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The Person in the Situation:

Self-Protection, Self-Evaluation, and Self-Change

Social psychology examines how situational factors influence the individual, as well
as how the individual influences the situation. A critical question, then, is.who is the
person in the situation? Traditionally, social psychologists have addressed this question
by considering the Self. The Self comprises beliefs about one’ s own characteristics,
such as abilities, preferences, and possessions, as well as an evaluation of those charac-
teristics (i. e. , self-esteem). Beyond these characteristics, the Self also possesses an
executive function; it is self-aware, renders‘decisions, exercises self-control, and exe-
cutes intentions.

Possessing a relatively favorable view of the Self is associated with being happier,
having positive expectations about the future, and initiating the behaviors that may se-
cure a better future. Consequently, when most people feel bad about themselves, they
attempt to repair the damage. Behaving hypocritically, hurting another person’ s feel-
ings, or scoring poorly on an examination, for instance, temporarily reduces positive
self-regard, and initiates efforts to restore it. A number of social psychological theories
deal with such phenomena, including cognitive dissonance theory, self-affirmation theo-
ry, and social comparison theory. Tesser’ s (2001) article suggests that these varied
theories all share the common motive of maintaining positive self-esteem and, conse-
quently, the resolutions to self-threats should be substitutable. For example, dissonance
theory predicts that, if you do something at variance with your existing attitudes (e. g. ,
telling a younger sibling to use condoms when you recently have not done so) , you later
will revise that attitude to remove that terrible feeling of hypocrisy and inconsistency.
Tesser’ s approach, however, suggests that you also might feel better if you engage in
self-affirmation (e. g. , reminding yourself of your important values and qualities) or so-

cial comparison (e. g. , outperforming a dormmate at billiards or on an exam).
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In addition to influencing self-esteem, social comparisons can provide a-person with
information about the Self. Knowing how one performs relative to classmates provides
some information about aptitude in that subject, for example. ‘Scanning an opinion poll
in a college newspaper may suggest that one shares the views of others (which, in turn,
may enhance feelings that opinions are “correct” ) or suggest that one is on the “lunatic
fringe” of the college population. Beyond comparisons with these larger groups, people
often select particular individuals with whom they compare themselves. As Suls, Martin,
and Wheeler (2002 ) demonstrate, people rely upon individuals who possess similar
backgrounds or aptitudes to predict their own abilities at ambiguous tasks. ( If she can
do it, so can I!1). Possessing relatively accurate views of the Self can, in the long run,
maintain self-esteem, insofar as the individual then can seek out situations that enhance
self-esteem and avoid situations that threaten self-esteem. In some cases, then, “the
person in the situation” actively played a role in selecting the situation itself.

Although people occasionally report the experience of “losing” the Self (e. g. , in a
huge, emotional crowd; when intoxicated; when overwhelmed by the enormity of the u-
niverse ) , the Self usually is salient to the individual person. People are attentive to their
own appearance, their own past actions, and their own true intentions. Egocentrically,
we believe that other people are similarly attentive to us: we believe that there is a spot-
light upon us. (And, meanwhile, everyone else proceeds as though he or she is in the
spotlight!) As Gilovich and Savitsky (1999 ) suggest, we believe that peers notice
changes in our appearance from day to day, and that strangers notice embarrassing quali-
ties such as an unusual T-shirt choice or facial blemish. They don’t, at least not to the
extent that we expect!

Not all intentions are consciously recognized, of course. But the ones that are rec-
ognized at a conscious level may be executed with varying degrees of success; We plan
to vote for a particular candidate, decline a party invitation to allocate time to writing a
course paper, or resolve to lose weight or to quit smoking. Initiating difficult-to-execute
intentions , and carrying them through to the completion, can be mentally and emotional-
ly exhausting. After foregoing the party, one may have difficulty concentrating on one’ s
studies. People occasionally set forth intentions to change themselves, usually in ways
that they think ultimately will provide desired outcomes. Unfortunately, as Polivy and

Herman (2001) demonstrate, people often are unrealistic with respect to how quickly
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change occurs, and become disappointed when change does not meet their expectations.
Focusing again on their own intentions and desires, people are insensitive to the external
factors that they cannot control.

Thus, the person in the situation is an active one; striving to maintain self-esteem,
gathering information about the Self, interpreting how others see the Self, and endeavor-
ing to change undesirable characteristics. Active, yes. Perfectly accurate, no. The per-
son in the situation often is egocentric and can be ego-protective to boot. As you progress
through other topics of social psychology—most of which focus strongly upon situational

forces—try to keep the person in situation in mind.
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On the Plasticity of Self-Defense
Abraham Tesser'
Department of Psychology, University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia

Abstract

Many qualitatively different mechanisms for regulating self-esteem have been described in the lit-
erature. These include, for example, reduction of cognitive dissonance, self-affirmation, and social
comparison. The work reviewed here demonstrates that despite their differences, these mechanisms
may be substitutable for one another. For example, a threat to self via cognitive dissonance can affect
attempts to maintain self-esteem via social comparison. This implies that these mechanisms are serving
the same, unitary goal of maintaining self-esteem. Thus, there is surprising generality or flexibility in
the processes used to maintain self-esteem. Substitution of one mechanism for another may depend on

the transfer of affect. The issue of substitutability across domains is briefly discussed.

Keywords

cognitive dissonance; self-affirmation; self-defense; self-esteem; social comparison

Most psychologists have suggested that persons strive to have or maintain a positive self-evalua-
tion, or positive self-esteem. Compared with other motives like self-consistency and self-accuracy, the
self-enhancement motive appears to be particularly strong and robust (Sedikides,1993) .

One of the most intriguing aspects of self-evaluation is how it is maintained or defended. Self-de-
fensive and self-augmenting behavior is ubiquitous and easy to observe. For example, Bob explains
his good score on the biology test in terms of ability and hard work; he blames his poor score on the
chemistry test on bad luck or difficulty of the test. Mary, after being outplayed by her best friend,
seems to have lost her enthusiasm for tennis. John insists on talking about his “cousin who got super
rich on technology stocks” or his “next-door neighbor who is very important in the state legislature” .
Self-serving beliefs about the self, flattering social comparisons, and basking in reflected glory are on-
ly some of the mechanisms for regulating self-esteem that have been studied. Indeed , the number and
diversity of these mechanisms is so great that collectively they have been referred to as the “self-zoo”.
It is the diversity of these mechanisms that is the focus of this article.

The notion of defending “the self” implies that the self is unitary. However, the mechanisms to
defend the self are diverse. The circumstances that call up a particular defense mechanism differ dra-

matically across mechanisms, and the specific behavioral resolutions that are presumed to restore or
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increase self-esteem differ just as dramatically across mechanisms. Such qualitative differences raise
questions about the unitary nature of the self.

To address these questions, my colleagues and I ( Tesser, Martin, & Comnell, 1996) build on
the early work of Lewin and his students Zeigarnik and Ovsiankina ( Lewin, 1935). The maintenance
of self-esteem can be construed as a goal. If different self-defense mechanisms are serving the same
goal , then they should be substitutable for one another (Tgsser, 2000). For example, if a dissonant,
or inconsistent, behavior threatens self-esteem, then a positive social comparison should reduce the
necessity for subsequent dissonance reduction. If, however, the need for consistency is serving an in-
dependent goal, then the opportunity for a positive social comparison should have little or no effect on
the tendency to reduce cognitive dissonance. Our work (e. g. , Tesser & Cornell, 1991) favors the
hypothesis that self-esteem is indeed a unitary goal, as we find remarkable substitutability among de-

fense mechanisms.

THREE PROTOTYPICAL DEFENSE MECHANISMS

As noted, there is a self-zoo full of self-defense mechanisms. It is not practical to
test all such mechanisms, nor is there a sampling frame from which one can select a few
“representative” mechanisms. Therefore, for practicality, we chose three mechanisms to
focus on in our work. To make the outcomes of the research relevant to large segments of
the literature, we chose mechanisms that have enjoyed substantial research attention.
Also, demonstrating substitutability among mechanisms that are quite similar to one an-
other would make a less convincing case than demonstrating substitutability across mech-
anisms that appear to be qualitatively different from one another. Therefore, we chose
mechanisms that are substantially different from one another.

The mechanisms whose substitutability we have explored are cognitive dissonance
(e.g., Aronson, 1969) , social comparison (e. g. , Tesser, 1988) , and self-affirma-
tion (e.g., Steele, 1988). These mechanisms differ substantially in their antecedents
and consequences. A threat to self via cognitive dissonance is often aroused when an in-
dividual freely engages in a behavior that is inconsistent with one of his or her beliefs or
attitudes. A typical way of resolving such a threat is to change the relevant attitude or
belief in the direction of the behavior. This mechanism is intrapersonal and focused on
inconsistency. A threat to self due to social comparison is often the result of being out-
performed by another person with whom one compares oneself. Such a threat is inherent-

ly interpersonal and has little to do with inconsistency in the dissonance sense. These
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