Chapter 14

Approaches to the Self

Chapter Outline

Descriptive Component of the Self: Self-Concept

· Self-concept is the basis for self-understanding

· Self-concept forms an answer to the question, “Who am I?”

Development of the Self-Concept

· Gradually, infant comes to realize that it is distinct from the rest of the world—distinction forms a rudimentary sense of self-awareness of one’s own body

· Around age two to three, among the first aspects of self that children learn to identify and associate with themselves are sex and age

· Children ages two to three also expand self-concept to include the reference to family

· From ages three to four, children’s self-concept is based mainly on developing skills and talents

· From ages five to six, children increasingly begin to compare their skills and abilities with those of others (social comparison)

· Also from ages five to six, the child learns that he can keep secrets and lie—based on the development of the private self-concept

· During teen years, perspective taking: Ability to take perspectives of others, to see oneself as others do including objective self-awareness—seeing oneself as the object of others’ attention

· Objective self-awareness is the beginning of social identity

Shyness: When Objective Self-Awareness Becomes Chronic

· Shy people desire friendships and social interactions but are held back by insecurities and fears

· Shy people are not introverts

· Kagan’s research indicates that parents of formerly shy children encouraged children to socialize

· Shyness is also referred to as social anxiety—discomfort related to social interactions, or even to the anticipation of social interactions

· Shy people tend to interpret social interactions negatively—they expect others to dislike them

· Evaluation apprehension: Shy people are apprehensive about being evaluated by others


Self-Schemata: Possible Selves, Ought Selves, and Undesired Selves

· Self-concept provides a person with a sense of continuity and framework for understanding her past and present, and for guiding future behavior

· Self-concept is like a network of information in memory that organizes and provides coherence for how we experience the self

· Self-concept also guides how we each process information about ourselves

· Self-schema: Specific knowledge structures, or cognitive representations, of the self-concept

· Self-schemas are built on past experiences and guide the processing of information about the self, particularly in social interaction

· Possible selves: Schemata for selves in the future; many ideas each person has about who they might become, hope to become, or fear they will become

· Possible selves act as inspiration and incentive for behavior

· Some possible selves are undesired—these are the possible selves the person does not want to become

· Ideal self (what a person herself wants to be) versus ought self (person’s understanding of what others want her to be)

· Ideal and ought selves are self-guides—they represent standards a person uses to organize information and motivate appropriate behavior

Evaluative Component of the Self: Self-Esteem

· First glimmer of self-esteem occurs when a child identifies expectations for behavior and either does or does not fulfill expectations

· In later childhood, the next shift in the source of self-esteem occurs when the child begins to engage in social comparison

· Later, people develop internal standards as part of self-concept—behaviors or experiences inconsistent with internal standards can cause a decrease in self-esteem

Evaluation of Oneself

· Self-esteem refers to your general evaluation of your self-concept along a good-bad or like-dislike dimension

· How we feel about ourselves can vary from day-to-day, hour-to-hour, but always around some average level of self-esteem

· People can evaluate themselves differently in different areas of life or different aspects of self


Research on Self-Esteem

· Reactions to criticism and failure feedback

· Following failure feedback, low self-esteem people are more likely to perform poorly and to give up earlier on subsequent tasks

· For a high self-esteem person, in contrast, failure feedback spurs them into action on subsequent tasks, where they are less likely to give up, and work just as hard as they did on the first task

· High self-esteem people are concerned with projecting successful, prosperous, and thriving self-image

· Low self-esteem people are most concerned with avoiding failure

· Following failure in one area of life, high self-esteem people focus on successes in other areas of life, whereas low self-esteem people generalize failure to other areas of life


Beneath the Wheel: The Challenge that College Makes on Self-Esteem

· College is intensely evaluative (tests, papers, grades)

· Students must compartmentalize performances on exams and assignments—poor performance on one exam in one subject doesn’t mean one is a poor student, in general

· Low self-esteem can become a self-perpetuating cycle of accepting negative evaluations, decreased motivation to do well which leads to more failures, which again are accepted as consistent with a low view of self, leading to further giving up, and so on


Protecting Versus Enhancing the Self

· Low self-esteem people are motivated to protect their self-concept by avoiding failure, whereas high self-esteem people are motivated to enhance their self-concept by taking risks and striving for successes

· Low self-esteem people evade new negative information about themselves

· One strategy is defensive pessimism: Expect to fail; when failure occurs, no new negative information about the self is revealed

· Self-handicapping: Person deliberately does things that increase the probability of failure—when failure occurs, they have the excuse for failure (and hence failure is not attributable to self)


Self-Esteem Variability

· Individual difference characteristic that refers to the magnitude of short-term fluctuations in self-esteem

· Self-esteem variability is thought to result from particular vulnerability of a person’s self-worth to events of everyday life

Social Component of the Self: Social Identity

· Identity is the self that we show to others, part of ourselves that we use to create impression, to let others know what to expect from us

· Different from self-concept because identity contains elements that are socially observable, publicly available expressions of self

· Social identity includes sex, ethnicity, and height

· Identity has an element of continuity because many of its aspects, such as sex and ethnicity, are constant

The Nature of Identity

· Identity provides the social definition of a person, refers to social knowledge or what others think of person

· Identity has two key features: Continuity and contrast

· Continuity: People can count on you to be the same person tomorrow as you were today

· Contrast: Your social identity differentiates you from others, makes you unique in the eyes of others


Identity Development

· According to Erikson (1968), identity can be achieved in several ways

· Experimenting with different identities

· Many people struggle with identities, particularly during late adolescence, early adulthood

· People “try on” different identities

· Adopting a ready-made social role (e.g., taking over the family business, arranged marriages in India)


Identity Crises

· Coined by Erikson, “identity crisis” refers to the anxiety that accompanies efforts to define or redefine one’s individuality or social reputation

· Can occur anytime, but more likely in adolescence, middle adulthood

· Baumeister argues for two distinct types of identity crises:

· Identity deficit—arises when a person has not formed adequate identity and thus has trouble making major decisions

· Often occurs when a person discards old values and goals

· People in identity crisis are vulnerable to propaganda of groups such as cults

· Identity conflict—involves an incompatibility between two or more aspects of identity

· These are “approach-approach” conflicts, in that the person wants to reach two mutually contradictory goals

· Resolving identity crises

· Whether in adolescence or adulthood, resolution identity crisis involves two steps:

· Person decides which values are most important to him

· Person transforms abstract values into desires and behaviors

SUMMARY AND EVALUATION

· Three core components of self: Self-concept, self-esteem, and identity

· In evolution of language, we developed a rich vocabulary for talking about the self—this reflects people’s preoccupations with themselves

· The self plays an important role in organizing a person’s experiences of the world

· The self is a major organizing force within a person
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Chapter Overview

This chapter introduces students to empirical and theoretical work at the interface of personality and the self. The authors begin by reviewing work on self-concept, the descriptive component of the self. Self-concept is the basis for our self-understanding, and it forms the answer to the question, “Who am I?” In this section, the authors review work on the development of the self-concept, and address shyness and self-schema, including differentiating among possible selves, ought selves, and undesired selves. Next the authors review theory and research on self-esteem, the evaluative component of the self. Self-esteem refers to your general evaluation of your self-concept along a good-bad or like-dislike dimension. The authors review the results of recent empirical work on self-esteem, including reactions to criticisms and failure feedback. Also in this section, the authors distinguish between protecting versus enhancing the self and discuss research on self-esteem variability. The authors include a review of work on the self-esteem of minority group members, such as women and African Americans. The authors then turn to a review of theory and research on identity, the social component of the self. Social identity is the self that is shown to other people. It is the part of the self that we use to create an impression, to let other people know who we are and what they can expect from us. The authors review work on the nature and development of identity and the experience and resolution of identity crises. 

Learning Objectives

1. Define and identify the key components of self-concept.

2. Discuss work on the development of the self-concept.

3. Discuss social comparison, including when it develops as a self-relevant process.

4. Discuss private self-concept, including when it develops.

5. Discuss the development of perspective taking during the teen years.

6. Define objective self-awareness and discuss how it relates to social identity.

7. Discuss recent work on shyness. In what sense might shyness result from chronic self-awareness?

8. Define self-schema, and distinguish between the different types of possible selves.

9. Discuss and differentiate the ideal self and the ought self.

10. Define and discuss self-esteem.

11. Discuss recent research on self-esteem, including work on reactions to criticism and failure feedback and work on protecting versus enhancing the self.

12. Discuss and distinguish between defensive pessimism and self-handicapping.

13. Discuss work on self-esteem variability.

14. Discuss the results of recent research on the self-esteem of minority group members.

15. Discuss the nature and development of identity, the social component of the self.

16. Discuss the key features of identity crises, and differentiate identity deficits from identity conflicts.

17. Discuss how identify crises might be resolved.

Lecture Topics and Lecture Suggestions

1. Shyness and Symptoms of Illness in Young Children (Chung & 

HYPERLINK "/WebZ/FSQUERY?searchtype=hotauthors:format=BI:numrecs=10:dbname=PsycFIRST::termh1=Evans%5C%2C+Mary+Ann:indexh1=au%3D:sessionid=sp01sw03-43807-coqi4h82-bpj4tc:entitypagenum=10:0:next=html/records.html:bad=error/badsearch.html"
Evans, 2000). This lecture is designed to give students an example of just one of the fascinating lines of research on shyness. This particular study is notable for its focus on children and on the health correlates of shyness. This research can be used as a springboard for discussing shyness, in general, and the health implications of shyness, in particular. Encourage students to discuss why they think shyness predicts symptoms of illness, at least among children. Do they think shyness also predicts symptoms of illness among adults—why or why not?
· Chung and Evans (2000) investigated

· the association between shyness and symptoms of illness in young children and

· the types of symptoms differentiating shy and nonshy children

· 16 shy children and 16 non-shy children (mean age seven years) were matched on sex, parental education, familial stress, and height-weight ratio

· For four weeks, parents recorded their children’s health complaints and their own observations and conclusions of their children’s health

· Results

· There were more days on which shy children complained of unwellness and parents observed symptoms of unwellness than for non-shy children

· Shy children made more affective complaints and were observed to experience more gastrointestinal upset

· Several interpretations of the results are presented including the possibilities that

· Lower thresholds for arousal in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axes of shy children affected their immunocompetence

· Parents of shy children and the children themselves were more sensitive to symptoms of illness, and

· Feeling unwell may contribute to shy behavior

Reference:

Chung, J. Y. Y., & Evans, M. A. (2000). Shyness and symptoms of illness in young children. Canadian Journal of Behavioural Science, 32, 49–57.

2. Self-Esteem in Marriage (Shackelford, 2001). There is a remarkably large literature on self-esteem, yet a very small literature on the function of self-esteem—that is, what problems self-esteem might be designed to solve. An evolutionary psychological perspective has been applied to self-esteem, and this lecture presents the results of research that tested two hypotheses about the evolutionary function of self-esteem, with special reference to the marital context. Students will find the research intriguing and should be encouraged to consider alternative evolved functions of self-esteem, in addition to those proposed by the researcher. 

· Shackelford (2001) tested two hypotheses about the evolutionary function of self-esteem, with reference to the marital context

· Self-esteem evolved as a psychological solution to the adaptive problem of

· tracking reproductively-relevant costs inflicted by a spouse, and

· tracking a person’s own value as a long-term mate

· 214 17–41 year olds evaluated their self-esteem and provided information about marital conflict and marital satisfaction

· Couples were interviewed by two interviewers who independently assessed each participant’s mate value and physical attractiveness

· Results provide support for both hypothesized functions of self-esteem. Key findings include 

· Husbands’ self-esteem is negatively correlated with the wives’ sexual infidelity and with the wives’ complaints of husbands’ abuse and jealousy

· Wives’ self-esteem is negatively correlated with the husbands’ derogation of the wives’ physical attractiveness and positively correlated with interviewer ratings of the wives’ physical attractiveness

· Discussion integrates the two hypothesized functions of self-esteem with the “sociometer hypothesis” of M. R. Leary et al. (1995) that self-esteem tracks social rejection

Reference:

Shackelford, T. K. (2001). Self-esteem in marriage. Personality and Individual Differences, 30, 371–390.

Classroom Activities and Demonstrations

1. The self-concept, the descriptive component of the self, is the basis for our self-understanding, and it forms the answer to the question, “Who am I?” The purpose of this activity is to get students actively involved in thinking about their own self-concept. Distribute Activity Handout 14-1 (“Who am I?”). Give student about five minutes to complete the handout. Ask students to volunteer some of their responses to this question. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing self-concept, including the nature and development of the self-concept. Encourage students to consider how their self-concept influences how they experience and react to the world around them.

2. This activity is designed to give students an opportunity get an indication of their own self-reported self-esteem. The items in this measure are adapted from a measure presented by Marsh (1996; see reference in the textbook). Distribute Activity Handout 14-2 (“Measuring Self-Esteem”). Give students about five minutes to complete the handout. The measure is straightforward to score—higher scores indicate high self-esteem, and lower scores indicate low self-esteem. Emphasize that this measure is not an actual measure of self-esteem, but may provide students with an indication of how they might score on a standardized measure of self-esteem. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing self-esteem, in general, and self-reported assessments of self-esteem, in particular. Challenge students to consider the limitations and benefits of using a self-report measure to assess self-esteem.

3. Larsen and Buss discuss Erikson’s work on “identity crisis.” According to Erikson, an identity crisis refers to the feelings of anxiety that accompany efforts to define or redefine one’s own individuality and social reputation. This activity provides students with an opportunity to apply this concept to their own lives, or to the life of someone they know. Distribute Activity Handout 14-3 (“An Example of Identity Crisis”). Give students about five minutes to complete the handout. Ask students to volunteer some of the behaviors they wrote down that reveal that the person was going through an identity crisis. Use this activity as a springboard for discussing Erikson’s concept of identity crisis, and Baumeister’s argument that there are two distinct types of identity crises—identity deficit and identity conflict.

Questions for In-Class Discussion

1. Larsen and Buss present theory and research on self-schemas. Ask students first to define self-schema, in their own words. Guide students to the conclusion that self-schema refers to a specific knowledge structure, or cognitive representation, of the self-concept. Emphasize for students that self-schemas are the network of associated building block of the self-concept. Next, ask students to define possible selves, and to distinguish possible selves from self-schemas. Guide students to the conclusion that possible selves refer specifically to schemata for selves in the future. Finally, ask student to distinguish and discuss the ought self and the ideal self.

2. Larsen and Buss note that the old phrase, “Don’t put all your eggs into one basket,” seems to apply to the self-concept as well. Ask students to clarify what Larsen and Buss mean here. The answer lies in Linville’s ideas about self-complexity, by which she means the degree to which our self-concept includes many differentiated roles or aspects (high self-complexity) or just a few, similar roles or aspects (low self-complexity). Research reviewed by Larsen and Buss reveals that, for people with high self-complexity, a failure in any one aspect of the self is buffered because there are many other aspects of the self that are unaffected by that event. If a person is low in self-complexity, however, the same event might be devastating, if the person defines herself mainly in terms of this one aspect.

3. Larsen and Buss note that identity has two important features: Continuity and contrast. Ask students to discuss each of these features. Guide students to the conclusion that, by continuity, we mean that people can count on you to be the same person tomorrow as you were today. By contrast, we mean that your social identity differentiates you from other people. An identity is what makes you unique in the eyes of others. 

Critical Thinking Essays

1. Larsen and Buss present three key components of the self: Self-concept, self-esteem, and identity. Briefly discuss and differentiate each of these three components. Challenge students to consider whether these three components provide a comprehensive description of the nature of the self. Are there other components that are not captured by these three components? If so, what are they, and why do they not fit within the three components outlined by Larsen and Buss?

2. Larsen and Buss note that, two of the first aspects of the self that children ages two to three years old learn to identify and associate with themselves are sex (male or female) and age. Why are sex and age among the first aspects of the self that children notice and attend to? Why not some other aspect, such as ethnicity, weight, or shoe size?

3. Larsen and Buss review research indicating that antagonism between different social groups can be effectively reduced when members of those groups are induced to share common goals, and to work together to achieve those goals. Discuss what this research finding suggests about human nature.

Research Papers

1. According to Larsen and Buss, the self-concept is the descriptive component of the self. The self-concept is the basis for our self-understanding, and it forms the answer to the question, “Who am I?” Conduct a review of the psychological research literature. Identify three articles published in the last five years that address either the development of self-concept or individual differences in self-concept. Select articles that are not cited or discussed by Larsen and Buss. For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.

2. According to Larsen and Buss, self-esteem refers to your general evaluation of your self-concept along a good-bad dimension or like-dislike dimension. Self-esteem is the evaluative component of the self. Conduct a review of the psychological research literature. Identify three articles published in the last five years that address individual differences in self-esteem. Select articles that are not cited or discussed by Larsen and Buss. For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.

3. According to Larsen and Buss, identity refers to the social component of the self. Identity is the self that is shown to other people. This is the part of ourselves that we use to create an impression, to let other people know who we are and what they can expect from us. Larsen and Buss present Erikson’s ideas about identity crisis. Identity crisis refers to the feelings of anxiety that accompany efforts to define or redefine one’s individuality and social reputation. Conduct a review of the psychological research literature. Identify three articles published in the last five years that address identity crises. Select articles that are not cited or discussed by Larsen and Buss. For each article, summarize what the researchers investigated, how they investigated it, and what they found.
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Activity Handout 14-1:

Who Am I?

Instructions: In the lines provided below, write down the first 10 answers that come to mind for you in answer to the question, “Who am I?” These 10 answers do not need to be in any particular order—just write them down as they come to mind.

1. ___________________________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________________________

6. ___________________________________________________________________________

7. ___________________________________________________________________________

8. ___________________________________________________________________________

9. ___________________________________________________________________________

10. ___________________________________________________________________________

Activity Handout 14-2:

Measuring Self-Esteem

Instructions: Use the following scale to rate each of the following items, in terms of how you see yourself today. Use intermediate numbers as appropriate. Write the number of your response in the space to the left of each item.



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9


Disagree







Agree

_____ 1. I feel good about myself.

_____ 2. I feel I am a person of worth, the equal of other people.

_____ 3. I am able to do things as well as most other people.

_____ 4. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.

_____ 5. In general, I feel useful.

_____ 6. I rarely feel as if I am no good at all.

_____ 7. I feel that I have much to be proud of.

Activity Handout 14-3:

An Example of an Identity Crisis

Instructions: According to Erik Erikson, an identity crisis refers to the feelings of anxiety that accompany efforts to define or redefine one’s own individuality and social reputation. Identity crises often are associated with late adolescence and early adulthood, but also can occur in middle adulthood (also known as a “mid-life crisis”). Perhaps you went through your own identity crisis, or you know someone who did or who is currently struggling with an identity crisis.  Think of one such person. In the spaces provided below, write down up to 10 behaviors that reveal that the person was or is struggling with an identity crisis.

1. ___________________________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________________________

6. ___________________________________________________________________________

7. ___________________________________________________________________________

8. ___________________________________________________________________________

9. ___________________________________________________________________________

10. ___________________________________________________________________________
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