Chapter 4 considers the role of posimaty in self-evaluation m coping with a frustrating 
failure expenence Drawing from self-affirmauon theory and a social-cognitive model of 
ruminative thinking, it was hypothesized that people stop ruminating about a frustrated goal 
when they can affirm an important aspect of self In three experiments, participants were given 
failure feedback on an alledged IQ test Failure feedback led to increased rumination (i e , 
accessibility of goal-related thoughts) compared to no failure conditions (Studies 4 1 and 4 2) 
Rumination became reduced when participants could self-affirm after (Studies 4 1 and 4 2) or 
before failure (Study 4 3) In addition, self affirmation led to increased positive affect on a 
disguised mood test and more positive name letter evaluations (Study 4 3) Moreover, the 
obtained increase in positive affect mediated the effect of self-affirmation on rumination It is 
concluded that self-affirmauon can be an effective way to stop ruminative thinking 

The final chapter. Chapter 5, presents a theoreOcal analysis of the functions of the 
tendency towards positmty in self-evaluation, also known as the "self-enhancement motive" 
To begin with, the chapter reviews the four most prominent theoretical perspectives on the 
functions of self-enhancement Specifically, previous perspectives have argued that the 
function of self-enhancement hes in a) increasing effective functioning and well being, b) 
providing a psychological shield against existential concerns, c) gauging the individual's current 
level of social inclusion or exclusion, or d) the affirmation of cultural values of the individual as 
an independent entity Although each of these perspectives has offered valuable insights into 
the functions of self-enhancement, none of these perspectives has been able to offer a 
comprehensive account of self-enhancement phenomena 

Chapter 5 further offers a preliminary attempt to amve at a more complete 
explanation of the functions of self-enhancement Based on recent developments in action 
theory, this chapter argues that volitional functioning is characterized by a dynamic interplay 
between two opposing volitional modes, self-control and self-management Dunng self-
control, volitional functioning is dominated by a single goal or percept This volitional mode is 
mediated by intention memory, a system that maintains symbolic intentions in working 
memory and inhibits automatic behavior, and object recognition, a system that scans for 
unexpected or undesirable events The self-control mode is facilitated by negative affect and 
suppresion of positive affect By contrast, dunng self-management, volitional functioning is 
determined by the simultaneous activation of multiple goals and impressions This volitional 
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mode is mediated by automatic behavior control, a system that regulates automatic behavior 
programs, and extension memory, a system consisting of extended networks of self-
representations, including the person's needs and values The self-control mode is fostered by 
positive affect and suppresion of negative affect. Self-control and self-management are 
functionally antagonistic, meaning that the activation of one volitional mode inhibits the 
activation of the opposing volitional mode. 

Chapter 5 argues that self-enhancement plays a key role in the dynamics between 
volitional modes, by assisting in the generation of positive affect and in the suppression of 
negative affect Accordingly, self-enhancement should facilitate effective self-management and 
undermine effective self-control A review of the literature offered converging support for 
these predictions High self-enhancement was found to be associated with improved task 
persistence and supenor self-knowledge, which suggests effective self-management On the 
other hand, high self-enhancement was found to be associated with excessive impulsivity and 
the development of undesirable behavior fixations, pointing to defiats in self-control 
Furthermore, the review showed that self enhancement is typically high when self-
management is required, and low when self-control is warranted It thus appears that people 
may strategically adjust their level of self-enhancement to the demands of the situation. 

In closing. Chapter 5 considers the potential implications of the action framework for 
our understanding of self-enhancement phenomena. First, the proposed framework argues that 
self-enhancement is not uniformly adaptive, because the utility of self-enhancement vanes 
according to différent circumstances. Therefore, in order to improve volitional functioning, 
individuals should learn to flexibly adjust their level of self-enhancement to the demands of the 
situation. Second, the proposed framework implies that the functions of self-enhancement are 
not denved from a single motive, but rather reflect the dynamic interplay between different 
volitional functions Third, the proposed framework sheds new light on the crosscultural 
generahty of self-enhancement. Because self-enhancement plays an fundamental role in action 
control, a certain amount of crosscultural invariance in self-enhancement is expectable. 
However, there is also room for crosscultural variation in self-posivity, because the relative 
emphasis on self-management versus self-control may vary between cultures A strong 
tendency towards self-enhancement is more likely to be found in cultures which emphasize 
self-management (such as the United States), whereas self-enhancement tendenaes may be 
substantially weaker in cultures which place more importance to self-control (such as Japan). It 
is concluded that PSI theory provides a useful new framework from which the nature of self-
enhancement phenomena can be understood and further explored. 



Samenvatting 

De meeste mensen zijn geneigd om overdreven positief over zichzelf te oordelen 
Een meerderheid van de mensen vindt zichzelf bijvoorbeeld gelukkiger, eerlijker, en handiger 
dan een gemiddelde andere persoon Soortgelijke positieve vertekeningen zijn te herkennen m 
de manier waarop mensen oorzaken toeschrijven aan gebeurtenissen, sociale vergelijkingen, het 
onthouden van zelf relevante informatie, autobiografische herinneringen, enzovoorts Dit 
proefschaft probeert meer inzicht te verkrijgen in de psychologische mechanismen die ten 
grondslag liggen aan dergelijke vormen van zelf-positmteit Hierbij wordt in het bijzonder 
aandacht geschonken aan impliciete, onbewuste processen en aan de psychologische functies 
die zelf-positiviteit mogelijkerwijs vervult 

Hoofdstuk 1 plaatst het onderwerp zelf-positiviteit m een bredere wetenschappelijke 
context Binnen de psychologie bestaat er nogal wat verwarring over wat we nu precies 
bedoelen met "het zelf' Zo worden bijvoorbeeld de begnppen "zelf en "zelfbewustzijn" 
regelmatig door elkaar gegooid Hoewel zelfbewustzijn een belangrijk aspect is van het zelf, 
zijn met alle zelf-gerelateerde processen toegankelijk voor het bewustzijn In de latere 
hoofdstukken worden veel voorbeelden gegeven van dergelijke onbewuste zelf-verschijnselen 
Een andere bron van verwarring bestaat tussen de begrippen "zelf" en "zelf-concept" Het 
zelf concept bestaat uit kennis over het zelf, en vormt dus een belangrijk deel van het zelf 
Niettemin omvat het zelf meer dan alleen kennis, aangezien het zelf actie kan ondernemen, 
beslissingen maakt, en relaties vormt met anderen 

Ondanks alle wetenschappelijke verwarring over het zelf is het heel goed mogelijk om 
aan te geven wat de dne belangrijkste aspecten van het zelf zijn Allereerst bestaat het zelf voor 
een belangrijk deel uit kennis over de eigen persoon Hierbij valt bijvoorbeeld te denken aan 
kennis over persoonlijke eigenschappen of autobiografische hermnenngen Zoals reeds is 
opgemerkt, is een belangrijk deel van deze zelfkennis juist met bewust toegankelijk, maar 
aanwezig in het onderbewuste Uit onderzoek is bijvoorbeeld gebleken dat zelf-evaluaties 
worden beïnvloed door emotioneel geladen stimuli (zoals een foto met het afkeurende gezicht 
van een autonteitsfiguur), zelfs wanneer die stimuli zo snel worden aangeboden dat zij met 
bewust waarneembaar zijn Kennis over het zelf is dus mede afhankelijk van allerlei onbewuste 
invloeden Een tweede aspect van het zelf bestaat uit de interpersoonlijke context waarvan het 
zelf deel uitmaakt Mensen leren over zichzelf via anderen, en gebruiken deze zelfkennis 
vervolgens om beter met anderen om te kunnen gaan Hoewel het interpersoonlijke aspect van 
het zelf uitermate belangrijk is, ligt het accent van dit boek vooral op de individuele, intra-
persoonlijke aspecten van het zelf Het derde centrale aspect van het zelf bestaat uit de 
uitvoerende functies van het zelf Doordat mensen een zelf hebben, kunnen ze zich een 
voorstelling maken van hun eigen toekomst, en doelgerichte acties ondernemen om een 
bepaalde toekomst dichterbij te brengen of juist te vermijden Het zelf is daarmee een 
belangrijk psychologisch instrument om tot doelgerichte actie te komen 

De dne bovengenoemde aspecten benadrukken vooral de functionele, positieve 
aspecten van het zelf Niettemin wordt het zelf vaak als een psychologische last ervaren 
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Doordat mensen een zelfbewustzijn hebben, ervaren zi) vaak allerlei negatieve gevoelens, zoals 
vernedering, schuld, depressie en doodsangst Het komt dan ook regelmatig voor dat mensen 
hun zelfbewustzijn proberen uit te schakelen door middel van drugsgebruik, masochisme, 
vreetbmen of zelfs door het plegen van suïcide Historisch gezien blijken de psychologische 
problemen omtrent het zelf sterk te zijn toegenomen sinds de middeleeuwen Diverse 
psychologen wijten de problemaüsering van het zelf daarom aan kenmerken van de moderne 
üjd Sommige auteurs wijzen daarbij op het meenstorten van gevestigde instituten en religies, 
waardoor het moeilijker zou zijn voor de moderne mens om waarde en betekems toe te 
kennen aan zichzelf Andere psychologen menen dat de moderne tijd een groter beroep doet 
op de zelfdiscipline van de moderne mens, waardoor diepere, meer intrinsieke psychologische 
behoeften minder aan bod zouden komen Voorlopig blijft het onduidelijk welke visie op de 
problemen van het moderne zelf het beste is 

Hoofdstuk 2 gaat nader in op impliciete oftewel onbewuste verschijningsvormen van 
zelf-positiviteit Eerder onderzoek heeft laten zien dat mensen vaak overdreven positief zijn 
over stimuli op een toevallige manier met het zelf zijn geassocieerd Zo hebben mensen een 
voorkeur voor personen uit de eigen groep, hun eigen bezittingen, ideeën, kortom, alles wat 
enigszins verbonden is met henzelf Dergelijke verschijnselen worden vaak toegeschreven aan 
de onbewuste invloed van zelf-evaluaües op een stimulus die aan het zelf is gerelateerd Deze 
onbewuste invloed wordt ook wel "impliciete zelfwaardering' genoemd Hoofdstuk 2 
onderzoekt in hoeverre impliciete zelfwaardering een uitdrukking is van zelf-evaluaües die 
volledig geautomatiseerd en in de afwezigheid van bewuste zelfreflectie verlopen 

In vier onderzoeken werd gevonden dat naamletters bovenmatig positief werden 
beoordeeld, hetgeen wijst op een positieve impliciete zelfwaardering Voor zover dit effect 
inderdaad het gevolg is van diep ingesleten, aangeleerde associaties, kan worden verwacht dat 
de voorkeur voor naamletters redelijk stabiel is over de tijd In overeenstemming hiermee vond 
Onderzoek 2 1 dat de voorkeur voor naamletters enige stabiliteit bezat over een penode van 
vier weken Een andere aanwijzing voor automaüateit is dat bewuste informatieverwerking -
voor zover deze überhaupt enig effect heeft- vaak een verstorende invloed heeft 
Overeenkomstig met deze gedachte vond Onderzoek 2 2 dat de voorkeur voor naamletters 
kleiner werd wanneer proefpersonen werden aangemoedigd om de stimuli op een 
weloverwogen, deliberaüeve wijze te beoordelen Voortbouwend op deze bevindingen werd 
betoogd dat impliciete zelf-evaluaües mogelijkerwijs ook kunnen samenhangen met expliciete, 
zelfgerapporteerde zelf-evaluaües, maar dan alleen wanneer mensen met overgaan tot bewuste, 
deliberaüeve zelf-evaluaüe Conform deze hypothese vonden Onderzoeken 2 3 en 2 4 dat 
impliciete zelf-evaluaües uitsluitend correleerden met zelf-gerapporteerde zelf-evaluaües 
wanneer deze zelf-evaluaües heel snel werden gegeven (Onderzoek 2 3) of wanneer de 
proefjpersonen cogmüef werden belast (Onderzoek 2 4) Bij elkaar genomen ondersteunen de 
onderzoeken uit Hoofdstuk 2 de gedachte dat impliciete zelfwaardering een indicaüe vormt 
van zelf-evaluaües die automatisch worden geacüveerd, in de afwezigheid van bewuste zelf-
reflecüe 

Hoofdstuk 3 onderzoekt zelf-posiüviteit m de context van het omgaan met existenüele 
zorgen Hoewel het vooruitzicht van de eigen dood onmiskenbaar psychologisch bedreigend is, 
bleek uit eerder onderzoek dat mensen nauwelijks veranderingen rapporteren in hun gevoelens 
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nadat zi] aan hun sterfelijkheid zijn herinnerd (hoewel hennnenngen aan de sterfelijkheid wèl 
lelden tot defensief gedrag) In Hoofdstuk 3 wordt betoogd dat zelfgerapporteerde maten 
wellicht de gevoelsmatige invloed van hennnenngen aan de dood systematisch onderschatten, 
omdat zij geen goed inzicht bieden in onbewuste affectieve ervanngen Impliciete maten geven 
mogelijkerwijs een beter inzicht in de gevoelsmatige impact van hennnenngen aan de dood, 
aangezien deze wel informatie kunnen bieden over onbewuste processen 

De bovenstaande redenering werd getoetst middels een reeks experimenten die zowel 
expliciete als impliciete maten van affect en zelfwaardering afnamen Uit de resultaten blijkt dat 
hennnenngen aan de dood leidden tot lagere evaluaties van letters uit de voornaam, hetgeen 
wijst op een afname van impliciete zelfwaardering Hennnenngen aan de dood leidden tevens 
in mindere mate tot lagere evaluaties van met-naamletters, hetgeen wijst op een afname van 
meer algemene positieve gevoelens Hennnenngen aan de dood leidden daarentegen met tot 
veranderingen in zelf-gerapporteerde stemming (Onderzoek 31a) of tot veranderingen in zelf
gerapporteerde zelfwaardering (Onderzoek 3 1b). De affectieve invloed van hennnenngen aan 
de dood bleek verder het sterkst wanneer proefjpersonen werden aangemoedigd om intuïtief te 
antwoorden op open vragen over de dood (Onderzoek 3.2) Tenslotte werd gevonden dat de 
reducties in impliciete zelfwaardering en impliciet affect een medierende rol hadden bij het 
optreden van defensief gedrag naar aanleiding van subliminale hennnenngen aan de dood 
(Onderzoek 3.3) Deze resultaten suggereren dat gedachten aan de dood leiden tot impliciete 
gevoelens van bedreiging van de zelfwaardering Deze gevoelens spelen vervolgens een 
belangnjke rol in het ontstaan van defensieve gedragingen die erop gencht zijn om de ervaren 
existentiële dreiging te reduceren Verder ondersteunen de resultaten de gedachte dat impliciete 
maten beter geschikt zijn dan expliciete maten om de affectieve invloed van hennnenngen aan 
de dood te meten. 

Hoofdstuk 4 verkent de rol van zelf-positmteit bij het omgaan met een frustrerende 
ervanng Naar aanleiding van zelfbevestigingstheone en een sociaal-cogmüeve theone over 
piekeren wordt de gedachte geopperd dat zelfbevestiging mensen kan helpen om te stoppen 
met piekeren na een frustrerende ervanng Middels dne expenmenten werd deze gedachte 
getoetst. In alle dne de expenmenten ontvingen proefjpersonen faalfeedback op een 
zogenaamde IQ test Faalfeedback leidde inderdaad tot piekeren (dwz verhoogde 
toegankelijkheid van doel-gerelateerde gedachten) vergeleken met geen-faalfeedback controle 
condities (Onderzoeken 4.1 en 4.2) Verder werd een reductie in piekeren gevinden wanneer 
proefpersonen een zelf-relevante waarde konden bevestigen na (Onderzoeken 4 1 en 4.2) of 
voor (Onderzoek 4.3) hun faalervanng. Onderzoek 4 3 vond verder dat zelfbevestiging leidde 
tot verhoogd positief affect op een impliciete stemmingsmaat en meer positieve 
naamletterevaluaties. De gevonden toename in positief affect bleek het effect van 
zelfbevestiging op piekeren statistisch gezien te verklaren. Al met al luidt de conclusie dat 
zelfbevestiging een effectieve manier kan zijn om piekeren tegen te gaan 

Hoofdstuk 5 bevat een theoretische analyse van de psychologische functies van zelf-
positmteit Allereerst worden de vier meest vooraanstaande verklaringen van de functies van 
zelf-positmteit besproken Deze verklaringen houden in dat zelf-positmteit dient a) om het 
psychologische welbevinden te vergroten, b) om bescherming te belden tegen existentiële 
zorgen, c) als signaal van de mate waann men wordt geaccepteerd danwei afgewezen door 
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psychologisch belangrijke anderen, of d) als een culturele constructie die de persoonlijke 
onafhankelijkheid bevestigt. Er wordt vastgesteld dat deze verklaringen, hoewel ze diverse 
interessante inzichten bieden, geen volledige verklaring kunnen geven voor alle bevindingen 
die er over zelf-posiüviteit bekend zijn. 

Vervolgens geeft Hoofdstuk 5 een aanzet tot een integratieve verklaring van de 
psychologische functies van zelf-posiflviteit. Het uitgangspunt voor deze analyse wordt 
gevormd door recente ontwikkelingen in de handelingstheorie, een theoretische benadering die 
probeert te verklaren hoe gemotiveerd gedrag tot stand komt. Volgens de handelingstheorie 
bestaan er twee fundamentele vormen van handelingscontrole: Zelfcontrole en 
zelfrmanagement. Wanneer de persoon aan zelfcontrole doet, dan wordt het functioneren van 
de persoon gedomineerd door één specifiek doel of door één bepaalde onverwachte of 
ongewenste ervaring. De psychologische functies die actief zijn tijdens zelfcontrole bestaan uit 
het intentiegeheugen, een systeem dat symbolische intenties in het werkgeheugen activeert en 
automatisch gedrag onderdrukt, en objectherkenning, een systeem dat zich ncht op de 
waarneming van ongewenste of onverwachte gebeurtemssen. Zelfcontrole wordt geactiveerd 
wanneer de persoon negatieve gevoelens ervaart en/of posiaeve gevoelens onderdrukt. Als de 
persoon daarentegen aan zelfregulatie doet, dan wordt het functioneren van de persoon 
gedomineerd door meerdere doelen of indrukken tegelijkertijd. De psychologische functies die 
actief zijn tijdens zelfmanagement bestaan uit de automatische gedragscontiole, een systeem 
dat automatisch gedragsprogramma's bevat, en extensiegeheugen, een systeem dat bestaat uit 
uitgebreide netwerken van zelfaspecten zoals persoonlijke waarden en motieven. 
Zelfmanagement wordt geactiveerd wanneer de persoon positieve gevoelens ervaart en/of 
negatieve gevoelens onderdrukt. Tussen zelfcontrole en zelfmanagement bestaat een 
functioneel antagonisme, wat wil zeggen dat activatie van de ene vorm van handelingscontrole 
leidt tot inhibitie van de andere vorm van handelingscontrole. 

Hoofdstuk 5 stelt dat zelf-positiviteit een sleutelrol speelt in de dynamische 
wisselwerking tussen zelfcontrole en zelfmanagement, omdat zelf-posiüviteit positieve 
gevoelens stimuleert en negatieve gevoelens afremt. Afgaande op de besproken 
handelingstheorie zou zelf-positiviteit daarom zelfregulatie moeten vergemakkelijken, terwijl 
zelf-positiviteit zelfcontrole juist zou moeten ondermijnen. Een literatuuronderzoek laat zien 
dat deze voorspellingen worden ondersteund door diverse onderzoeksresultaten. Hoge zelf-
positiviteit blijkt samen te gaan met meer taakvolharding en superieure zelfkennis. Dit wijst op 
effectief zelfmanagement, aangezien volharding vereist dat men toegang heeft tot automatische 
gedragsprogramma's en zelfkennis toegang veronderstelt tot het extensiegeheugen. Aan de 
andere kant blijkt echter dat hoge zelf-positiviteit is geassocieerd met excessieve impulsiviteit 
en het onstaan van ongewenste gedragfixaties. Deze laatste bevindingen wijzen op een 
gebrekkige zelfcontrole, aangezien impulsiviteit wijst op een te lage activatie van het 
intentiegeheugen, en gedragsfixaties ontstaan wanneer er geen nieuwe ervaringen worden 
opgenomen door objectherkenning. Verder blijkt uit het literatuuronderzoek dat zelf-
positiviteit meestal op zijn hoogst is wanneer men aan zelfmanagement moet doen, terwijl zelf-
positiviteit meestal op zijn laagst is wanneer men aan zelf-controle moet doen. Dit laatste 
patroon suggereert dat mensen in staat zijn om hun zelf-posiaviteit enigszins af te stemmen op 
de eisen van de situatie. 
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Tenslotte bespreekt Hoofdstuk 5 de implicaties van de handelings-theorensche 
analyse voor verder onderzoek naar zelf-positmteit. Allereerst impliceert de huidige analyse dat 
zelf-positmteit niet altijd gunstig is, maar dat het nut van zelf-posinviteit afhangt van de 
omstandigheden. Om mensen daadwerkelijk beter te laten functioneren zouden ze daarom 
vooral moeten leren om hun zelf-posinviteit strategisch af te stemmen op de eisen van de 
situatie. Ten tweede suggereert de huidige analyse dat de psychologische functies van zelf-
positiviteit niet voortkomen uit één bepaalde behoefte, maar dat ze het produkt zijn van het 
dynamische samenspel tussen verschillende handelingsfuncaes. Ten derde werpt de huidge 
analyse nieuw licht op de vraag in hoeverre zelf-positmteit een cultureel specifiek verschijnsel 
is. Allereerst is het aannemelijk dat zelf-positiviteit een universeel verschijnsel is, aangezien 
zelf-posiüviteit een fundamentele rol speelt binnen de handelingscontrole. Aan de andere kant 
valt te verwachten dat zelf-positiviteit een sterkere tendens zal zijn naarmate een cultuur meer 
de nadruk legt op zelfmanagement (zoals in de Verenigde Staten). Binnen culturen die meer 
nadruk leggen op zelfcontrole (zoals in Japan) zal zelf-positiviteit daarentegen een veel minder 
sterke tendens zijn. Na deze bespreking werd geconcludeerd dat PSI theone een belangrijke 
aanvulling vormt op de bestaande ideeën over de functies van zelf-positmteit. 
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