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Abstract—We propose that hecanse sclf-
concepts allow people 1o predict tand
thus control) the responses of others.
peaple want to find support for their self-
concepts. They accordingly gravitate
toward relationship partners who see
them as they see themselves. For people
with negative self-views. this means en
bracing relationship partners who dero-
xate them. Our findings confirmed this
reasoning. Just as persons with positive
self-concepts were more committed to
spouses who thought well of them than
10 spouses who thought poorly of them.
persons with negative self-concept

15 were

more committed 10 spouses who thought
poorly of them than to spouses who
thought well of them.

1flee who chases me. and chase who flces.
me. (Ovid. ca. 81925, line 361

Ovid's remarks raise eyebrows be-
cause they seem to defy a basic truth of
social conduct. That is. over the years.
everyone from poets and philosophers to
grandmothers has noted that people love
1o be loved. In the last few decades, so-
cial scientists have documented this
proposition so many times that it is now
abedrock assumption of most theories of
social behavior (e.g.. Berscheid, 1985).
“This is what makes Ovid's commentary
sopuzaling:surely. all other things being
equ: people do not flee fror

loving partners in favor of nditerent

Or do they? Recent theorizing has
suggested that people want more than
adoration from their relationship part-
ners: they also want verification and
confirmation of their self-concepts. This
research suggests that there may be a
grain of truth to Ovid's commentary
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That is. if people with negative self-

concepts truly look to

priately favorable impression, he might
[

for self-verification. they may shun part-
ners who appraise them favorably and
embrace those who appraise them unfa-
vorably.

SELF-VERIFICATION
PROCESSES AND THE SEARCH
FOR FEEDBACK THAT FITS

Self-verification theory (Swann, 1990)
begins with the assumption that the key
to successful social relations is the ca-
pacity for people o recognize how oth-
ers perceive them (e.g.. Cooley. 1902;
Mead, 1934: Stryker, 1981). To this end,
people note the reactions of others and
use these reactions as a basis for infer-
ring their own self-concepts. From this
vantage point, self-concepts are cogni
tive distillations of past relationships.
se self-concepts are abstracted
from the reactions of others, they should
allow peaple o predict how others will
respond to them in the future. Recogniz-
ing this, people come to rely on stable
self-concepts and view substantial sclf-
concept change as a threat to intrapsy-
chic and interpersonal functioning (for
related account ronson, 196t
Festinger. 1957: Lecky. 1945). Consider.
for example, h
ceives herself as socially inept might feel
upon overhearing her husband charac-
terize her as socially skilled. If she takes
‘comment seriously, she will probably
find it thoroughly unsettling, as it chal-
lenges a long-standing belief about who
sheis and implies that she may not know
herself after all. And if she does not
know herself, what does she know?
Even if she lacked such existential
concerns, she might still want her hus-
band to recognize her social ineptitude
for purely pragmatic or interpersonal
reasons (e.g., Goffman, 1959). Thatis, as
long as he recogaizes her limitations, he
will form modest expectations of her and
their interactions will proceed smoothly.
In contrast, should he form an inappro-

s.
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that she
could not meet.

Both intrapsychic and interpersonal
considerations may therefore motivate
people to prefer self-verifying appraisals
over self-discrepant ones. This reasoning
leads to an unusual prediction: Although
people with negative self-views may find
that unfavorable evaluations frustrate
their desire for praise. they may never-
theless seck such cvaluations because
they find them to be reassuring—pa
ticularly when they contemplate the in-
trapsychic and interpersonal anarchy
tha inspproprisely favorshc aperaisals
may bring. People with negat
views may accordingly prefer latively
evaluations and relationship
pariners wha provide such cvaluations.

Although laboratory studies have
shown that people with firmly held neg-
ative self-views prefer interaction
ners who evaluate them unfavorably
(e.g.. Swann, Hixon. Stein-Seroussi,
& Gilbert, 1990; Swann, Stein-Seroussi,
& Giesler. in press; Swann, Wenzlaff,
Krull, & Pelham, in press), no one
knows whether or how this tendency in-
fluences people’s choice of relationshi
partners outside the laboratory." This
issue is not trivial, as some theorists
have argued that these findings are a
product of idiosyncratic features of lab-
oratory settings and would not general-
ize to naturally occurring situations
(¢.g.. Raynor & McFarlin, 1986). To ad-
dress this issue, we moved outside the
laboratory to examine people’s reactions
to appraisals from persons with whom
they were involved in ongoing relation-
ships. In particular, we focused on the
extent o which married persons with
negative, moderate, or positive self-

1. Although two investigations scem su-
perficially relevant (Backman & Secord,
1962; Doherty & Secord, 1971), they are not
because the jnvestigators did not analyze the
responses of people with positive and nega-
tive self-views separately.
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concepts seemed committed to spouses
who appraised them relatively favorably
or unfavorably.

SELF-VERIFICATION AT THE
HORSE RANCH AND MALL

We recruited 95 married couples from
a sample of patrons of a horse ranch (41
couples) and shopping mall (54 couples)
in the central Texas area by offering
them $5 apiece. Participants ranged in
age from 19 to 78, with a mean of 32.1
years. Most participants were Cauca
sians (87.89%) and had at least some col-
lege education (91%). Spouses had
known one another for an average of 9
years and had been married for an aver-
age of 6 years. Members of 3 couples
misunderstood the instructions, and
members of 6 other couples gave con-
flicting responses (e.g.. reported having
a different number of children); we ac-
cordingly deleted their data.’

The experimenter seated the mem-
bers of each couple at opposite ends of a
long table so they could not discern one
another's responses. After obtaining in-
formed consent and assuring participants
that their partners would never sce their
responses, the experimenter presented
each participant with an identical ques-
tionnaire as part of an investigation of
““the relation between personality and
close relationships.” In addition o the

bel i

Spouse’s ——

appraisal Negative
Unfavorable 52.4
Moderate 527
Favorable a8
Diference -86

(favi

unfavorable)

Note. Higher values indicate more commitment.

Table 1. Average level of marital commitment by
self-concept and spouse’s appraisal

Self-concept

Moderate  Positive
52.8 52.0
53.2 531
538 8.7
1.0 +6.7

own age and gender on graduated-
interval scales ranging from 0 (bottom
5%) 10 9 (top 5%). Previous work has
shown that the SAQ is stable over a pe-
riod of 4 months (test-retest r(50)
The scale is also internally consistent
(coefficienta = .64), which permitted us
to sum the five items and use the sum
scores to distinguish participants with
negative self-concepts (lower third,
= 27, moderate selfconcepts | vmuldle
third, 28-32), and posi ncepts
(upper third, = 33).

er completing the self-ratings. par-
ticipants filled out the principle index of
partner appraisal: the sum of their rat-
ings of their partners on the five SAQ
attributes. As expectd. spous

included items pertaining to the structure
of self-knowledge, interpersanal accu-
racy, and related issues.

f self-concepts was the
short form of the Self-Attributes Ques-
tionnaire (SAQ; Pelham & Swann, 1989).
The SAQ is a measure of a confederacy
of five specific self-views central to self-
worth: intellectual capability, physical
attractiveness, athletic ability. social
skills, and aptitude for arts and music.
For each attribute, participants rated
themselves relative to other people their

2. Before combining these samples, we en-

imilarly Gi.e., our
findings replicated across samples). Also,
concurrent with this study, we collected data
from dating couples as part of an independent
investigation of the effect of relationship type
on self-verification (Swann, Hixon, & De La.
Ronde, 1991).
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ve self-views less
vorably (M - 29) than partcipants
with moderate (M = 32) or positive (M

34) self-views, F(2, 159) = 10.39, p <
001,

The measure of commitment focused
on the participants’ intentions, feelings.
and actions regarding their relationships
On 9-point scales, participants re-
sponded to seven items tapping desire to
remain in the relationship, plans to re-
main in the relationship, relationship sat-
As(m.mm time spent together, amount of

Responses (o these items were closely
associated (a = .88) and were summed.
he means plotted in Table 1 suggest
that people were committed to spouses
who verified their self-concepts. A
multancous multiple regressi
‘commitment as the criterion revealed the
anticipated interaction between sel-

concept and spouse appraisal, F(1, 157)
= 1515, p < .001. Just as participants
with positive self-concepts were more
committed to their relationships insofar
as their spouses thought well of them,
FU,51) = 9.40,p < 004, r = 39, par-
ticipants with negative self-concepts
were more committed 10 the extent that
their gpouses lhoughl poorly of them,
F(L 52 = 931, p < 004, 7 = -39,
Thmc it modsrae el concepts were
not influenced by the nature of their
spouses” appraisals, F < 1. The differ-
ence scores in row 4 of Table 1 highlight
this interaction

WHY PEOPLE WITH NEGATIVE
SELF-VIEWS EMBRACED
SPOUSES WHO
DEROGATED THEM

Our most provocative finding was
that people with negative self-views

most committed to spouses who
appraised them unfavorably. To better
understand this finding, we examined
our participants responses to several
questions that they completed after the
major measures.® We found the follow-
ing;

1. The more participants believed that
their spouses’ appraisals “made them
feel that they really knew them.
sclves” rather than *'confused them'
(summed over the five SAQ attrib-

3. In the interests of brevity, some of these
items were included in the ranch or mall sam-
ple only.
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uies), the more v

mmitted they were

o the relationship. 1(106)
QL For all participants: 138 A7
O Tor those with egative sell-

views only
2 There was no evidence thatpeople
were committed 0 partners who ap
praised them unfavorably because
they thought such partners would
help them improve themselves. In

them improve themselves (M =
than were participants with moderate
(M = 7.28) and positive (M =

self-views. FI2. 161) = 369 p < 04

3. Peaple with negative self-views were
not especially commitied to spouses
who rated them negatively because
they hoped to win their spouses over.
Indeed. participants with negative
self-views showed a marginally re-
liable tendency to be more com-
mitted to spouses to the extent that
they expected their spouses’ apprais-
als on the five SAQ attributes would
worsen, r(3§) = .25, p < .06,

4. People with negative self-views did
not commit themselves o spouses,
who rated them unfavorably because,
they took expressions of negativity as
signs of perceptiveness: that is. com-
mitment was unrelated to ratings of

spouse perceptiveness, r(36)

5. Self-verification was not the exclu-
sive province of women or men. Spe-
cifically, gender had no main or in-
teractive effects (all Fs < 1.15)
when added to the regression equa-
tion that related commitment o par-
ticipants® self-concept their
spouses” ratings of them.* Moreover.
when we performed separate regres-
sions on the commitment of women

nd men. reliable interactions be-
tween self-concept and spouse’s ap-

e modest correlation ( = .24) be-
tween the residual scores of women and men
indicated that the error terms for testing the
interactions between gender and the other
predictors in our design were minimally bi-
sed (D.A. Kenny. personal communication,
April 1991). This reassured us that our gender
interactions were ruly nonsignificant

120

praisal emerged for both genders, Fs

5.30.ps < 03, By showing that our
elfects obtained cven when only one
member of cach dyad was examined,
these findings also suggest that the p
values associated with our primary
findings were not spuriously inflated
by interdependency between the re-
sponses of members of dyads (Kenny
& Judd. 1986).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

stranger who offers an inappropriately
favorable evaluation. It is quite another
to pursue a relationship with such a per-
son (e.g.. Huston & Levinger, 1978), be-
cause doing s may invite the undesired
intrapsychic and interpersonal conse-
quences associated with discrepant feed-

k. Thus, for example. the same flat-
tering remarks that seem harmless and
pleasant when delivered by a stranger
may seem disturbing and unsettling
when delivered by someone who should
know the person well.

OF course, some laboratory studies,

ludi have

married people
with negative self-views responded in @
remarkable fashion. Whereas partici-
pants with positive self-concepts dis.
played more commitment to spouses
who cvaluated them favorably than to
spouses who evaluated them unfavor-
bly. participants with negative self-
views displayed more commitment to
spouses who evaluated them unfavor-
ably than to spouses who evaluated them
favorably.Oue findings hereore suggest
that people embrace spouses Who ay
prast them i self-verifying mannce,
even if this means commi
selves to persons who think poorly of
them. This tendency may have undesir-
able consequences. especially for people
who want to improve their self-esteem.
Such people may discover. for example,
that they are unable to benefit from ther-
apy because their spouses reinforce their
negative self-concepts (for a related ex-
periment, see Swann & Predmore, 1985).
Skeptics could. of course, note that
our design was correlational and that it
i thus hazardous 1o assume that the
spouses” appraisals caused the level of
commimenk Although we agree that
couton s it order, we arc reassured by
the evi e report that casts doubt
o several alternative explanations of
our cffects and by the fact that recent
laboratory research has yielded findings
that parallel our own (see Swann, 1990,
for a review). To us, a more troubling
issue is the discrepancy between our
findings and the voluminous literature in-
dicating that people prefer favorable
evaluations. One reason for this discrep-
ancy may be that past rescarchers have
lyp|caHy examined partiipants' reac-

shown evidence of self-verification striv-
ings. Why? Perhaps because we have fo-
cused on our participants’ choice of
fecdback and interaction partners rather
than on immediate. affective reactions to
evaluations, as most past rescarchers
have done. Recent rescarch and theoriz-
8. Swann, 1990; Swann et al.,
1990) have suggested that when people
with negative self-views first receive fa-
Vorable evaluations. they are quite en-
amored with them; only after they have
had time 1o compare such evaluations
with thei sel-concepts has  preference
for self-verifying evi
Similaly, mmediately after receiving
unfavorable fecdback, people with nega-
tive self-views report being distressed by
it. yet shortly thereafter they go on to
seek additional unfavorable feedback
(e.g., Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pel-
ham, in press)!

This research, then, suggests that
people with n self-views are en-

veloped in a gayehiloieul eross fire be-

such persons.
produced by favorable feedback is
chilled by incredulity, and that the reas-
Surance produced by negative fecdback
h

€. . Hixon, &
Ronde, 1991). When they do court unfa-
vorable evaluations, however, it is not
out of masochism, as it seems that they
pite of rather

tions to from complete
mangers in Izbommry settings. Clearly,
it is one thing to express attraction for a

than because of the unhappiness that
such appraisals foster.
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