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. , Sel f-Evaluation Malntenance Processes and
. .t ' .o * . . ' ’ ' A ’
Co Indlvidual ‘Differsnces In Self-%sfeem ' S

Abraham Tesser and Jennlfer Campbel l. .

. & . H " . ) , hY ) b
‘ o . . * . .
. N . .

’ For the past few years we have been: studying 'soclal behavlar within the

-

framework of something we call a sel f~eyal uation maintenance model. The model
‘ o Nt .

ﬁugges#s that much social behavlor can he understood by assuming, that persons
.?re motlvated to maintaln a positive ‘sel f-evaluatipn. The mod%lh Ident!fles

. 1 4 7
two processes by which-one's soclak clrcumstances affect sel f~evaluation: A

N

;néilagilgn'gcggggs and a, comparison DIQQQSSJ

" Alt of[,us' at orie” time ‘or another seem to take :prl&e In the /
accompl Ishments of others. We may tell someone about how wel | our slsf;i
., p]a;; thé plano or that the famous lawyer on television- is ourh nelghbor.

‘ Yhese are examplos of the réflection process. dn order to bask In the |
reflected glory of another, two things are necessary: "the other's performance
. ' /
" must b& good and there must be sané'bondtfo the other (l.e., glosaness)« That

Is, there Is {Ittle to be gaiﬁed In the way of reflection from someone -whose

-

performance Is medfocre regardless of how close one Is to that ofher;?aqg

&~

. “L ’ . . ]
there Is |ittle to. be galned from ™~ another with whom one can clalm pgo
W ¢

assoclatlion_regardless of how:good that other. performs. *<
In order to ralse self~evaluation through ref lectlion one. should be close

" to good‘performlng othars. However, being close-to an outstanding other can
o . - / ) ~ -
¢ also . lower self-evaluation—by comparison. The comparison process depends an
- Vs

the same two variables as the ref le¢tlion process: the other's closeness and T

performance. One will not sﬁffqr‘by comparison to a'medlocre performing. other

’
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(regardless of closeness) and one Is less |lkely to compare oneself to a
distant other (regardless of performance).
The reflection’ and comparison processes appear contradictory: They

suggest that a close relationship with a good berformlng other will ralse

self~evaluatlion (via the reflection process) or lower sel f~evaluation (vla the ‘

compar! son proceés). However,.fhese two processes are not always equal In
lmporfance.' They’ are welghted by the relevance of the perforﬁance dimenslon
to the actor's own self-definlf!on. We assume that people recognrzéy and
\poslflvelx value aéhlevenénf In a large var?efyf of areas. However, any
particular Individual personally aspiPes to excellence In only a limlted
.number of areas. To the extent that another's pérformance Is In-one of the

areas which are relevant to the actor's self-definition the compar!son process

will ¢be more Important than the ’zeflectlon process. |f the other's

N performance Is [n an area which Is not relevant to the actor's self-definition

the reflection process will be more Important than the comparison process.
In our empirical work we have focused on relevance,'performance, arnd
*n . \ . - 1
closeness. That Is, when will an lndlvldualwfegard an actlvity as moggfjga

less Important (relevant) to Hls sel f~def Initfon; when wi} | an Indlvidual

attempt to facllitate the performance of another and when will he attempt to
Interfere wlth that performance; wheen will he Increase closeness to another
and when wil| he decrease closeness‘ to another. The model assumes that
Indlviduals wlll affee} changes In these Qarlables In a directlon that wil|

maximize self-evaluation, Alfhohgh each of these variables can and has been
operationally defined In experimental and fteld tests of. the model, we have
not attempted to operationalize or empirically  study "self-evaluation," the

theoretical mediator of the relationships among closeness, performance and

N\
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relevance. Why?

Self-Evaluation and Self-Esteenm .- ’

[

Within the model.self-evaluaflep is treated as a hypothetical construct,
4

¢ N s \

a theoretlical fictlon which Is used to organize and make cemprehenslble\fhe

relafloe;hlps’ aqeng the varlables {haf have emplirical Indicants (l.e.,
relevance, perfcrmance, cieseness); Simitartly, self-evaluation malntenance Is
viewed as a hypofheflcal prOCess much l1ke "4 ssonance reducflon" Is viewed as
a hypothetical process In dlssonance fheory. :Nglther dlssonance reduction nor

9\
self-evaluation malntenance Is dlrect!ly measuPed or observed, but both models

are testable because *ﬁey make speclflc predtcflone concerning the observable

antecedents and observable consequences of the hypofheslzeq processes. .

Self-evaluation Ig rela#edfto sel}-esfeem; a Fonsfruéf for which there Is
a rich measurement tradition (WYLLQ» 1979). As $uch,,l} might seem reasonable
to use a measure of’ self*esreem to operaf1enﬁllze’ the sel f-evaluation
construct. ‘While sel f~esteem measures he;e been preducflvely' used In a
variety of contexts, we question fhelr uflllfy for present purpoe\/[\K

Most measures of sel f-esteem are chronic Indlividual-difference measures.
The SEM model as presently articulated is not an Individual=dlfference model.
Self-evaluation as construed here I's subject to momentary fluctuations with
gpanglng clrcumsfances. This does not mean we- belleve chronlc lndlvldual
dlfferences In self-esfeen do not exist. Although the model ' assumes fhaf

‘

persons are motivated to malntaln a positive self-evaluaflon, this assumption

Al

certainly does not Imply that there are no persons with chronical ly low levels
of self~esteem. We belleve that there are chronic differences In sel f~esteem

and that such differences are often coqgequenflal for behavior, |Indeed, much

Il

k.
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of ‘“hds symposium deals with such differences. However, chronlic self-esteem

and self-evaluation are not the same thing. Self-esteem Is a general "entity"

~ -

independenf of any specific theory whereas’ self-evaluation Is more
speciflcally « defined In terms of the SEM model. It Is a constantly changling ®
v component In a speclflc, dynamlc, process. e )
\
" P X b . {/,\
Chronlc Self-Esteem and Engagement In SEM processes : ) '

.

While we.belleve that most persons are motivated to malntaln a (boslfléé
self-evaluation (a posl$::n consistent with the work of McFarlin & Blascovich,
reported here), chronlc self-esteem may still be assoclated with the SEM
process. For example, persons who are particularly adepf‘af structuring their
environment so as to malntaln a positive sel f~eval uation Jnay have a
chronically h{gher level of self-esteem than persons who are less adept.
fhus, oné might predlc+. that chronlc self—esfeen. ought to be positively
related +to fhe'use of SEM s+raf§gles( | ndeed, Theré Is evidence that p?rsons”
high In chronlc sel f~esteem tend to behave more/se{f-defenslvely than persons .
low In chronic self-esteem (this Is an hypofhesis advanced by Alloy In thls
symposfum). On ‘the o%her hand, persons low In chronlc self-esteem may' feef
more "threatened" when thelr self-evéluaflon Is at stake fhag persons |
chronically high In self-esteem, Thus, chronlc sel f~esteem may be negatively
agsoélafed with the use of SEM s+rafegles (Wills, 1981),

Although, It Is possible to relate chronlc self~esteem to the use of SEM"
strategles, Its presﬁmed relationship to the use of these sfrafeglps Is not

S unambiguous. We have used measures of chronlc self-esteem In several SEM

studles. While self-esteem does not bear & strong relatlonship to the

behavior predicted by the SEM model, Its relationships Is (with one exception)




cons]s?enf: Persons low In sel-f~esteem tend to engage In such behavliors more
than persons high -In Self-esfean.‘ Th.ée studles are summarized In Table 1.

. /Insert Table itabout here/

Studles In Which Self-Esteem was Meastred \
i
In one-study (Tesser & Campbel I, 1980a) we exémlned the effects of

anéfher person's closeness ‘and performance on self—dﬁflnlflon (relevance).
Each female sub}ecf lnferagfed wlth another pg}son whé\\was described as
simllar (close) or dissimllar (dIstant) to _her., In the course of the
‘ experiment the other performed the same as the subjégg,on one task and better
on énofper taske As predicted by the model, the other's closeness and
performa?ce Interacted In affecflpg the reievince of ea;h' task 48 the
subject's self-defInltion: The task on whlcﬁ the other performed better was
less relevant to the subject than the task on which they performed equal ly
well; this relationship was more pronoﬁnced when the other wés close than when
the ofher was dlistant. ) When we divided the subjecfs on the Eaéls of thelr
scores sn Rosenberg's (1965) sel f~estetm scale, we found that those low In

~ Na

seif-esteem showed the predlcted pattern more clearly than those high In

self-esteem, but the difference was not statlsticallly sigyni ficant. Recently,
" a coﬁ;epfually simllar study using male subjects and a different set of taks \\ A
~was completed by Tesser and Paulhus (In press). The overall pattern of

resul§s was repllicated. Furfﬁer, the pattern was more pronounced for low

selfgésfeem persons than for high sel f~esteem persons. Agaln, however, the . |

2%
3

self%esfeem effect was not signlflicant.

s
b

i” Another study (Tesger & Campbell, In press) focused on the clrcums*fances

A S~

undé; which another's pefformance will be viewed In favorable or unfavorable

ook
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{érms. The model leads us to expect that the closeness of the other and the
relevance of the task belng performed should comblne Interactively to affect
the perception of the other's perform;nce. In thls study, subjeqfs were glven
the opportunity +to perform on two tasks that dlffered In thelr personé?
relevance to the subject.. After recelving feedback on each trlal of each

task, they were asked to lndlcafﬁ how another person would perform on that

task: The other was elther a friend they had brought with them (close other)

or a stranger they had just met (distant other). As predlc%ed,-subjecfs were
mopé posltive about fhe performance of thelr friend f@an the stranger on the
Irrelevant task, but more positive about the stranger than thelr friend on the
relevant task. When subjects were dlvided according. to thelr level of
selffesfeem, again we found that the predictions asioclafed wlth the SEM model
were more strongly confirmed among low sel f-esteem susjecfs than among hligh
self-esteem subjJects. Agaln, however, the sélf-esfean effect was not

4

significant. -

\ -

Why Is It that the assoclations between self-esteem and SEM behavlors are
so weak? We havé suggested earller fhafia plausable case can be made for both
a positive assoglation (engaging In SEM behavloré leads to hligh self-ﬁf#ean)

and a negaflve' assoclation (low esteem Increases the need to engage In SEM

'béhaxlors). Perhaps both of these are operating to same extent and cancelllng

a

one another oﬁf. A recep% fleld study, however, ' ralses another, perhaps more
Interesting, possibllity. ‘ .

¢ In collaboration with Monte Smith (Tesser, Campbell, & Smith, In
preparaflonTﬂ we asked flfth and sixth graders who had responded to the

Plers=Harrls Self—CdncepT scale (Plers, 1969) to rate thelr own performance

and the performance of a close classmate on activities which were high or low

S iigg
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In personal relevance. .Thelr teachers made the same set of -ratings. For

present ‘%yrposes. we focus only on the ‘teachers! raflhgs and the difference

[ 4

between -the teacher raflngs and the student ra+lngs-wha+ .we call
.

"distortion"s In both cases, the mode| -anticipates an lnferf\\ion such that

the student Is relatively bef+er on the relevanf activity and the close ,other

Is relatively better on the lrrelevanf_acflvlfy.‘

This predlcfed fwo—facfor Interaction did not reach signi ficance for the

"obJjective" feacher ratings, ~ but there was a signiflcant ?hree-facfory
Interaction. with self-esfeen. The effecf predicted by fhe SEM model was more
pronounced for |ow self-esfesm pu?ﬁls fhan for hr;h se| f~esteem puplls. With
"distortion" as the dependenf varJabIe, the predlcfed two~-factor Interaction
was slgn[flcanf and there was also a signlflcant self-esteem effecf. Howe;sr,
In contrast to the other studles and fhe teacher ratings; puplls high In
self-esfeem showed greater dlsforﬂon In the direction predl’ci'ed by the SEM
model than puplls Iow In sel f-esteem. . g

.

Our time Is running short so we will close with a very speculative
hypothestis. Alfhough we assume fhaf both. high and low self-es;eem persons try
to malntaln a positive evaluation, we suggest fhaf'the%r sfrafeg!es for
accompl Ishing thls goal may differ. Suppose soclal behavior Is divided Into
two classes: cognltive/perceptual behavior end "behavioral® behafior. Then
perhaps, as Alloy suggesfs, parsons high In ,self-esfeem ars' more prone " to
nﬁc:ﬁlxa fhe world In a.self~serving way§ “that ‘s, high sel f-esteem persons
mglnfaln a positive” evaluaflon prlmarlly through  cognltive/perceptual
behavlor. ) As noted above, In the Tesser;‘Eampbell,,and Smlth study high

self-esfeem sub jects tended fo distort performance dlfferenflals more than

low. On +he other hand, McFarlin and Blascovich have shown fhay I ow

7
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8
self-esteem persons are more 1lkely to change thelr behav lor when glven
-negative feedback. Perhaps, then, low sel f~estéem persons percelved real Ity
more accurately than Righ sel f~esteem persons, but tend to rely on behavlioral
. ) - .

strategles to maintain self-evaluation. In tha Tesser, Campbei | and Smith

study low self-esteem subjects were, according to -"objectlve"™ ratings, more

ilkely to' actually be In "actuai" clrcumstances that were conduclive to

maximizing sel f~evaluation.
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TABLE 1 .

,
-

: S

. SOME STUDIES IN WHICH SELF-ESTEEM HAS BEEN MEASURED

*

Stud}

Tesser & Campbell
(1980)

Tesser & Paulhus
. (in press)

ot

*  Tesser & Campbell ¥
* (in press) o

Tesser, Campbell &
Smith J

(in preparation) .

‘ Tesser, Caﬁpbell &
Smith ~ - -
(in preparation) . '

A -

~*"Independent
Variables'

Performance,
Closeness

Performance,
Closeness

Closeness,
Relevance

Se,lf vs. Close Other,
Re nce L

Self vs. Close Other,
Relevance

- "Dependent
Variable"

Relevance .
(self-definition)

Relevaﬁce« '
(self-definition)

b
‘
?

Performance
Ratings

"Objective"
Performance

-Ratings

"Distortion" in
Performance
Ratings

Effect of

Self-Esteem

Lo S-E »>
Hi S-E°
(n.s.)

Lo S-E »
Hi S-E
(n.s.)




