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Intimates as Agents of Social Support:
Sources of Consolation or Despair?

William B. Swann, Jr. and Steven C. Predmore
University of Texas at Austin

We proposed that people’s intimates may insulate them against self-discrepant feed-
back. Individuals who possessed low or high self-esteem (targets) reported to the
laboratory accompanied by persons with whom they were involved in intimate
relationships (intimates). Some intimates perceived targets in a manner that was
congruent with targets’ self-conceptions; others perceived targets in a manner that
was incongruent with targets’ self-conceptions. Targets received bogus feedback that
was discrepant with their self-esteem and interacted with either their intimaic or a
stranger. Targets then completed a measure of sclf-esteem. "As expected, targets
- changed their self-ratings in the direction of the discrepant feedback when they
interacted with either an incongruent intimate or a stranger but not when they
interacted with a congruent intimate. Moreover, congruent intimates were just as
effective in insulating low self-esteem targets against positive feedback as they were
in insulating high self-esteem_individuals against negative feedback. Finally, the
more targets discussed the feedback, the less self-rating change they experienced.
Implications for social support processes and attempts to cope with traumatic events .
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are discussed.

“Whatever his position in society, the person
. . . makes an ‘adjustment’ by convincing
himself, with the tactful support of his intimate
circle, that he is what he wants to be” (Goff-
man, 1959, p. 230). ‘ ‘

People’s identities are in a very real sense at
the mercy of their intimates, friends, and ac-
quaintances. When people receive feedback
that disconfirms their self-conceptions, for ex-
ample, they may retreat to their intimate circles
in search of support. If they succeed in finding
such support, their self-conceptions may well
‘survive the threat posed by the discrepant
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feedback. If they fail to obtain such support,
the threatened self~conceptions may perish.

This report is concerned with the processes
whereby members of people’s intimate circles
offer them support for their self-conceptions
when these conceptions are under attack. In a
sense, our research is closely related to recent
investigations of social support processes (for
reviews, see Cobb; 1976; Cohen & McKay,
1984; Cohen & Syme, 1985; House, 1981; Suls,
1983; Thoits, 1983). The centrai claim of this
research is that intimates help their partners:
deal with stress by offering various forms of
aid. Our concerns bear on social support pro-
cesses in that self-discrepant feedback is a
threatening stimuli or stressor with. which
people may cope by turning to their friends
and intimates for support (cf. Cohen & McKay,
1984; Lazarus, 1966).

Nevertheless, there is at least one respect in
which self-discrepant feedback is unlike most
stressors studied by social support researchers,
Whereas most social support researchers have

-focused on the effects of negative siressors (for

exceptions, see Holmes & Rahe, 1967; Nuck-
olls, Cassel, & Kaplan, 1972), self-discrepant
feedback can be either positive or negative.
Moreover, positive and negative self-discrepant
feedback may be equally stressful. This is be-
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cause all forms of self-discrepant feedback
challenge the validity of people’s self-concep-
tions, conceptions that ordinarily allow them
to predict and control their social environ-
‘ments (e.g., Epstein, 1973; Swann, 1983).
Hence, just as unfavorable feedback dimin-
ishes the ability of high self-esteem individuals
to predict their social environments, so too
does favorable feedback undermine the ability
of low self-esteem individuals to predict their
social environments. Reducing the stress im-
posed by either type of self-discrepant feedback
should be a matter of reinforcing the initial
self-concept. This means providing positive
feedback to the high self-esteem individual and
negative feedback to the low self-esteem in-
dividual.

At first blush, the notion that negative feed-
back can be “supportive” may seem to violate
the common assumption that social support
is, by definition, beneficial to recipients.’ On
closer examination, however, it is clear that low
self-esteem individuals may sometimes benefit
from negative feedback. For example, consider
the dull-witted man who, after receiving feed-
back indicating that he is a genius, contem-
plates a career in nuclear physics. This man
may avoid a great deal of wasted effort and
embarrassment if he is lucky enough to have
a spouse who disabuses him of his delusion.
In such instances, a strong case could be made
that negative feedback is more supportive than
positive feedback. It may therefore be inap-
propriate to equate the supportiveness of feed-
back with its positivity. Rather, the support-
iveness of feedback may reside in its ability to
promote the goals of the target (cf. Cohen &
Wills, in press; Kaplan, Cassel, & Gove, 1977).

With this conceptualization of social sup-
port in hand, we sought to identify the psy-

chological consequences of the processes
_through which intimates validate their part-
ners’ self-conceptions. We began by attempting
_ to identify some intimates who would support
their partners’ self-views in the face of attack
and some who would fail to support their part-

ners’ self-views. We reasoned that an especially °

.important factor in this regard might be the
degree of congruence between intimates’ ap-
praisals of their partners and their partners’
self-views. Intimates who have congruent per-
ceptions of their partners should offer them
implicit or explicit support for their self-views.
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Such support should nu]lify discrépant feed-

" back and minimize self-rating change? In

contrast, intimates who have incongruent per-
ceptions of their partners should fail to support
their self-views. Such lack of support should
encourage their partners to change their self-
ratings in the direction of discrepant feedback.

To address these issues, we recruited couples
who were involved in heterosexual intimate
relationships for a laboratory experiment. One
member of each couple, designated the farget,
had completed a measure of self-esteem earlier
in the semester. This measure allowed us to
discriminate targets who had low self-esteem
from those who had high self-esteem. As each
couplie arrived for the experiment, the target
was separated from his or her partner, whom
we designated the intimate. Intimates com-
pleted a measure that tapped their appraisal
of targets. This measure, in conjunction with
the measure of target self-esteem, allowed us
to compute a measure of congruency between
each target’s self-esteem and the intimate’s ap-
praisal of that target. If the discrepancy be-
tween these two measures was small, the in-
timate’s perception was considered congruent.
If the discrepancy between these two measures
was large, the intimate’s perception was con-
sidered incongruent. Thus, the congruency
variable was a measured rather than a ma-
nipulated variable.

While intimates rated targets, we. set the
stage for the feedback manipulation by having
targets complete a bogus personality test.
Shortly thereaftér, targets received self-dis-
crepant feedback and then had an opportunity
to interact with either their intimate (whom
we classified as either congruent or incon-
gruent) or a complete stranger. After this in-
teraction opportunity, targets completed the
final measure of self-esteem. The major de-

! This assumption is itself debatable becanse there are
some clear and documented instances in which the recip-
ients of social support have suffered negative consequences
(see Suls, 1983, for a thoughtful review).

2 Throughout this article, we ‘use the term self-rating
change 1o refer to relatively transitory. shifts in people’s
self-images. This should not be confused with true self-
concept change, which requires considerably miore re-
structuring of the targets’ psychological state and social
environment than could ever-be accomplished in the con-
text of & laboratory study (for further discussions, see
Swann, 1983; Swann & Hill, 1982).
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pendent variable was the extent to which tar-
gets changed their self-ratings in the direction
of the discrepant feedback. We expected that
targets would display less change in the con-
gruent intimate condition than in the incon-
gruent intimate condition and stranger con-
dition.

Method

Participants and the Measure of Self-Esteern

~ Seventeen male and 18 female introductory psychology

students served as targets. These targets were drawn from
a large sample of students who completed Helmreich,
Spence, and Stapp's (1974) Texas Social Behavior Inventory
(TSBI} during a pretest session at the beginning of the
semester. This scale emphasizes social self-esteem (e.g., ']
have no doubts about my social competence™; 'l am not
likely to speak to people until they speak to me™). Scores
on the TSBI could range from 16 to 80. Individuals who
scored below the 30th percentile (53) were designated low
self-esteem individuals; those who scored above the 70th
percentile (62) were designated high self-esteem individuals;
those who fell between the 30th and 70th percentiles were
excluded from the sample. According to this classification
scheme, 17 of the targets who participated in our investi-
gation possessedslow self-esteem and 18 possessed high
self-esteem.

An intimate accompanied each target to the laboratory
phase of this investigation. All intimates were involved with
targets in an exclusive, heterosexual relationship for at least
2 months, with an average of 18 months. Two couples were
scheduled for each session of the experiment. Whereas tar-

gets received course credit for participating, intimates re- .

ceived $5.

Procedure

Cover story and mensure of congruency. A female ex-

perimenter introduced targets and their intimates to the
experiment by explaining that the experiment was designed
to determine what sorts of pecple enter into intimate re-
lationships with one another. Toward this end, she contin-
ued, both the target and the intimate would be completing
a series of questionnaires as well as responding verbally to
cues presented by the experimenter. The experimentef then
noted that some of these verbal responses might be tape-
recorded,

After this brief introduction, the expenmenter escorted
both intimates (recall that two coupies were scheduled for
each session) to & nearby experimental room. Here, inti-
mates completed a series of questions concerning their
perceptions of the target, including a' questionnaire that
was 1o provide the basis for the measure of congruency.
This questionnaire was a2 modified version of the TSBI,
altered so that intimates rated targets rather than them-
selves. Later, after all the sessions of the experiment were
completed, we calculated the difference between intimates’
ratings of targets and targets’ initial self-ratings. We then
computed the median of thess difference scores. The in-
timate’s perception of the target was considered congruent
if the difference score fell below the median (1 = 19); the
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intimate’s perception was considered incongruent if the
difference score fell above the median (# = 16). .
While the two intimates were completing the measure
of congruency, a female confederate led the two targets to
separate rooms. The confedérate—who introduced herself
as a graduate student in clinical psychology—first asked
targets fo answer some questions concerning their rela-
tionship with their intimate. These guestions, which in-
cluded items assessing the length of time they had been
involved and their perceptions of their intimate, were in-
tended to bolster the credibility of the cover story. The
confederate then presented targets with a bogus Thematic
Apperception Test (TAT; Murray, 1943) stimulus that dis-
played a man exiting a room, leaving a woman lying in
bed behind him, Targets learned that they would have 15
min to write a short story about the picture. After 15 min
had elapsed, the confederate returned to collect each target’s
“TAT stimulus” and short story. She then indicated that
she would take the story to a nearby room for analysis.
Manipulations of discrepart feedback and interaction.
partner. At this point the experimenter set the stage for
the interaction pariner manipulation by escorting gach in-
timate to one of two experimental rooms. In the intimate
condition, intimates were taken to the room of the target
with whom they were involved in a relationship. In the
stranger condition, intimates were taken to the room of a
complete stranger, specifically, the target with whom the
other intimate was involved in a relationship. The exper-
imenter noted that there would be a brief delay while ad-
ditional questionnaires were prepared for the next phase
of the experiment, and departed. :
Shortly after the experimenter’s departure, the confed-
erate entered to deliver the feedback manipulation. She
began by explaining that she had completed her analysis
of the target’s TAT story and that university guidelines
required that targets be allowed to read such analyses if
they wished to do so. The confederate then invited the

target t0 examine her written analysis. All targets accepted = -

her invitation.

In reality, the *clinician’s analysis” had been prepared
in advance to communicate relatively positive or negative -
feedback to the target. The feedback was always contrary

to the target’s sélf-concept, as measured earlier in the se. <

mester. Thus, targets who possessed low self-esteen received |
the following feedback: “This individual displays little social
anxiety. He or she feels comfortable around people he or
she does not know very well and handles sacial interactions
in & gracefu! and competent manner” In contrast, targets
who possessed high self-esteem received the following
feedback: “This individual displays a significant amount
of social anxiety. He or she is occasionally uncomfortable
around people he or she doesn’t know very well and some-

_times does not handle social interaciions in a competent

manner.”
Aﬁerpravxdmgmgetsmththefeedback, thcoonfedera:e' :
left the room and tape-recorded the ensuing conversation.
To minimize possible self-conscicusness of targets and in-
timates during these conversations, we carefully concealed
the microphone. that had been planted in the room. The
relatively revealing remarks made during some of the con-
versations, as well as the comments of targets during the
debriefing, suggeswd that no one detected the microphone.
After 5 min, the conversaiions were terminated and tar-
gets were taken to private quarters where they completed
the TSBI. ‘l‘hismedasaﬁnalmmueofthmself-cstcem
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Once targets completed this questionnaire, targets and in-
timates were carefully and thoroughly debricfed. In addition
to explaining the nature and purpose of the experiment,
the experimenier emphasized that the feedback targets re-
ceived was purely fictitions. She also explained that the
“graduate student in clinical psychology”™ was actually an
undergraduate who had absolutely no experience or train-
ing in evaluating personality measures. When it became
clear that everyone was convinced of the ruse and was in
no-way ‘adveisely affected by the feedback manipulation,
intimates were paid for their participation and everyone
was thanked and dismissed, ‘

 Assessing the behaviors of the conversation pariners. 'We
collected three sets of ratingsin an effort to identify be-
haviors that may have influenced the extent to which targets
changed their self-conceptions. The first set were temporal
tatings, which consisied of simply having a judge listen to
each conversation and record the amount of time each
person spent discussing the feedback. After this, the same
judge recorded the latency between the beginning of the
session and the point at which either of the conversation
partners referred to the feedback.

The second set of ratings were unstructured. A judge-

listened to the conversations and recorded statements that
pertained divectly to the feedhack. The intent of this judge
was. to identify statements that may have influenced the
amount of setf-rating change displayed by targets. Toward
this end, we nisde the judge aware of the amount of self-
rating change displayed by each target. He did remain blind
to condition, however..

The third set of ratings were structured. Six judges first
learned that they would be listening to a series of conver-
sations between “targets” and “partners” and that targets
had just received feedback indicating that they possessed
a large ar a minimal amount of social anxiety. Afier lis-
tening to each copversation; judges. rated.cach conversation
on 11.dimensions. Specifically, on 7-point scales ranging
from disagree strongly to agree strongly, judges rated the
extent to which the (a) target initiated discussion about
the feedback, (b) target disagreed with the feedback, (c)
target struggled to make sense of the feedback. (d) target
wanted the partner to help him or her make sense of the
feedback, (¢) partner initiated discussion about the feed-
back, (f) partner disagreed with the feedback, (g) partner
tried to make the target feel better about him or. herself,
(h) pariner struggled to ake sense of the feedback, (i)
partner wasa good listener, (j) partner saw the target as
the target saw him or herself, and (k) target and the partner
were involved in an intimate relationship. These judget
‘remained blind to condition and. to the amount of self-
rating change displayed by targets.

- The interrater-rehiability of the six judges, as assessed
by intraclass corvelation coefficients, exceeded . 70 for all
items except ¢ and j, with an average of .81. Given the low
reliabilities for Items ¢ and j (.46 and .33, respectively), we
dropped them from further analyses.

" Results and Discussion
" Did interacting with either a congruent in-
tiynate; ai incongruent intimate, or a stranger

influence the extent to which targets changed
i tings? If so, were there systematic

 differences in the behaviors of targets and their
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interaction partners that coniributed to such
self-rating change? We addressed each of these

‘is8ues in tarn.

Self-Rating Change of Participanis

We expected that interacting with a con-
gruent intimate would bolster the ability of
targets to resist discrepant feedback, but that
interacting with 4n incongruent intimate or
stranger would not. Accordingly, we predicted
that targets in the congruent intimate condition
would be less inclined to change their self-rat-
ings in the direction of the feedback than would
targets in the noncongruent intimate condition .
or stranger condition. Furthermore, we antic-
ipated that congruent intimates would be just
as effective in insulating low self-esteem indi-
viduals against positive feedback as they would
be in insulating high self-esteem individuals
against negative feedback.

To test these predictions, we performed a
hierarchical multiple regression with target
self-esteem and interaction pariner condition
(congruent intimate, incongfuent intimate,
stranger) as predictors and self-rating change
toward the feedback as the criterion.” The re-
sults confirmed our predictions. Most impor-
tant, there was a reliable effect of interaction
pariner, F(2, 31) = 6.85, p < .014, such that
targets in the congruent intimate groups dis-
played less self-rating change in the direction
of the discrepant feedback (M = 3.21) than
did targets in the incongruent intimate group
(M = 6.55) and the stranger group (M = 7.70).4
Planned comparisons indicated that (a) targets
in the incongruent intimate condition and the
stranger condition displayed equally large
amounts of self-rating change, F < 1, and (b)
targets in the congruent intimate condition
displayed less change than those in the incon-

3 Prior to performing this analysis, we deieimnined that
the self-conceptions of individuals in the three interaction
partner conditions did not differ (F < 1) and that the within-
cell regression coefficients were homogeneous, We report
difference-score . analyses_instead of the more sensitive
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA; Huck & Mcl.gan, 1975)
because they are ynore readily interpretable; In any event,
the results of the ANCOVA (available from the authors) are
consistent with the results piesented:here.

* In interpreting these change scores, note that due to

* regression {0 the mean, the absence of self-rating change

would result in sorne unknown positive value rather than
zero. Participants in the congreent-intimate group, then,
may have experienced no change.
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gruent intimate and stranger oondmons 1,
31)=541,p < .03.
Perhaps our most interesting and provoca-
* tive finding ‘was that there was no interaction
between the interaction partner and self-es-

teem variables, F(2, 31) = 1.16, ns, nor was’

there a main effect of self-esteem, F < 1. In-
spection of the means revealed that congruent
intimates ‘weie just-as’ effective in insulating

the seif-concepis of low self-esteem individuals |

against positive feedback as they were in in-
sulating the self-concepis of high self-esteein
individuals against negative feedback,-Ms =
2.0, 4.13, respectively; t = 1.49, ns. Thus, just
as congruent intimates seemed to tell low self-
esteem individuals “I told you so, you’re a

nurd!”, congruent intimates seemed to tell high -
self-esteermn individuals “I told you so, you're
wonderful!” Such: messages prompted targets.

to dismiss the discrepant feedback and display
minimal self-rating change.

Examination of the means also revealed that
justas incongruent intimates failed to insulate

the self-concepts of low self-esteem individuals’

against positive feedback, they also failed to
insulate the self-concepts 'of high self-esteem
individuals against negative feedback, Ms =
5.6, 7.33, respectively; ¢ = 1.18, ns. Itis pi‘ob-
ably too extreme to say that mcongruent in-
timates promoted self-rating change in an ab-
solute sense, however, inasmuch as interacting

with an incongruent intimate produced no

more self-rating chrange’than interacting with

_ a stranger. :
‘Further analyses tested the possibility that
the differences in self-rating change between
the congruent and incongruent intimate

groups were due to differences in the type of

people in the two groups. One might argue,
for example, that targets in congruent rela-
tionships displayed less change because they

happened to have greater ego strength than -

taigeis in noncongruent relationships, rather
than because of congruency per se. This pos-
sibility was undermined by the fact that
among participants in the stranger condition,
there 'were no differences between those in-
volved in congruent “versus incongruent
relationships, ¢ < 1.

Finally, two suppleiientary analyses re-
vealed that-neither sex of target (all Fs < 1.7,
ns) nor length of time that targeis reported
being ‘involved with their intimate (Fs < 1)
influenced selfirating change.
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Conversations and Self-Rating Chartge

All but two of the couples discussed the
feedback. In fact, most of the couples were
fairly quick to discuss the feedback, the median
latency being 12 s (the conversations lasted 30X}
5).° Usually, but not always, the target rather
than the partner initiated discussion of the
feedback (Ms = 4.7 vs. 3.6, respectively), with
targeis expressing bewilderment regarding the
feedback. Once having done s0, targets listéned
to what their interaction partner had to say

about the. feedback, and then moved on to

other topics. In fact, on the average, targets
spent only 20 s discussing the feedback and
their partners discussed it for only 18 s.

In what ways did interactions between con-
gruent intimates and targets differ from those
between incongruent intimates and targets?

The unstructured ratings revealed that targets

in incongruent relationships seemed more
alarmed by the feedback than those-in-con-
gruent relationships. For example, whereas
46% of targets in incongruent relationships
expressed their concern by reading the feed-
back and asking their partner; “Is this supposed
to be about. mé?” or “Did you write this about
me?”, no targets in congruent relationships
asked either question. Intimates who were
asked such questions were uniformly unsuc-
cessful in nullifying the feedback. If the inti-
mate ehndorsed the feedback, as one did, the
target accepted the endorsement at face value
and displayed considerable change. If, on the
other hand, the intimate adamantly contra-
dicted the feedback, as one did, the target ac-
curately deduced that the intimate was joking,
Hence, behaviors that were superficially dis-
similar were interpreted in the same manner
when they occurred in the context of relatiofi-
ships characterized by incongruency.

It is noteworthy that there was only one in-
siance in which an intimate explicitly endorsed
the discrepant feedback. In all other cases,

‘incongruent - and congruent intimates alike

S These data are based on only 24 of the total of 35
cases. The remaining | cases were tecorded on a tape that
was stolen from the laboratory. before the judges* rating
sessions. We encountered noevidence that the stoleicases
differed in any way from the athers, however: For exampie,
the mean levels of self- -rating change for the 24 cases were
similar to those for the entire sarnple: Ccmgruenf = 3, 44
incongruent = 6.38; steanger =7.57. -

»
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quickly dismissed the discrepant feedback in
roughly the same manner (e.g., by laughing
loudly or by offering some verbal assessment
such as, “That’s bullshit™). Incongruent inti-
mates, however, seemed less comfortable in

" this role than did congruent intimates, pre-

sumably because they tended to agree with the
feedback, but knew that their intimate did not.
Their discomfort was justified, inasmuch as
their intimates tended to conclude that they
agreed with the feedback no matter what they
said or did. In some instances, they attempted

. to counter the skepticism of targets but expe-

rienced little success, For example, one incon-
gruent intimate kept refuting the feedback long
after it became evident that his intimate
wanted to talk about something else. His re-
peated refutations eventually became a clear
case of protesting too much. It was not sur-
prising that his intimate displayed considerabile

self-rating change.

In sum, the unstructured ratings revealed
that although both congruent and incongruent
intimates dismissed the feedback, only con-
gruent intimates were able to do so effectively.
Targets of incongruent intimates apparently
used their knowledge of the history of the re-
lationship 1o infer that their intimate believed
the feedback, thereby undermining the credi-
bility of the intimate’s efforts to refute it.

The structured ratings offered no further
insight into why targets in the congruent in-
timate conditions displayed less self-rating
change than did targets in the other two con-
ditions. Nevertheless, these ratings did reveal
that the fwo intimate groups differed from the
stranger group on several dimensions. For ex-
ample, judges were more likely to guess that
conversation partners were involved in an in-

timate relationship if they were in the con-
gruent intimate condition (M = 5.1) or the.

incongruent intimate condition (M = 35.1)
rather than in the stranger condition (M = 2.1),
F(1, 20) = 23.96, p < .001. Judges also indi-
cated that intimates were more responsive to
the plight of targets than were strangers. Spe-
cifically, partners disagreed with the feedback
more in both the congruent intimate (M =
4.3) and incongruent intimate condition (M =

*-4,1) than in the stranger condition (M = 3.3),

F(1, 20) = 4.32, p < .05. Similarly, partners
struggled to make sense of the feedback more

in both the congruent intimate (M = 4.2) and

incongruent intimate conditions (M = 4.1)
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than in the stranger condition (M = 3.3), F(1,
20) = 7.24, p < .02. The only other finding
that emerged from the structured ratings was
that judges indicated that strangers (M = 5.4)
were better listeners than were congruent in-
timates (M = 4.5), with the incongruent inti-
mates falling in between (M = 5.1), F(1, 20) =
6.51, p < .02. None of the analyses revealed
main or interactive effects of self-esteem.

Correlations between self-rating change and
the structural and temporal ratings revealed
that the single best predictors of self-rating
change were the extent to which targets initi-
ated discussion of the feedback, r(22) = —479,
p = .009, and the extent to which they actually
discussed the feedbadck, r(22) = —.476, p =
.009. That is, the more that targets discussed
the feedback, the less change they displayed.
In addition, the more targets disagreed with
the feedback, the less change they experienced,
r(22) = —.39, p < .03. Within-cell correlations
indicated that this pattern of correlations
characterized all three conditions, except that
the extent to which targets disagreed with the
feedback was unrelated to self-rating change
in the congruent intimate condition. _

None of the other structured or temporal
ratings were reliably associated with self-rating
change. So, for example, self-rating change was
unaffected by the extent to which partners de-
nied the feedback or tried to make sense of it
(both rs, ns).

In summary, the ratings of the conversations
suggested that self-rating change was dimin-
ished by two independent factors. The first in-
volved characteristics of the social support
context in which targets sought to cope with
the discrepant feedback; specifically, less self-
rating change occurred if targets interacted
with a congruent intimate rather than a in-
congruent intimate or a stranger. The second
factor was the tendency of targets to try to cope
with the feedback by discussing it with their
conversation partners. In the General Discus-
sion, we consider how each of these processes
may reduce self-rating change. .

General Discussion

Qur findings indicate that people’s relation-
ships may exert a powerful stabilizing influ-
ence on their self-conceptions. The first step
in the chain of events that precipitate such sta-
bilizing activity occurs when people form rela-
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tionships. In general, people tend to form rela-
tionships with individuals who see them as they
see themselves (for a discussion, see Secord &
Backman, 1965; Swann, 1983). In our sample,
for instance, covariation between targets’ self-
conceptions and their intimates’ perceptions
of them was fairly substantial, r(29) = .41,
p< .0l

Yet even if most relationships are charac-
terized by congruency, there are some note-
worthy exceptions. At least some of the incon-
- gruent intimates in our sample, for instance,
possessed views of targets that were incon-
. gruent in an absolute as well as relative sense.”
That is, on the average, incongruent inti-
mates rated _high self-esteem targets less fa-
vorably than low self-esteem targets, Ms = 3.48
and 4.0, respectively. Such incongruency is
surely aversive to most individuals. To wit,
Laing, Phillipson, and Lee (1966) reported that
incongruent relationships are associated with
unhappiness (see also Harvey, Wells, & Al-
varez, 1978; Knudson, Summers, & Golding,
1980; Orvis, Kelley, & Butler, 1976; Sillars,
1981). Furthermore, in our sample, there was
evidence suggesting that people might flee from
incongruent relationships. Whereas couples
in congruent relationships had been involved
for an average of nearly 23 months, those in
incongruent relationships had been involved
for only 14 months.

Lest we be accused of painting an overly
negative picture of incongruency, let us has-
ten to add that there are instances in which
incongruency is desirable. A good example
is the low self-esteem individual who seeks
therapy in hopes of improving his or her self-
view. Our data clearly suggest that incongruent
intimates would promote improvement in.the
self-conceptions of such individuals. In con-
trast, our data indicate that congruent inti-
mates would tend to stabilize the negative self-
views of such low self-esteem individuals,

In support of the notion that the actions of
congruent intimates may sometimes have un-
desirable consequences, there are documented
instances in which intimates have provided
their mate suppori for an unhealthy self-con-
cept. Fry (1962), for example, reported that
married couples who enter therapy often have
mutual arrangements whereby the husband is
afforded a self-concept that he is the healthier,
more competent partner, and the wife is viewed
as the sick, dependent partner. Once such con-
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tracts have been established, both parties work
to honor them, even if it requires that the wife
bear the responsibility for a debilitating pa-
thology that is as much her husband’s as her
own;

The spouses reveal, upon careful study, a history of symp-
toms closely resembling, if not identical to, the symptoms
of the patient . . . In one case the wife was labeled the
patient because she was afraid of enclosed places and could
not ride in elevators. Therefore, the couple could not visit
a cocktail lounge on the top of a tall bwilding. However, it
was later revealed that the husband had a fear of high places
which he never needed to face because of the marital
agreement that they never went to the tops of buildings
because of the wife’s fear of elevators. (Fry, 1962, p. 248)

The point here is that social support can be
helpful or harmful depending on characteris-
tics of the recipient, the recipient’s goals, and
the extent to which the type of support under
consideration allows them to achieve these
goals {cf. Swann, 1984). For this reason it is
probably best to avoid making blanket state-
ments concerning the utility of social support
and simpiy note that people’s friends and in-
timates are an important aspect of the oppor-
tunity structures that constrain the identities
that they are able to maintain (e.g., McCall &
Simmons, 1966; Swann, 1983),

Our findings also have some more general
implications regarding social support pro-
cesses. On the empirical level, our research
demonstrates the feasibility of studying social.
support processes experimentally (see also
Kiecolt-Glaser & Greenberg, 1984). Such re-
search is important because it offers an espe-
cially effective means of establishing the causal
impact of social support processes on people’s
psychological and physical well-being. Our in-
vestigation, for ‘example, demonstrated that -
interacting with a congruent intimate rather
than with an incongruent intimate or a siranger
improved people’s ability to dismiss self-dis-
crepant feedback. '

On a conceptual level, our findings support
Thoits’s {1984) contention that social support
researchers should begin integrating their work
with investigations of coping processes—the
opposite side of the social support coin. That
is, our data suggest that the manner in which
people strive to cope with stressors may be as
important as the quality of social support they
receive from intimates.

Our results also indicate that the mecha-
nisms through which social support and coping
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processes nullify siressors may be somewhat
different. Being exposed to a congruent inti-

mate, for example, probably diminished

change because such intimates had a long track
" record of supporting the target’s self-view and
could therefore dismiss the feedback more ef-
fectively than could an incongruent infimate

Or stranger.

" Attempting to cope with the feedback by
discussing it probably diminished self-rating
change for very different reasons. One possi-
~ bility is that only those targets who regarded
the feedback as preposterous were willing to
openly discuss the feedback and deny it. From
this perspective, it was not discussing the feed-
back per se that reduced self-rating change, it
was simply that the only ones who were in-
clined to discuss the feedback also happened
to be the ones who never took the feedback
seriously, even in the beginning. '

One weakness of this explanation is that it
cannot account for evidence indicating that
discussing discrepant feedback plays a causal
role in diminishing self-rating change. In re-
search by Swann and Hill (1982), participants
first received self-discrepant feedback from a
confederate. Some were then given opportunity
to interact with the confederate; others received
no such opportunity. Those who had an op-
portunity to interact with the confederate
made active efforts to undermine the feedback
through their behavior. They subsequently
displayed relatively little self-rating change,
even though they believed that they had failed
to modify the confederate’s appraisal of them.
Because participants were randomly assigned
to condition, these data support the notion that
* discussing feedback plays a causal role in re-

ducing self-rating change. : :

, Perhaps a better explanation for the rela-
tionship between discussing feedback and self-
rating change in the present research is that,
prior to talking about discrepant feedback,
targets had to first organize and structure it
(e.g., Abelson, 1959; Horowitz, 1976; Silver,
Boon, & Stones, 1983; Zajonc, 1960). In
thinking about the feedback and how it fit with
their previous experiences, targets realized just
how aberrant and implausible it was. They
consequently dismissed it.

Tn support of this hypothesis, Pennebaker and
his colleagues (Pennebaker, 1985; Pennebaker &
O’Heeron, 1984) provided independent evidence
that the best way to nullify the effects of stressors

WILLTIAM B. SWANN, JR., AND STEVEN C. "PREDMORE

is to-engage in behavior that forces one to
ture and organize it. Tn-a serics of laborato

converging evidence that the Y
cuss or write aboui a tranmatic vt reduces
physiological stress (as' indexed by’ auttnonmic

activity) and risk of developing discase.  Apphr-

ently, translating ‘one’s concerns about somie
stressful event into behavior encourages the in-
dividual to make sense of that event. The result
is that a frightening or incoraprehensible event
becomes miore undesstandable and therefore less
stressful.

Our findings are similar to Pennebaker’s,
then, in that in our study discussing the feed-
back facilitated coping. Our findings are dif-
ferent, however, in that we also discovered that
the setting in which such discussion occurred
was also very important. Thus, our data sug-
gest that just as certain coping sirategies are
ideally suited for offsetting the effects of stress,
so too are certain interaction partners ideally
suited for providing a context in which coping
efforts will succeed.

. Conclusions

Over the years, psychologists have generally
assumed that people’s self-concepiioins remain
stable due to forces inside the person. Specif-
ically, theorists have speculated that self-con-
cept stability reflects continuities in the man-
ner in which people’s thought processes are
organized (e.g., Allport, 1937; Freud, 1921).

Our data offer an aliernaiive to this concep-
tualization. That is, our findings suggest that
self-concept stability emanates from forces
outside the person, from continuity in the
manner in which people’s social relationships
are organized. Pivotal in such-organizational
schemes are people’s friends and intimates. If

- chosen carefully, these individuals will serve

as accomplices who reinforce their partners’
self-conceptions, thereby rendering these con-
ceptions impervious to attack.

To be sure, our findings show that not-all
accomplices are equally effective in stabilizing
people’s self-views; those who possess con-
gruent views of their partners exert a greater
stabilizing influence than do those who have
incongruent views of theirpartners. Also, ac-
complices differ in ihenature of the feedback
they offer; just as some accomiplices verify fa-
vorable self-concepts by offering positive feed-
back, others verify unfavorable self-concepis’
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by offering negative feedback. Despite these
differences, all such accomplices have one
thing in common: For better or worse, their
activities may ofien be the single most potent
determinant of the survival of their partners’
self-conceptions. .

References

Abelson, R. P. (1959). Modes of resolution of belief dilem-
mas. Conflici resolurion, 3, 343-352.

Allport, G. W. (1937). Personality: A psychological inter-
pretation. New York: Holt, Rinchart & Winston,

‘Cobb, 8. (1976). Social support as a moderator of life stress.
Psychosomatic Medicine, 35, 300-314,

Cohen, S., & McKay, G. (1984). Social support, stress and
the buffering hypothesis: A theoretical analysis. In A.
Baum, J. E. Singer, & S. E. Taylor (Eds.), Handbook of
psychology and health (Vol. 4, pp. 253-267). Hillsdale,
NI: Erlbaum,

Cohen, S., & Syme, L. (1985). Social support and heaith.
San Francisco: Academic Press.

Cohen, S., & Wills, T. A, (in press). Stress, social support,
.and the buffering hypothesis. Psychological Bulletin,
Epstein, S. (1973). The self-concept revisited: Or a theory

of a theory. American Psychologist, 28, 404-416.

Freud, 5. (1921). A4 general introduction to psycholanalysis,
New York: Boni & Liverwright.

Fry, W. F., Jr. (1962). The marital context of the anxiety
syndrome. Family Processes, 1, 245-252.

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self’ in everyday
fife. New York: Anchor Books,

Harvey, J. H,, Wells, G., & Alvarez, M. (1978). Attribution
in the context of conflict and separation in close rela-
tionships. In J. H. Harvey, W. Ickes, & R. F. Kidd (Eds.),
New directions in attribution research (Vol. 2, pp. 235-
260), Hillsdale, NJ: Erlhaum.

Helmreich, R. L., Spence, J. T., & Stapp, J. (1974). Short
form of the Texas Social Behavior Inventory, an objective
measure of self-esteem. Bulletin of the Psychonomic So-
ciety, 4, 473-475.

Holmes, T., & Rahe, R. (1967). The Social Readjustment
Rating Scale. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 11,
213-218.

Horowitz, M. I. (1976). Stress response syndromes. New
York: Jacob Aronson,

House, J. 8. (1981). Work stress and social support. Read-
ing, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Huck, S. W,, & McLean, R. A. (1975). Using repeated
measures ANOVA to analyze the data from a pretest-
postest design: A potentially confusing task. Psycholog-
ical Bulletin, 82, 511-518.

Kaplan, B. H., Cassel, J. C., & Gore, 8. (1977). Social
support and health. Medical Care, 15, 47-58.

Kiecolt-Giaser, J. K., & Greenberg, B. {1984). Social sup-
port as a moderator of the afiereffects of stress in female
psychiatric inpatients. Journal of Abnormal Psychology,
93, 192-199. .

Knudsen, R. M., Summers, A. A,, & Golding, §. L. (1980).
Interpersonal - perception and. mode of resolution in
marital conflict. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 38, 751-763. ]

.Laing, R. D., Phillipson, H., & Lee, A. R. {1966). Inter-

1617

personal perception: A theory and a method of research.
New York: Springer.

. Lazarus, R. 8. (1966). Psychological stress and the coping
Process. New York: MeGraw-Hill. .

McCall, G. 1., & Simmons, J. L. (1966). Identities and
interactions: An examination of human associations in
everyday life. New York: Free Press,

Murray, H. A. (1943). Thematic Apperception Test Marual,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Nuckolls, K. B., Cassel, J. C., & Kaplan, B. H. (1972).
Psychosacial assets, life crisis, and the prognosis of preg-
nancy. American Journal of Epidemiology, 95, 431-441,

Orvis, B. H., Kelley, H. H., & Butler, D. (1976). Attribu-
tional conflict in young couples. In J. H. Harvey, W,
Ickes, & R. F. Kidd (Eds.), New diréctions in attribution
research (Vol. 1, pp. 353-386), Hillsdale, NJ: Erdbaum.

Pennebaker, J. W. (1985). Traumatic experience and psy-
chosomatic disease: Exploring the roles of behavioral
inhibition, obsession, and confiding. Canbidian Psy-
chology, 26, 82-95,

Pennebaker, J. W., & O’'Heeron, R. C, (1984). Confiding
in others and illness rates among spouses of suicide and
accidental-death victims. Journal of Abnormal Psy-
chology, 93, 473-476.

Secord, P, F,, & Backman, C. W. (1965). An interpersonal
approach to personality. In B. A. Machr (Ed.), Progress
in experimenial personality research (Vol, 2, pp. 91—
125), New York: Academic Press.

Sillars, A, L. (1981). Attributions and interpersonal conflict
resolution. In J. H. Harvey, W. Ickes, & R. F, Kidd (Eds.),.
New directions in autribution research (Vol. 3, pp. 279—
305). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Silver, R. L., Boon, C., & Stones, M. H. (1983). Searching
for meaning in misforfune: Making sense of incest.
Journal of Social Issues, 39, 81-102,

Suls, J. (1983). Sacial support, interpersonal relations, and
health: Benefits and liabilities. In G, S. Saunders & J.
Suls-(Eds.), Social psychology of health and illness.
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Swann, W. B, It (1983). Self-verification: Bringing social
reality into harmony with the self. In J. Suls & A. G.
Greenwald (Eds.), Psychological perspectives on the self
(Vol. 2, pp. 33-66), Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Swann, W, B., Jr. (1984). The quest for accuracy in person
perception: A matter of pragmatics. Psychological Re-
view, 91, 457-477.

Swann, W. B., Jr,, & Hill, C. A. (1982). When our identities
are mistaken: Reaffirming self-conceptions through so-
cial interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, 43, 59-66. '

Thoits, P. A. (1983). Secial support processes and psycho-
logical well being: Theoretical possibilities. Paper pre-
sented at the NATO Workshop on Social Support Re-
search, Bonas, France,

Thoits, P. A. (1984). Coping, social support and psycho-
logical outcomes: The central role of emotions. In P.
Shaver (Ed.), Review of personality and social psychology:
Emotions, relationships, and health (Vol. 5, pp. 219-
238). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, .

Zajonc, R. B. (1960). The process of cognitive tuning in
communication. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psp-
chology, 16, 159-167.

Received November 30, 1984
Revision received February 9, 1985 =




