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Recently, we have distinguishedifour prototypic approaches‘that psychologists'
have taken to understanding stability:and change in'self—dcfinition (Tesser and
Campbell, in press). These approaches are defined by (1) the mechanism-of change—é
change’ may be the resu%t of cognitive/perceptual mechanisms or change may be the
result of motivational mechanismS' and (2) the origins of self-definition——ontogcn-
etic or situational. 'The:ontogenctic-cognitive‘approach assumes that one's self-

definition is the result of a developmental process inyolving interaction with the

4 .

environment which, over time, results in stable cognitive structures:toncerning the
self. vA‘prototypic theoristvis_Piaget; A prototypicAontogenetic~motivational theo-
rist is Frend. This approach assnmes that.self-defihition is the resulﬁf%g thel
‘successful/unsuccessful unfolding of a developmental sequence in which motives, and
the'conflict among motives is‘crucial.' The situational—cognitive approach has

. enjoyed some recent popularity in the theories of Bem and Schachter. It assumes

o

that one 's) self-definition is the result of an inference from one's beha#ior taking
account of thc situation in which it occurs. Finally, the situational~motivational
approach assumes that one's self—definition is the result of anAattcmpt'to'satisfy.
a motive such as maintaining a positive'view of self or creating a positive imprcs;
'sion in others in a particular, contenporary set of circumstances. Our own work is
most cl:sely associated with_this.latter'approach.
THE SELF—EVALUATIONVMAINTEN&ﬁCE MODEL
¢ We assume that persons are motivated to. maintain a positive self-evaluation.

We further assume that one-s self—evaluation is strongly influenced by social cir-

cumstances. According to the self-evaluation maintenance model (SEM), social cir-

 cumstancés exert their influence through two complementary processes, a reflection

process and. a comparison process. Each of these processes depends on the performance
and the psychological closeness of another in a particular situation, The relative

importance of these processes is determined by the relevance of the performance di-

iy

mension to one's own self-definition. .
' . 3 - .
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Most of us, at one~time or another, have‘"bragged" about our cousin the great .
brain 3urgeon,(or our neighbor who was in the 6lympics, etc. (Cialdini, et. aim 1976);
Theseiare examplgs of the reflection p;océss. ,Af times all éf us take pride in the
accomplishments of others. 1in order to take pride.in the_aqcomplishment of otﬂers
two.thin;s are necessar&: The other;siper%ormance has to bilrelativeiy’ od and we
must, in some sensé, be associated Qith or close to that other. If either 6f these

\conditions is not met there will be little fo be gained by reflectioh. |

A close relationship with someone who performs well on some dimension can raise

one's self evaluation via the reflection process. It is just as plausible to assume,
;'l

N

however, that being in close asséciation4with someone who performs well can make
one's own performance look bad by compariéon. Sugh circumstances could 1eéd to
1owered'self—evalﬁation. Notice that the comparison process depends on exactiy théJ'
séme combination of performaﬁce and closeﬁesé'as the reflection process. . If tﬁe‘
otherApefson's pepformance is medioére or‘if there is noIaSSociafidn with the other
person (ahd comparison is thereby réﬁdered difficuié),.tﬁere will be little threat
to self-evaluation by comparison;' . ‘ ‘

If both reflection and cdmpafison dgpené on performahce‘and closeness in'the

- same way and feflection leads to heightened"self—evaluation and comparispn 1eads‘to

lowered sglf evaluation then the effects éf the proce;ses would cancel themselves’

out. However, both processes are not assumed to be equally imporfant. Their rela-

tive imporfance depends on the extent to which the performance diménsion is imﬁor—
£ tant br relevant to the‘individual's own selfédéfinition. If the 6ther’is.performing
on a dihension wvhich is highly relevant to ;hé ihdividual, he will tend to suffer ﬁy
;omp#risoﬁ to a close other's good performance. If thebother'is performing on ; |
dimension which is not relevant to the individual, he will take pride in the reflec-
tion gg a close other's goéd performancg.‘ ‘ |

The model assumes that persons will alter closeness, relative performance, or

their own self-definition in order to maintain a positive self-evaluation. For

c . S 2.4 o .
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‘purposes of this ymposium, we will be concerned with change 'in self-definition, the
relevance’cohponqz; of thé'medel.- Specifig predictions can be made if we asshme

that closeness and performance.are fixed. Recall tht one's self-definition deter-

B

mines the relative importance of the“reflection and compafison'processes. if reflec~

/g . i ) . ) .
tion processes are important then the better another's performance the mone one would

gain.in éclf;evaluation particularly if that other is close; if compériéon processes
are important then the better another‘é performance the more one would lose in selfQI
evaluation particularly if that éther is close. Therefore, the modél predicts that
the better another's (relative) performance on a_pafficuiar dimension, the less self-
| definitioﬁallthqt dimension will be to the individuala And, the relatiodgh%p‘betweén
.other's performance and own self—definitioﬁ Will be morq-pronounced w1th increasing o
closeness of the otHes person.

Expefimental Tests- of the Model

Tesser and Caﬁgy%llh(l980) tested these hypotlieses by giving female subjecté.an

opportunity to perform on a "social sensitivity" task and on an "estheticﬁgudgment"
task with a female confederate. Some subjects were lead to beldieve that the confed-
erate was very similar to them in terms of personality characteristics, .academic major,

year in school, and family background.(i.e.; close); other subjects were led to believe

that the confederate was very dissimilar (i.e., distant). Each subject learned that
she and the confederate performed at the same level (below average) on one task. On

the other task, the subject's absolute levelﬂbf performance was a iit;le better (av-"-

S
¥

erage),”but the confederate's absolute level of pefformance was much better (clearly
: , ‘
above average). In sum, subjects learned- their performance was poor but identical
to. that of the confederate on one task and average but inferior to that of the confed-

erate on the other task.

-

There were three dependent measures of self-definition: (a) choice of task sub-

jects prefer to work on further. (b) An interview regarding self-definition. (c)

Pre- to post change in rating of the relevance of both task dimensioms to subjects'

.
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self—defihition. The results supported the hypo heses on the choice measure and the

.change‘in‘relevance measure but not on the iﬁterviéw measure., Subjec;s reduced‘thel
relevance of the dimenSion.on_which the éonféderhte utperformed-them,7 Furthef, this
effect was more pr;nounéed in the similar condition (clOse)”than_the dissimilar con-
ditiqn (distant). This waé true'deépite the fact that;the.task on which the coﬁfed-
erate outperformed'the subject was also the task:én which»fhé éubject-herself‘perfofmed.'
better in an absolute sense. Thus, subﬁecté' ;elf}definitions mpved.away fromﬁkhe_
task on which they themselves did better (ébsolUte performanée) and téwards.the task
on thch x@eir relative perfofmance was better. - &

Public vs. private self-evaluation maintenance. The Tessér and Campbell study

raised an interpretatiﬁ%al question that is important not only for the model but
generally forfréseafch on the self,. Did the subjects'’ behayior,reflecf attempts to
maintaiﬁ private self-evaluation or did‘it simply reflect attempts to évoke,a’posi—
tive evaluation from the experimenter (impression management)? The"fact that‘the‘
1nterview‘meashre (taken bylén interviewer who was nog pres€9£>during the experimental
manipulations) did nb;vshow theAprediétqd effects but théAchoice measure (taken by the
‘experimenter) did- show the effects is consistent with an impression manage:;gf inter-
pretation. | _ o

Tesser and Paulhus (in press) designed a study which addressed the public/private.
issue and érovided,a cdnceptdal réplication of the Tesser and Caﬁpbell results. Male
subjects were scheduled in pairsf Some.were told they had been paired togethg:i

because they were very similar (close) to one another while others were told they had |

.

been paired together beéause they vere very dissimilar (dispant). Subjects worked
on two tasks measuring their "cogniti;e perceptual ability" or CPI and were given |
feedback that clearly indicated that Oﬁevof them had performed bgtter than the other.
They were then ingerviewed by another experimenter. VRegardlegs'of the‘r‘"actual" péf—

formance, half of the subjects were led to belleve that the interviewer thought that

they had performcd better than did the other subject while the remaining subjects were-

.~ : - -
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led to believe that the interviewgrithOughtkthe othef,Subject had performéd better.:
: The.study inclu@ed three measures of tﬁe_importance of CPI to self-definition: thi

amount of time spent 1o§king at the biographies of high.CPI persons (sur:eptitiéqsly

recorded), rated imporfgﬁce of CPI in the interview, apd faged 1mpo£t4nce of CPI on a

I3

final qpeStionngi;é. )

If changing self-definition is a private self-evaluation maintenance strategy

then "actual" relative performance should be consc§uential; if changing self-defini-

tion is a public-image management strategy then the audience's (i.e., the interviewef's)

beliefs about relative performance should be conséquential.' The results suggest that

changing self-definition serves both a private self-evaluation maintenance and a

public self-presentational function. o E : _ . o

Regardless of what the 1ntefvieﬁer'professedz§é believe about Eheif berfprménce,
subjects who believed they acqually outperfbrmed the other participént'repbrted'that
CPI was more relevant to théir self~-definition than subjects who Qeré outperforméd
by thé other. Fufthermore, the brivéte performahce effect'was moreApronounced‘in‘

the similar condition (close other) than the dissimilar dondition (distant other).

El

?ublic beliefs about relative performance_(i.e., what- the interviewer beliéved) also

: affected relevance. CPI became more relevant to the self-definition of subjects who

] .

believed that the interviewer thought they had outperformed the confederate (regard- %

less of the subjects' view of actual performance) than to subjects who believed the

interviewer thouéht'their performance was inferior to the confederate's. However,

this public pérformancéfeffé§f7was h@t more pronounced .with the similar (close) con-

v

federate.
The results of the "éctuai" pé%f?émancévmanipulatign,‘in,coﬁjunction with the -
>.re$ults of thé Tesser and Campbell (19§0a) study, proQide complementary support for
the‘SEM ppedictions. Both studies indicate that an attribute-is made less rélevant,to‘

the extent that an individual is outperformed by another on that attribute, particular-

ly if the other is s&milar. The. Tesser and Paulhus results also suggest that changing

\)?31f=definition may serve to affect both private and public evaluation: self-evalua-
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s L4 . .
tion maintenance and image-management processes can and do operate concurrently.
, ‘ ,

", The Plasticity of Self

The research we reviewed suggests that the self is changeable but just how

[

changeable 1s the sclf’ Which aspects of the- self are changeable° In putting the

'

SEM model into perspective, we divided approaches to self- definition into situational

‘o
7

and ontogenetic. These approaches differ g&eatly in their answers to these questions.
 The :situational approach assumes great plasticity in the self with those changes being

controlled by the ever—changing, present circumstances an individual is experiencing

The~on£ogenetic approach'assumes thatuthc core of self is laid down relatively early

in life and is greatly resistant to change.

There are data supporting both positions. So, how are we to reconcile this
apparent conflict :hd how does the SEM model fit into such a resolution? 'We_believe
that different aspects of the self are differentially susccptible to change. We make

a distinction between emotional and performance dimcnsions of self- definition. “Emo- - °

tional dimensions are dimensions on which differential performance is not particularly

)
-

valued. That is, persons in the same family can have similar preferences for food and
religion; they may have similar levels of emotional expressiveness, etc. To the extent
there is such a thing as "good performance' on these dimensions, it lies not_in being
ldiffercnt from.close others but in being similar to cfose others;mAFor a variety_of
reasons, children quickly adopt the valued modal behavior on emotional dimensions.

'5_ \ We expect that the componcnts of an individual's self definition on emotionalvdimensions
are quite resista@t to change. Because they tend to be affective, they will be rela-
tively\impervious to 'persuasion" attempts; because they tend to be adopted relatively
eadrly, they will be associated with a greater number of- supportive experiences than
aspects of the self adoptcd later; and, bccause an. individual's positions on these
dimensions tend to make him/her simllar to close others, those positions will have 2

Iy

strong support system. ' ‘ ‘ R
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In contrast to emotional dimensions, performance dimensions are‘dimensions:on

f

which differences in behavior are rewarded. ' For example, it is the fastest runner,
. or the best clockmaker, or the most beautiful woman who is rewarded, not the averége
runner, clockmaker, or woman. - Further, to the extent that petsbns are close, i.e.,

from the same househpld, of the same sex, etc., ‘the differential in reinforcement

. '

will bé more salient. Performance dimensions of sélf-definitioﬁ should be more mal-
leable than emotional dimensions:; This is not fo say, howévef, that there is 'not -
resistance to changé‘on pefformance dimensions. OQer'time indiyiduals are 1iké1y to
have made a substantial investment in the way of practiée and time to particuiar'di—'
mensions. Change in.the face of such invegtments could produce dissonance. éecond,
one's self—definition_oh performance dimensions is often public and'may,serve:as a
'commitment to-that self-definition. And? cSﬁQitmenf also attentuates change._.We

-

are currently planning some research which addressés,these hypotheses.

2
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