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The present research examined the dynamic relation between two self-relevant
actions, one self-supportive and the other self-abasing. These self-relevant actions
were undertaken by subjects within the context of particular self-definitions (e.g.,
journalist, guitarist) to which subjects were actively committed. In the first ex-
periment, subjects were offered an opportunity to compose a supportive self-
descriptive essay to be seen later by others. Half of the subjects wrote to com-
pletion, while the others were interrupted. Subsequently, in a different context,
all subjects were asked to list mistakes they had made previously in the realm
of their respective self-definitions. Uninterrupted subjects admitted more readily
to mistakes than did interrupted subjects. In the second experiment, the extent
of subjects' self-abasement became the independent variable. Following that
manipulation, all subjects were given 15 minutes to write a supportive self-de-
scriptive essay. Subjects who had been induced to be self-abasing were the least
likely to interrupt themselves while writing the essay. The results of both studies
are interpreted within the framework of symbolic self-completion theory (Wick-
lund & Gollwitzer, 1981, in press).

When a person is unusually modest, self-
deprecating, or especially ready to confess
to mistakes, it is commonly thought that
these negative, public self-commentaries re-
flect definite weaknesses in the person's abil-
ities or other qualities. For instance, a phy-
sician who admits to having administered the
wrong antibiotic to a patient is thought to
be lacking in various ways central to a phy-
sician's status. One might conclude that the
training is poor, the overall performance is
below average, and that little respect from
colleagues is generally accorded. Similarly,
in the domains of criminal and religious
confessions, Aubry and Caputo (1980) and
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Berggren (1975) assume that people admit
to failings in proportion to their actual fail-
ings. If the positive relation between the
presence of faults and admission of them
breaks down, inhibitory factors such as fear
of the confession context or incorrect defi-
nition of what is indeed a fault are seen as
the primary interfering factors.

The same consistency idea is expressed in
a basic assumption of personality psychology
(i.e., self-reports or self-descriptions are in
principle valid; Pryor, 1980; Wylie, 1961).
The person who admits to being machiavel-
lian should be found to be devious and stra-
tegic in interpersonal behaviors and the per-
son who admits to social ineptness should
tend to show incorrect protocol when meet-
ing strangers, to name just two examples.
Although this assumption has received in-
tense critical attention (cf. Fishbein & Ajzen,
1975; Mischel, 1968; Wicker, 1969), the fo-
cus of these critiques has been primarily on
methodological questions and not on the un-
derlying consistency notion itself.

This article looks at people's self-descrip-
tions from the perspective of symbolic self-
completion (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981,
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in press). A central assumption inherent to
the self-completion notion is that flaws in the
person's training or performance are "cov-
ered over" by what we shall call self-sym-
bolizing behaviors. It follows from the idea
that a person who currently possesses nu-
merous durable indicators of competence is
unlikely to engage in self-symbolizing ac-
tions. Thus, paradoxically, the way is paved
for others to react to the person as having
shortcomings.

The core assumption underlying these
suggestions is that the various possible in-
dicators of one's self-definition or self-iden-
tity are related to one another in a hydraulic
fashion. For example, Harvard-educated
prize-winning journalists are less likely to
display their PhD titles than are their coun-
terparts who are without prizes; the latter
must rely more heavily on academic degrees
as markers of completeness. In other words,
the stronger a person is on one dimension of
evidence for completing a self-definition, the
less that individual needs to pursue evidence
on other dimensions. This brings us to the
central thesis of this article: To the extent
that one's background allows the person to
point to strong evidence of being complete
in the area of pursuit, that person will more
readily be publicly self-abasing. Before delv-
ing into this thesis in operational detail, we
will describe the theoretical basis of the pres-
ent research, which has its origins in the
thinking of Lewin.

Historical Background

The idea that the potential effectiveness
of one symbolic indicator of an aspired-to
self-definition can be substituted for by an
alternative symbolic indicator was implicit
in the thinking of Lewin (1926) and several
of his students. Their analysis of goal-ori-
ented behavior and interrupted activities is
the main conceptual background of this ar-
ticle. Lewin argues that when an organism
establishes a particular goal, a tension sys-
tem comes into play and remains until the
goal is reached or until the organism "leaves
the field." Further, if the task is interrupted
due to outside forces, the tension system will
remain intact, and the psychological effects
of that tension system will be detectable even

if the person cannot resume the activity im-
mediately. This rather simple principle sur-
faces in a highly testable, operationalized
form in the often-cited work on memory
(Zeigarnik, 1927), as well as in the analysis
of interrupted-task resumption by three other
students of Lewin (Lissner, 1933; Mahler,
1933; Ovsiankina, 1928).

We have concentrated especially on Mah-
ler's (1933) research and conceptualization
of the dynamics of substitute activities. In
Mahler's research paradigm, subjects were
typically assigned a number of simple tasks,
such as piecing a mosaic together or con-
structing a tower from building blocks. Mah-
ler interrupted each subject on a number of
the tasks, using a variety of creative devices.
Following each interruption, the subjects
were eventually allowed to resume the orig-
inal task. Approximately 90% of the original
tasks were resumed. Following some of the
interruptions, Mahler gave her subjects sub-
stitute tasks; after working on these they
could resume work on the original. The sub-
stitute activities had a decided impact on the
subsequent tendency to resume the original
task: The resumption rate was curtailed
sharply. In Lewin's terms, the activity was
carried to a tension-reducing conclusion via
a task that was not identical with the original
but that served the same tension system.

Thus, Mahler points to the concept of sub-
stitutability. Given a goal with some finite,
pbjective quality (such as constructing a
tower), a whole class of substitute goals
could reduce the tension system correspond-
ing to the original goal. Henle (1944) argues
that the substitute value of Mahler's alter-
native tasks was so substantial because sub-
jects were oriented largely toward self-de-
fining goals—such as creativity, industrious-
ness, or intelligence—and not exclusively
toward the objective goal of "tower comple-
tion" or "having written out a translation
from French to German."

Symbolic Self-Completion

A theory of symbolic self-completion
(Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981, in press) can
now be summarized, using the concepts of
commitment to self-defining goals, symbols
of completeness, and social reality.
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Commitment to Self-Defining Goals

The self-completion process should be ob-
servable only when the individual is com-
mitted to a self-defining goal. From Lewin's
perspective, a goal-specific tension remains
active only as long as the person is psycho-
logically involved in the pursuit of the goal.
Ovsiankina (1928) found that the resump-
tion effects were strongest when the task was
personally important to subjects. For sub-
jects who found the tasks to be personally
unimportant, trivial, or arbitrary, the re-
sumption rate was so low that one would be
inclined to doubt the presence of a goal-di-
rected tension system.

How does one recognize a self-defining
goal, in contrast to other kinds of goals?
Self-defining means that people lay claim
to a quality that corresponds to a sense of
control and capability, such as parent, ath-
lete, or artist. In all of the research reported
here, we have tried to insure an ongoing,
goal-oriented process directed toward a self-
definition. First, we have typically asked sub-
jects to name one activity area in which they
have a central interest (e.g., a sport, a mu-
sical instrument, or an academic subject).
Second, we have established that subjects
are continuously active in that area.

Symbols of Completeness

To be sure, there is no single unequivocal
indicator of possession of a self-definition,
nor may we speak of a person's attainment
of the objective indicator of a self-definition.
Rather, each self-definition carries a number
of possible indicators, each of which has the
potential for being recognized or acknowl-
edged by the immediate society. According
to Rosenberg (1979), for example, "a min-
ister is chosen because of his dignified man-
ner . . . and an executive is promoted be-
cause of his social skills. In all these cases,
success involves the presentation of a certain
type of self (p. 47). People learn about these
alternative indicators of self-definitions
through interactions with others (cf. Cooley,
1902; Mead, 1934), and in turn, once the
individual displays the symbol (e.g., the min-
ister), others react as though the person em-
bodies that self-definition.

Within the context of symbolic self-com-
pletion, symbols of completeness may be
defined generally as indicators (potentially
recognizable by others) of one's standing
regarding a self-defining goal. At a very ru-
dimentary but important level are the sim-
plest self-descriptions—a person teaching at
a university introduces himself to an audi-
ence as a scientist. Of course, the human is
not wholly dependent upon these kinds
of open self-characterizations. There are
numerous abbreviations for immediate so-
cial acknowledgment; many of these are de-
scribable as status symbols. That is, a di-
ploma is a broadly recognized symbol of the
person's self-definition, and it will propel the
person toward a sense of completeness. Sim-
ilarly, titles, official occupational positions,
and membership in select interest groups are
all socially evolved mechanisms for provid-
ing the individual with indicators or markers
of possessing an aspired-to self-definition.

Social Reality

Mahler (1933) found that the tension-re-
duction potential of a substitute task de-
pended largely upon whether subjects' solv-
ing the substitute task carried a social reality
(i.e., the substitute task had tension-reduc-
ing properties only if the solution was an-
nounced to the experimenter). Once others
acknowledge the person for having solved the
problem, having solved it becomes a social
fact and thus can serve as a self-defining
symbol. This line of thinking can be carried
back to Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934),
who state that a sense of self can come into
being and remain stable only by virtue of the
acknowledgment of others. Thus, the sense
of progress toward a self-defining goal ap-
pears to be dependent on the acknowledg-
ment of others. We will call this the social
reality factor. We can also talk about the
concept of broadening social reality. Once
a person has an indicator at hand, the sense
of completeness should be enhanced to the
degree that one can inform more people
about it, or more generally, enlarge the scope
of individuals who could potentially recog-
nize the completeness of the self-definition.

The foregoing overview of the self-corn-
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pletion notion allows us to restate the re-
search problem of this article. The core of
the theoretical idea is that symbols of com-
pleteness are potential substitutes for one
another. This implies that a lack of symbolic
support will lead to symbolizing the self as
complete—within the parameters of a par-
ticular kind of self-definition. Therefore, if
acknowledgment for one's self-definition
from the immediate society could lead po-
tentially to an increased sense of complete-
ness, then the individual who is relatively
lacking in existing symbolic support for a
self-definition should be especially depen-
dent on this immediate social reality (Wick-
lund & Gollwitzer, 1981; Gollwitzer &
Wicklund, Note 1). What happens, then,
when the individual is under constraint to
weaken the extent of public acknowledge-
ment for being complete vis-a-vis the par-
ticular self-definition? That is, what tran-
spires when the person becomes self-depre-
cating or admits to shortcomings? Such an
individual is,, in the present terms, under-
mining his symbolic support for the aspired-
to self-definition. In light of the substitution
idea, one would predict that individuals with
strong preexisting symbolic support for their
self-definitions should be the most ready to
be self-disparaging, whereas those with ex-
isting symbolic deficits should try to avoid
expanding the lack of symbolic support.

General requirements for an appropriate
research design can now be spelled out. First,
it has to be established that each subject has
a particular, central self-definition toward
which to strive, such as journalist, French
speaker, or tennis player. The method chosen
here first asks subjects to name one central
activity area that they are pursuing, and also
establishes the strength of that commitment
by asking subjects about the behavioral in-
tensity of their respective pursuits. Second,
it is important to stipulate a symbolic di-
mension over which subjects have no easy
control. Only in this way can we make a
strong prediction that subjects who are short
on that dimension will self-symbolize in
some alternative way, within the same self-
definitional area. This can be accomplished
in two general ways: by taking advantage of
existing (individual difference) lacks in sym-

bolic support or by inducing unequivocal
lacks through experimental procedures. Both
of these techniques are employed here. Fi-
nally, subjects must be given the possibility
of self-symbolizing through a route that is
easily accessible. In the present research that
route is the simple and flexible self-descrip-
tion.

Preliminary Study

Subjects committed to a number of dif-
ferent activity areas (e.g., chemistry, draw-
ing, football, mathematics, piano) were asked
for the amount of education they had re-
ceived in that activity area. This choice of
an independent variable was based on an
earlier study (Wicklund & Gollwitzer, 1981),
in which years of formal education in a sub-
ject's indicated area of competence was
taken to be an indicator of completeness.
Then subjects were asked to state that they
had performed poorly on a test in their ac-
tivity areas, with the understanding that an-
other subject would see that negative self-
description. The dependent measure was the
degree of this self-described negativity. On
the basis of our reasoning, it should be the
less well-educated subjects who would be the
most reluctant to appear to be incompetent.
Thus, we hypothesize a positive correlation
between years of education and extent of
negative self-portrayal.

Method

Subjects

The subjects were 174 college students enrolled in
introductory psychology classes. They were tested in
four sessions (ns = 58, 36, 36, and 44) in a lecture hall
suited for 500 people.

Procedure

As subjects entered the lecture hall, they were posi-
tioned so that the distances between them were maxi-
mized. Then the experimenter and assistants handed out
the first questionnaire. The first item asked subjects to
indicate an area of special competence: "Please think
of an activity, such as a sport or musical talent, that
you have pursued for some time,' or else a special area
of knowledge (such as chemistry or a foreign lan-
guage)." The second item inquired about each subject's
years of education in that area of competence. Finally,
subjects indicated whether they had been active in their
respective activity areas within the last 14 days. This
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last item served as the operational definition of whether
the activity was ongoing, exactly as in Wicklund and
Gollwitzer (1981), and is explained more fully below.

When subjects were finished with the questionnaire,
the experimenter explained that he needed the infor-
mation requested to find out about college students' in-
terests. In particular, he said he was studying which
activities are most frequent among college students.

He then explained how he would conduct a subse-
quent session with different subjects. He said that in the
subsequent session he wanted to find out how people
would do on an ability test in their respective activity
areas, when they are first led to believe that the test is
rather hard. In line with this purpose, he purported to
need the present subjects' help in creating these expec-
tancies about a hard test. A form was handed out, en-
titled "Performance Feedback Sheet for the Basic Abil-
ity Test." Subjects were asked to assume that they had
taken a Basic Ability Test in their respective activity
areas and were then requested, after indicating the ac-
tivity in question on the feedback sheet, to write their
alleged score on that form. The statement read, "(name)
performed worse than % of the undergraduate sam-
ple which had taken this test." Explicit pressure was
placed on all subjects to write down as negative a per-
centile as they could bring themselves to.1 Finally, sub-
jects were debriefed and dismissed.

Results

A criterion for inclusion of subjects was
imposed as in Wicklund and Gollwitzer
(1981), so that subjects' statements of their
activity areas had to be unambiguous. If sub-
jects could not decide upon one single activ-
ity area (on the first questionnaire item),
their data were not analyzed. Also, only
areas represented by at least three actively
involved people were included in the
analysis.

As in Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1981),
it was stipulated that subjects had to have
been active in their pursuits during the past
2 weeks to be included in the sample. The
reasoning here stems directly from Lewin
(1926) and Ovsiankina (1928), as discussed
above. Although alternative approaches to
insuring subjects' commitment would no
doubt be feasible (cf. Marcia, 1966, for
a sophisticated method of differentiating
among different grades of ego-identity), we
used the 2-week behavioral criterion here
because of its simplicity and because of its
clear impact in our earlier research. By this
criterion, we are left with 82 committed sub-
jects and 12 who are designated as noncom-
mitted.

For the sample of 82 committed subjects,
the correlation between years of education
and "percent worse than" was .27 (p < .01),
indicating that more education leads to
greater self-deprecation. The effect appears
stronger for males (r = .32, « = 42) than for
females (r = . 15, « = 40), although the dif-
ference between sexes is statistically negli-
gible.

Although only actively involved subjects
are appropriate for testing the hypothesis,
it is informative to perform the same statis-
tical analysis for the other 12 subjects. In-
terestingly, a negative correlation results
(r = -.32, p< .16). The difference between
the two values approaches significance (z =
1.70, p < .10). The direction of the corre-
lation for these latter subjects would imply
that self-descriptions can indeed be veridical
with or congruent with other facets of the
person (such as amount of training). How-
ever, it appears that this kind of congruency
is a phenomenon associated only with indi-
viduals who are not actively committed to
their named activity areas.2

Experiment 1

The preliminary study supports the idea
that there are conditions under which the
readiness to deprecate oneself is positively
related to the person's strengths within the
domain where self-descriptions are relevant.
These results suggest that there is reason to
pursue this idea in an experimental context.
The first experiment employs a negative self-
description measure comparable to that of
the preliminary study. However, the inde-
pendent variable, completeness-incomplete-

1 This dependent variable format, in which a person
is pressured to admit to poor performance, has been
used successfully in an experimental context (Wicklund
& Gollwitzer, 1981, Study 4), where incompleteness was
induced by making salient a negative aspect in the sub-
ject's educational background.

2 Similar analyses were conducted among noncom-
mitted subjects in the research by Wicklund and Goll-
witzer (1981), and in every case it was found that the
positive relationship between lack of symbolic support
and further self-symbolizing was absent among the non-
committed group. Thus the reasoning of Lewin (1926)
and findings of Ovsiankina (1928) seem to receive con-
sistent validation.
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ness, is considerably different. Subjects were
first asked to write an essay describing how
they became interested in their particular
endeavor and what they had accomplished
in it. Further, they had the expectation that
a prestige audience would view this essay
later. Half of the subjects were interrupted
before they could finish, thus eliminating the
essay as a tool of broadening the social real-
ity for the self-definition. The idea of inter-
ruption was borrowed from the paradigms
of Lissner (1933), Mahler (1933), Ovsi-
ankina (1928), and Zeigarnik (1927). Fol-
lowing the reasoning of Lewin (1926), they
had assumed that interruption would lead
to a continued tension state and a prolonged
need to deal with that tension. Similarly, we
are assuming here that interruption of a self-
symbolizing effort keeps the person in a state
of tension regarding completing the self-def-
inition and that further attempts at self-sym-
bolizing will thereby be undertaken. Ac-
cordingly, the relatively incomplete subjects
should be especially resistant to admit to
blunders or inadequacies, for these are the
subjects who should be the most motivated
to rebuild the sense of self-definition.

There is a further design issue: An inter-
ruption manipulation might conceivably
bring subjects to write down fewer errors for
reasons independent of the present concep-
tualization. For instance, if subjects are ir-
ritated by the interruption, one might imag-
ine that the irritation would carry over into
the phase at which the second experimenter
requests subjects to record their mistakes,
with the result that they would simply write
less. To control for this class of potential
alternative explanations, we asked half of the
subjects to .record another person's mistakes
rather than their own. It is doubtful that the
interruption manipulation, if it is a variation
in self-completeness, should affect the num-
ber of errors the person writes with respect
to another person.

Method
Subjects

Subjects were drawn from introductory psychology
classes. All of them had been pretested concerning their
primary activity areas at the outset of the semester.
Male subjects interested in liberal arts, sports, natural

sciences, or a vocational interest (business, engineering)
were called in, with the stipulation that they were com-
mitted by the 14-day criterion. Fifty-two subjects were
assigned randomly to the four conditions, with the con-
straint that each activity area be approximately equally
represented across the conditions.

Design

The experiment was a two-factor design with two lev-
els of each factor. Subjects were either allowed to finish
a self-descriptive essay (complete condition) or were in-
terrupted shortly after they started to write (interrupted
condition). Then they were asked to report either pre-
vious mistakes related to their respective activity areas
(self condition) or mistakes by others that they had
witnessed in the past ("other" condition).

Procedure

Subjects were tested individually by two experiment-
ers. Upon arriving, each participant was greeted by
Experimenter 1 (a female) who described the experi-
ment as a study of representative college students' in-
terests. The study was said to have been set up by two
professors from the Department of Psychology. She also
mentioned that the study would take only about half of
the time allotted to the subject's experimental partici-
pation, and she indicated that it would be convenient
for a graduate student from the Department of Edu-
cational Psychology to use him for the remainder of the
hour.

The first study was then described in more detail. It
was' said that a number of essays written by college
students were to be collected and that each essay should
cover two questions: (a) how the student became in-
volved in an area of special interest and (b) what the
student finds enjoyable about it.

After the subject named his special area of interest,
the experimenter handed out a 2-page booklet. This
booklet repeated the central purpose of the study and
also made it clear that the essay would likely be used
later in a publication. As soon as the subject began work
on his essay, which was to be 200 words long, the experi-
menter left the room and discreetly watched through
a one-way mirror.

Interruption manipulation. In the complete condi-
tion, the experimenter waited until the subject had fin-
ished before she returned. In the interrupted condition,
she returned once the subject had completed about one-
third of a page. She addressed the subject in the fol-
lowing way:

Aren't you writing on [subject's activity area]? I'm
sorry, but my supervisor just told me that we already
have three essays on your area of interest. Since we
want to collect essays from as many different areas
as possible, we really don't need more than three in
[subject's interest area]. Why don't you stop then, so
I can go on to the next subject? It would be just a
waste of time for you to finish.

The experimenter took the essay from the subject and
signaled Experimenter 2 (a male), who came back to
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the room alone, introduced himself, and then led the
subject to a different part of the building. There he
explained that he was developing new instructional tech-
niques for teachers. One of these techniques was to cen-
ter on specific mistakes that students make. He noted
further that he planned to publish a teaching manual
covering mistakes committed by students in a variety
of different kinds of pursuits.

Then he said that he needed individual students to
jot down mistakes they had made while performing the
activities in their named area of interest. He said that
the purpose of recording these mistakes was to collect
material for the publication of a manual on typical
mistakes of students. Following these general instruc-
tions, subjects received an envelope containing the spe-
cific instructions to write down as many specific mistakes
as they could recall. At this point the second variable
was introduced.

Self-versus-other manipulation. Half of the subjects
were instructed to write down errors they had committed
(self condition), whereas the other half were requested
to record mistakes that they had seen others make
("other" condition). The written instructions reiterated
the purpose of the study and gave a sample list of mis-
takes ostensibly generated by other subjects, From this
sample, subjects should have gained the impression that
the reports on mistakes should be relatively short (one
or two sentences per mistake) and that a large number
of mistakes was needed. After leaving the subject alone
for 10 minutes, the experimenter returned and gave the
subject a manipulation-check questionnaire. Specifi-
cally, subjects were asked whether they had fully ex-
pressed themselves in the essay and whether the essay
they had written would have a good chance of being
published. Before subjects were debriefed and dismissed,
they were probed for suspicion, especially to insure that
they saw no direct connection between the two phases
of the experiment.

Results
Effectiveness of Interruption Manipulation

Interrupted subjects thought that they
had been able to express themselves less
(M = 4.16) than complete subjects (M =
6.62), F(l, 47) = 10.52, p < .01. Also, the
interrupted subjects considered the likeli-
hood of their essays being picked for pub-
lication to be smaller (M = 2.87) than did
the complete subjects (M=5.QO), F(l,
47) = 11.79, p < .01. When asked how many
of the mistakes reported had been committed
by the subject himself, subjects in the "other"
condition reported significantly fewer mis-
takes (M = 2.54) than subjects in the self
condition (Af = 4.07), F(l, 47) = 7.59,
/x.Ol.3

Number of Mistakes Listed
It was hypothesized that subjects would

report mistakes insofar as they had been

Table 1
Mean Number of Mistakes Reported
in Experiment 1

Mistake condition

Essay Self Other

Interrupted
Complete

3.23
5.23

5.38
4.85

Note. For all conditions, n = 13.

allowed to finish the essay. Further, the in-
terruption manipulation should make a dif-
ference only if one's own mistakes are at
issue (the self condition). In the "other" con-
dition, there should be no effect for
interruption. The mean number of mistakes
reported for the four conditions is shown in
Table 1, where one can see that the unique
cell is the interrupted-self condition, showing
the fewest recorded mistakes. The interac-
tion is significant, F(l, 48) = 6.39, p < .02,
and that cell differs significantly from the
complete-self cell (/ = 2.82) as well as from
the interrupted-"other" cell (t = 3.03, both
ps < .01). Thus, the data bear out the main
hypothesis.

The means for the interrupted-"other"
and complete-"other" conditions (Ms = 5.38
vs. 4.85, t < 1.0) bear on the possibility that
the outcome was due simply to a general set
of uncooperativeness engendered by the in-
terruption. If that had been the only psy-
chological impact of the manipulation, the
self and "other" conditions should then have
been affected equally. Thus, the uniquely
low mean in the interrupted-self condition
attests to a process that is particular to de-
scriptions about one's own self.

To determine whether the interaction was
dependent on activity area, a three-way
analysis of variance was conducted, adding
activity area as a third factor. The levels of
this factor were liberal arts, sports, natural
sciences, and vocational interests. No sig-
nificant interaction was found with the ac-
tivity area that subjects were engaged in,
F(3, 36) = 1.69, p > .15. Again, the Inter-
ruption X Self-"Other" interaction was sig-

3 The degrees of freedom for the manipulation-check
analyses are reduced by 1, since we lacked manipula-
tion-check data for one subject.
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nificant but this time slightly stronger, F(l,
36) = 12.94, p< .001.

Discussion

The readiness to cast the self into a neg-
ative light appears to be a function of
whether an earlier self-symbolizing act has
been completed. To interrupt someone who
is characterizing the development of a per-
sonal quality is to reduce that person's sub-
sequent willingness to communicate to oth-
ers the specific, erroneous aspects of one's
endeavor. Readiness for self-criticism, then,
is evidently the outcome of a sense of being
complete regarding indicators of one's self-
definition in a specific endeavor.

It is important to note that the results we
have described here are not simply the out-
come of variations in self-presentational
strategies or self-presentational cues. The
central idea behind self-presentation (cf.
Schlenker, 1980) is that there is someone to
be impressed and that depending upon the
situational cues, the person will steer self-
descriptions and other gestures to create an
image of a positive self, a consistent self (cf.
Schlenker, 1980), or a likable self (Gergen
& Wishnov, 1965; Jones, 1964; Schneider
& Eustis, 1972). Our subjects all had a cue
that could easily be regarded as a self-pre-
sentational cue—the experimental con-
straint to be self-deprecating. However, the
differences obtained have nothing to do with
variations in self-presentational strategies as
a function of differential situational cues, as
in the classic self-presentation research.
Rather, our subjects brought to the situation
a condition of relative completeness or in-
completeness, a condition unknown to the
experimenter who measured self-depreca-
tory tendencies, and it is this prior motiva-
tional condition that determines how sub-
jects respond to the cue to be modest.

Another set of findings that seems perti-
nent to the present study is reported by Bau-
meister and Jones (1978). They found that
subjects presented themselves more favor-
ably to a target person when they believed
the target person to be aware of negative
feedback that the subject had received pre-
viously. The effect in that study was one of
compensating, in the course of a self-presen-
tation, on dimensions irrelevant to the initial

feedback. A crucial aspect of their compen-
sation finding was that, it occurred only when
the target person was ostensibly privy to the
subject's initial feedback. In short, it looks
as though the effect was one of compensating
via self-presentation for an initially unfa-
vorable impression. How is such a line of
reasoning applicable to the present study?

In the present research, we made every
attempt to separate the two sessions,4 so that
the second experimenter would not ostensi-
bly be aware of any prior evaluative infor-
mation about the subject. Debriefings as-
sured us that subjects did indeed view the
two sessions as separate. Further, and per-
haps more important, the interruption ma-
nipulation did not constitute negative eval-
uative feedback per se; thus, the idea of com-
pensating for an initial negative impression
would be of questionable applicability in the
present paradigm.

Finally, the compensatory phenomenon
demonstrated by Baumeister and Jones does
not involve compensation within one area of
commitment. Subjects were given negative
feedback on maturity and social skills, then
proceeded to compensate on quite different
personal dimensions. Such a phenomenon is
more akin to that studied by Cialdini et al.
(1976) and Tesser (1980) than to the one
examined in the present research. In short,
there are a number of seemingly central
points of differentiation between what has
been done here and what is studied under
the broad conceptual rubric of self-presen-
tation.

Experiment 2

The theory of symbolic self-completion
treats symbols of a self-definition as substi-
tutable for one another. If a person is lacking
in memberships in prestige associations, then
instances of positive recognition from the
immediate social milieu should be sought
out. Conversely, if immediate positive rec-
ognition is hard to come by, then affiliation
with prestige others would be pursued when
possible. Within the context of the present

4 The two experimental phases differed in location,
in the gender, ostensible affiliation, and research inter-
ests of experimenters, and in the design and-heading of
questionnaire materials.
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research, this means that theoretically, the
independent and dependent variables are
largely interchangeable. The purpose of Ex-
periment 2 is to turn around the order of the
variables that were used in Experiment 1.

Thus, the admission-of-mistakes variable
was transformed into an independent vari-
able in this study. Each subject in the ex-
perimental group was requested to write
down six mistakes he had committed in the
past, within his particular area. Control
group subjects were also asked to record
mistakes, but within an area to which they
had no special attachment. Second, it was
necessary to transform the interruption ma-
nipulation into a dependent variable. On the
basis of Ovsiankina's (1928) findings on the
effect of amount of work accomplished prior
to interruption, one may assume the follow-
ing: It is not the amount of work accom-
plished prior to interruption that is relevant
to the theoretical predictions; rather, it is the
subject's tendency to pursue the task unin-
terrupted that counts as the operationaliza-
tion of goal pursuit. Therefore, the focus was
on duration of working time as the depen-
dent variable. As before, we asked subjects
to write a self-descriptive essay, but this time
they were given a 15-minute time limit. This
meant that they could stop short of 15 min-
utes if they so desired, and the extent of stop-
ping short was treated as the self-imposed
interruption. The hypothesis follows clearly
from the reasoning behind the first experi-
ment. Subjects who are asked to admit to
mistakes within their own areas of compe-
tence (as opposed to irrelevant areas) should
be especially inclined to pursue the self-sym-
bolizing task of writing essays that are po-
tentially destined for publication. This means
that they should pursue the essay-writing
longer than subjects who are not asked to
admit to personally-relevant mistakes.

Method

Subjects
Subjects were drawn from introductory psychology

classes. All of them had been pretested at the beginning
of the semester concerning their areas of competence
and were selected for participation according to the
same criteria as in Experiment 1. Twenty-two male sub-
jects, representing liberal arts, sports, natural sciences,

and vocational activity areas were assigned randomly
to the two conditions with the constraint that each ac-
tivity area be represented approximately equally across
conditions.

Design

The experiment contained two conditions. Subjects
were asked to write down mistakes they had committed
either in their area of competence (relevant-mistake
condition) or else while cooking (irrelevant-mistake con-
dition). Subjects were then given an opportunity to write
an essay as in the first phase of Experiment 1.

Procedure

Subjects were tested individually by two experiment-
ers. When the subject arrived, he was greeted by Ex-
perimenter 1 (a male) and ushered to the cubicle. The
subject was told that the experimenter was from the
Education Department and that the Education and Psy-
chology Departments were sharing subjects. The subject
was then asked if he objected to participating in two
short, independent studies. The first study was to deal
with problems people encounter in different activity
areas. The second study was to be conducted by a psy-
chology student and was concerned with how people
become interested in different activities. The purpose of
the first study was then explained in more detail.

The study ostensibly was concerned with recording
mistakes people make in different interest areas and then
classifying these mistakes as either specific to an activity
area or general in nature. What was desired of each
subject was a list of mistakes he had committed. These
mistakes were to be shown to competent raters who
would classify the mistakes into one of the two cate-
gories. At this point the independent variable was in-
troduced.

Relevant-mistake versus irrelevant-mistake manip-
ulation. Half of the subjects were instructed to write
down at least six mistakes they had made in their area
of competence (relevant-mistake condition). The other
half were asked to write down at least six mistakes they
had made while cooking (irrelevant-mistake condition).
Subjects were then shown a list of sample mistakes sup-
posedly committed by previous subjects. This list was
to aid the subject in generating mistakes. It showed the
subject that the desired format should consist of rela-
tively short descriptions of mistakes (two or three sen-
tences long) and that the mistakes should have been
committed by the subject himself. In the relevant-mis-
take condition, this list consisted of mistakes from var-
ious activity areas. In the irrelevant-mistake condition,
the list consisted of cooking mistakes. After reading the
list of sample mistakes, each subject was provided with
a mistake form that provided a place for name, age,
major, hometown, and a maximum of 12 mistakes.

Each subject was asked to sign the second page of the
mistake form before he began. This signature ostensibly
gave the researcher permission to display the subject's
mistakes at an upcoming education conference. The sub-
ject was then left alone and given 10 minutes to generate
mistakes. Following that interval, the experimenter took
the subject to Experimenter 2 (a female), who was kept
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blind to the previous treatment. After introducing the
subject to Experimenter 2, he asked her to have the
subject to fill out a final questionnaire (a manipulation
check), and he then departed.

The instructions given to the subject by the second
experimenter were virtually identical to those delivered
during the first phase of Experiment 1. The subject was
to write a self-descriptive essay relevant to his area of
interest and was given 15 minutes to work. He was told
that if he were to finish early, he could work on two
paper-and-pen puzzles. These were mazes from a book
of games and were introduced to give the subject a pos-
itive incentive to interrupt his work on the essay. She
then set a timer for 15 minutes in view of the subject,
left the room, and watched discreetly to time the sub-
ject's work.

After 15 minutes she returned and administered a
questionnaire that checked on two aspects of the essays.
Subjects were asked to what extent they had expressed
themselves and also whether the essay they had written
had a good chance of being published. Both items were
accompanied by 9-point answer scales. Experimenter 2
then administered the final questionnaire (promised ear-
lier by the first experimenter), which was used to check
the relevant- versus irrelevant-mistake manipulation.

Finally, the experimenter probed for suspicion, de-
briefed the subject, and thanked him for his partici-
pation. ,

Results

Manipulation Checks

Subjects in the relevant-mistake condition
reported having written more mistakes in
their activity areas (M = 6.91) than subjects
in the irrelevant-mistake condition (M =
.09), *(20) = 15.31, p < .001. No significant
differences were found between conditions
when subjects were asked whether they
could express themselves in the essay they
wrote (t = 1.13, ns) or whether their essay
would have a good chance of being published
(t = .64, ns). Therefore, one can assume that
subjects in both conditions thought their es-
says had a similar chance for public recog-
nition.

Dependent Variable

It was hypothesized that subjects in the
relevant-mistake condition would spend more
time pursuing the self-descriptive essay than
would subjects in the irrelevant-mistake con-
dition. Accordingly, actual time spent in
writing is the critical dependent variable.
Since general verbosity or literacy also in-
fluences the total time spent in writing, a

covariate was added to the analysis, con-
sisting of the average number of words the
subject used to describe each mistake listed
during the first phase of the experiment. This
measure correlated positively with time spent
on the essay (r = .33, p < .07), and the re-
lation holds both for the relevant-mistake
condition (r = .24) and the irrelevant-mis-
take condition (r = .31).

As in Experiment 1, the factor of activity
area was included in the analysis, resulting
in a 2 (relevant vs. irrelevant mistake) X 4
(liberal arts, sports, natural sciences, and
vocational activity) analysis of covariance.
A significant main effect for the rele-
vant- versus irrelevant-mistake manipula-
tion emerged, F(l, 13) = 8.04, p < ,02, in-
dicating that more time was spent in the rel-
evant-mistake condition (14:31 minutes) than
in the irrelevant-mistake condition (13:14
minutes). The manipulation did not interact
with activity area, F(3, 13)= 1.82, ns. A
significant main effect for activity area was
also found, F(3, 13) = 4.98, p < .02, so that
natural sciences (M = 12:15 minutes) had
a lower mean time than the liberal arts (M =
14:40 minutes), sports (M = 14:32 minutes),
and vocational areas (M = 13:30 minutes).

It is also reasonable to ask whether sub-
jects who spent more time writing the essay
used this time to write a longer essay. The
correlation between time spent writing and
number of words written is positive (r = .36,
p < .06) and so is the correlation between
time spent writing and lines written (r = .37,
p < .05). These results indicate that subjects
who spent more time at the task were in fact
producing more material.

A subsidiary analysis of covariance, using
the same covariate as before, can also be
done with the words and lines written as
dependent variables. The relevant-mistake
condition tends to produce the higher mean,
both for number of words, .F(l, 13) = 2.24,
p < .16, and for number of lines, F(l, 13) =
3.94, p < .07. There were no effects for ac-
tivity area. Thus the results support the as-
sumption from Ovsiankina's (1928) research
that the time measure is the most appropri-
ate indicator of subjects' goal-oriented ten-
dencies, because it is immediately relevant
to the concept of interruption-noninterrup-
tion.
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Discussion

The central point of the last study is that
symbols of completeness are mutually sub-
stitutable for one another. It does not seem
to matter whether self-deprecation is treated
as a dependent or independent variable, for
it retains its substitutability relationship to
other sources of symbolic support in any
case. More specifically, if the person begins
by lacking in education (preliminary study)
or by having been interrupted in trying to
characterize the self positively in a poten-
tially public, self-descriptive essay (Experi-
ment 1), the resulting motivational state is
then reflected in the person's hesitation to
lose further symbolic support by admitting
to poor performance. The converse of this
relationship is shown in Experiment 2. If the
person has no choice but to be openly self-
critical at the outset, there is then an en-
hanced propensity to pursue completeness
via persistent work on the self-descriptive
essay.

General Discussion

The findings on the dynamics of self-de-
scriptions in the three studies presented here
are also a commentary on the validity of self-
reports in testing and measurement situa-
tions. By the present reasoning, self-reports
can easily be invalid among the individuals
who fall short of an aspired-to self-defini-
tion. As we have seen, the person who arrives
at the self-description phase with a back-
ground of salient weakness or error is un-
willing to describe the self in a manner con-
gruent with those weaknesses. Ironically, in-
dividuals for whom a salient component of
self is central are the most inclined to present
a distorted picture of that component of the
self. This theme has also surfaced in a re-
lated study by Wicklund and Gollwitzer
(1981, Study 4). Further, within a context
where there were no constraints to be self-
deprecating (Gollwitzer & Wicklund, Note
1), subjects who were told that they had low
potential in their area of self-definition went
on to describe themselves the most positively
when asked to characterize themselves to a
target person. Although these studies have
not dealt with standard personality-testing

formats, the conceptual point they make is
germane to the validity issue: Self-report
validity should be hard to obtain when the
person is committed to a self-definition on
the dimension in question and when symbols
of completeness are conspicuously lacking.

The idea that self-descriptions can be
highly unrepresentative of a person's stand-
ing on other indicators of the self-definition
is in some ways akin to a line of reasoning
by Mills and Hogan (1978). They propose
that the psychological dynamics associated
with self-reports are typically neglected in
measurement research, to the deficit of a
general understanding of the dynamics of
accurate self-reports. Mills and Hogan
(1978) and later Johnson (1981) have rea-
soned that test-taking can easily be a form
of self-presentation, whereby people being
tested try to project a congruent image of
themselves. Thus, it would follow that those
with stronger empathy skills (Mills & Ho-
gan) or people who have clarity of self-image
and social acuity (Johnson) would have
fewer difficulties in communicating a con-
sistent self, so that an "unspecified audi-
ence" (Johnson, 1981, p. 764) would be able
to draw valid inferences about the person's
identity. From this view, then, less valid, in-
consistent self-descriptions should result from
individuals who are not oriented toward the
perspectives of others. Using a variety of in-
dividual difference variables in social-ori-
entation and perspective-taking potential,
Mills and Hogan (1978) and Johnson (1981)
have supported this 'reasoning.

There is a point of convergence between
the present approach and the approaches
taken by Mills and Hogan and by Johnson.
Their tack is to understand the individual
who is consistent—who communicates a
consistent self through self-reports—and
their research indicates that the perspective-
taker does this best. The symbolic self-com-
pletion analysis is complementary, by focus-
ing on the dynamics of being w«predictable
or inconsistent. There is a further phenom-
enon associated with the incomplete individ-
ual that makes the comparison to Mills and
Hogan interesting. Gollwitzer and Wicklund
(Note 1) found that subjects who were ren-
•dered experimentally incomplete had appre-
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ciable difficulty in acting on the perspective
of a target person, relative to subjects whose
symbolic support was left intact. Thus, if
perspective taking is a necessary component
in being predictable, it is no surprise that the
incomplete individuals' self-descriptions were
profoundly out of keeping with other indi-
cators of the self-definitional quality.

Individual Differences and Self-
Completion

First, it is easy to imagine that there would
be differences in the accessibility and effec-
tive use of specific routes to self-completion.
A person with high intelligence has easier
access to symbols such as quality education,
degrees, and so forth. Further, with respect
to the phenomenon of broadening social real-
ity as a route to self-completion, a relevant
individual difference may well lie in what
Snyder (1980) has referred to as self-mon-
itoring skills. High self-monitors not only
should prefer what we have called the
"broadening of social reality" as a route to
self-completion but also show a better use
of the cues associated with the targets they
address. Thus, they would be more effective
in creating a picture of completeness in the
eyes of others.

Second, individuals can differ in regard
to actual standing on symbolic indicators of
self-completion. As shown in the present pre-
liminary study, the amount of education
affects the person's motivation for further
self-symbolizing (see also Wicklund & Goll-
witzer, 1981, Study 1, for an effect of edu-
cation on desire to persuade others). Quite
analogously, Ross, Bierbrauer, and Polly
(1974) showed that prior experience and
training are potent elements in providing
people with security concerning their self-
definitions within a teaching context. Novice
teachers were compared to experienced
teachers in their tendency to attribute blame
for a student's failure to the student. It was
found that the experienced teachers were
less likely to blame the failing student, sug-
gesting that with a background of symbolic
support, they did not need to be right in that
particular instance. Independent of the Ross
et al. study, it has also been shown by Wick-

lund and Gollwitzer (1981, Study 2) that the
tendency to self-symbolize via attempted in-
fluence is affected by individual differences
in job experience.

Although one's relevant experience and
training are pertinent to nearly all self-def-
initions, there are individual differences in
degree of completeness that are unique to
the specific self-definition under investiga-
tion. For instance, Wicklund, Gollwitzer,
Castelain, Korzekwa, & Blasko (Note 2)
defined completeness in the realm of child-
rearing ability as having already attained
mother status. Consistent with the reasoning
of this paper, women who had not yet at-
tained that status were more prone to want
to impose their child-rearing views on the
immediate community. Thus, it seems clear
that the variables determining the extent of
a person's completeness vis-a-vis a certain
self-definition are to be understood in the
context of the self-definition in question.

Third, a theoretically relevant individual
difference can be defined by assessing the
psychological state of the person who is rel-
atively complete or incomplete. For instance,
if we may conceive of the neurotic as one
who is caught in a permanent state of in-
security (Adler, 1912), then the Adlerian
superiority complex, an immodest, gran-
diose style said to emanate from inferiority
feelings, is in line with the present analysis
of the bases of immodest behavior.

Alternative Approaches to Commitment

The present findings characterize only the
person who is actively committed to a self-
definitional goal, as noted above in the con-
text of discussing the 2-week criterion for
commitment. One aspect of the data we have
not dwelled on is the contrast in results when
committed subjects are compared against
their less involved counterparts. This was
done in the preliminary study and also in
three of the studies reported by Wicklund
and Gollwitzer (1981). Each of these anal-
yses produced the same finding, which is that
an active commitment to the self-definition
is a prerequisite for the motivational pro-
cesses to go into gear. To return to our his-
torical starting pointi The effect of personal
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involvement on the task-resumption phe-
nomenon, reported by Ovsiankina, bears out
the Lewinian reasoning and is also akin to
what was found in the present experiments.

The present approach to operationalizing
commitment is one of numerous possibilities.
In the study of child-rearing philosophies
(Wicklund et al., Note 2), we operational-
ized commitment by asking subjects to rate
the importance of being a mother. Within
other conceptual contexts one may find a still
broader range of methodologies to establish
that a person is in fact pursuing or holding
a given self-identity. The work of Marcia
(1966; Marcia & Friedman, 1970), for ex-
ample, characterizes the committed person
with the term identity achievement. Marcia
goes further in elaborating the characteris-
tics of three kinds of individuals who are
comparatively uncommitted to an identity.
Closely related to Marcia's work and also
within the Erikson (1956) school is the de-
velopmental approach of Waterman and
Waterman (1971, 1972), illustrating the
crises by which a person comes to arrive at
an ego-identity. The Waterman and Water-
man findings would caution a self-comple-
tion researcher against selecting an osten-
sible self-definition for study when that
self-definition has not yet been solidified
developmentally.

Also pertinent is an approach by Santee
and Jackson (1979), which operationalizes
self-defining goals through an eight-step pro-
cedure, including decisions, social compari-
sons, and object choices that surround as-
pects of the self-definition. In summary, the
conceptual material available for establish-
ing the existence of self-definitions and docu-
menting the growth of self-definitions is sub-
stantial. From our perspective, the important
next steps are probing further into the nature
of the self-symbolizing acts that individuals
undertake to push these self-definitions to-
ward completion.
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