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The recent “replication crisis” has rocked the field of 
social psychology. A host of high-profile findings have 
failed to replicate, particularly those related to social 
priming and its social embodiment subfield. To list only 
a few examples, priming old age did not reduce walk-
ing speed (Doyen et al., 2012), plotting points on paper 
further apart did not make people feel less close to 
their own family (Pashler et al., 2012), and holding a 
hot cup of coffee did not make people judge others’ 
personalities as warmer (Chabris et al., 2019). The dom-
inant reaction to these failures to replicate has been to 
identify and critique methodological and statistical 
practices—small-N studies, p-hacking, HARKing, delib-
erate falsification—that have putatively undermined 
progress in the field (Schiavone & Vazire, 2022; Shrout 
& Rodgers, 2018; Wicherts et al., 2016). While acknowl-
edging these methodological/statistical critiques, others 
have sounded the alarm on the dangers of an indepen-
dent “theory crisis.” This critique suggests that much  
of social psychology lacks plausible or sufficiently 
developed theorizing (Eronen & Bringmann, 2021). In 
this article, we bring these two critiques together by 

postulating that replication failures may partly stem 
from an overreliance on a theoretical premise we have 
labeled the “empty-self metaphor.” This premise under-
lies many of social psychology’s most sensational, coun-
terintuitive, and celebrated findings, which have proved 
alluring to researchers and incentivized the use of ques-
tionable research methods. We suggest that the empty-
self metaphor may have hindered the capacity of social 
psychologists to translate the enormous potential of the 
field to generate solutions to some of the most vexing 
challenges facing contemporary society.

We assume that the self—which we define as the 
unique character of people that includes their enduring 
self-views, traits, knowledge, and values—is an impor-
tant determinant of human behavior. This assumption 
clashes sharply with the empty-self metaphor of person-
hood that has guided a large contingent of researchers 
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Abstract
Since the early 20th century, an emphasis on the causal power of situations in social psychology has fostered the view 
that the self is an empty vessel filled by the contents of the situation. We label this the “empty-self metaphor,” with 
incarnations including situationism and elements of theories of self-presentation, self-perception, social identity, the 
dramaturgical movement, and others. The persistence of this metatheoretical assumption has led to an underappreciation 
of an enduring, unique self and to the development of contemporary paradigms (e.g., social priming and embodied 
cognition) that have hinged on the implicit premise that the self is empty or passive. The self is not empty, of course, 
and new preliminary evidence we have collected indicates that research predicated on the empty-self metaphor is far 
less likely to replicate. Although we emphasize that the power of the situation has yielded important theoretical and 
practical insights, we propose that the field would be strengthened by better accounting for the chronic, dispositional 
motivations that emanate from an enduring self. We offer suggestions—both theoretical and methodological—that can 
help social psychologists achieve this goal.
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for most of the last century and, even if rarely explicitly 
acknowledged, remains influential to this day. Put sim-
ply, the empty-self metaphor ignores or downplays the 
role of the self and asserts or implies that people are 
empty vessels that are passively or reactively filled by 
the contents of the situation. Within this framework, 
subtle environmental cues largely dictate people’s cog-
nitions and behavior despite lying outside our conscious 
awareness, unknown to all but the perceptive psycholo-
gist. We do not seek to downplay the well-documented 
impact of relevant situational influences on behavior, 
which has inspired insightful formulations we generally 
hold in high regard (e.g., the social identity approach). 
Rather, we contend that a complete understanding of 
responses to situations requires consideration of an 
enduring self and that ignoring the self makes the power 
of the situation harder to reliably demonstrate.

A Brief History of the Empty-Self 
Metaphor

The empty-self metaphor has a long history in psychol-
ogy (see Fig. 1). It arguably had its origins in the behav-
iorist movement of the early 1900s, which contended 
that situations are uniquely powerful determinants of 
behavior and can be experimentally examined more 
readily than the “black box” of the mind. For these 
reasons, theorists contended that behavioral scientists 
should focus their attention on the influence of situa-
tions (Watson, 1913). Soon thereafter, behavioristic 
assumptions made their way into social-psychology 
textbooks (F. H. Allport, 1924). Although Floyd Allport, 
the “father of experimental social psychology” (Katz, 
1979), rejected methodological behaviorism (which 
eschewed all discussion of cognitive and emotional 
mechanisms), he regarded consciousness as epiphe-
nomenal and thus less worthy of study than situational 
influences. A few decades later Floyd’s brother Gordon 
enshrined situational influences into the very definition 
of social psychology: “how the thought, feeling, and 
behavior of individuals are influenced by [emphasis 
added] the actual, imagined, or implied presence of 
other human beings” (G. W. Allport, 1954, p. 1).

An emphasis on the power of the situation persisted 
even when researchers became interested in phenom-
ena that were nominally linked to the self. Festinger’s 
(1957) investigations of attitude change (cognitive dis-
sonance) generally avoided scrutiny of people’s firmly 
held beliefs and attitudes and instead focused on the 
impact of situational inputs on what were assumed to 
be weakly held attitudes. Described as “the psychol-
ogy of what people do to recover from experimentally 
engineered major embarrassments” (Abelson, 1983, p. 43), 
in its early incantations cognitive dissonance was pri-
marily a theory of impression management, with little 
regard for an enduring self. It is true that later revisions 
of dissonance theory acknowledged the importance of 
self-consistency (Aronson, 1968, 2019). However, most 
empirical realizations still assumed that the self was 
effectively empty, with only a few underdeveloped efforts 
to integrate an enduring self.1 Bem (1972) took this 
argument further by questioning whether individuals 
even have access to their internal states and attitudes. 
To the contrary, his self-perception theory proposed that 
people must infer their own attitudes from their behav-
ior, just as objective observers must infer the attitudes 
of others from their behavior.2 We can see the historical 
trajectory of the empty-self metaphor when Bem (1972) 
explicitly traces the origins of self-perception theory to 
the work of radical behaviorists such as B. F. Skinner, 
who was steadfast in his reluctance to attribute behavior 
to internal motivations.

THE EMPTY-SELF
METAPHOR

A Brief History
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Fig. 1.  Timeline of the empty-self metaphor.
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Walter Mischel fueled this early situationism with a 
blistering attack on the notion that stable personality 
traits guide behavior. His core argument was that 
because scores on personality scales were poor predic-
tors of behavior across situations and over time, “the 
entire concept of personality traits as broad dispositions 
is thus untenable” (Mischel, 1968, p. 146). This implied 
to many that, by default, behavior must be controlled 
by the situation. From this vantage point, researchers 
should suspend efforts to measure an enduring self and 
shift their attention to situational influences. A decade 
later, L. Ross (1977) described the very tendency to 
contemplate the existence of personal or dispositional 
factors as a “fundamental attribution error.” Echoing ear-
lier psychologists (especially Ichheiser, 1943), he warned 
that the fundamental attribution error was what enabled 
personality psychology and “erroneous trait inferences 
and trait theories” to survive (L. Ross, 1977, p. 187). 
Although Mischel (2009) later distanced himself from 
the strongest claims of the situationists and advanced 
an interactionist account, he and Ross continued to cast 
doubt on a stable self as late as 2016 on an NPR podcast 
episode titled “The Personality Myth” (Spiegel, 2016).

Although our focus here is on the role of the empty-
self metaphor in psychology, and particularly social 
psychology, we should note it has also penetrated other 
disciplines. For instance, in sociology a similar empha-
sis on situations at the expense of people’s enduring 
sense of self has permeated theory and research on 
self-presentation. In the tradition of the dramaturgical 
movement (e.g., Goffman, 1959), researchers assumed 
that people are like actors in a play who perform for 
different audiences. Here the self is a consequence 
rather than a cause of the performance, representing a 
“product of the scene” (Goffman, 1959, p. 252). People 
are obligated to remain “in character” until they move 
to the next scene, at which point they discard the prior 
self in favor of one that fits the new context. The  
dramaturgical movement also made room for a “back-
stage” in which one could freely express their opinions, 
rehearse, and recover away from the “audience”  
(Goffman, 1959). Nevertheless, it was the carefully 
orchestrated “frontstage” in which the “performance” 
actually occurred, leaving any enduring beliefs existing 
in the backstage as effectively epiphenomenal, at least 
in terms of predicting behavior. This vision of the  
self not only shaped accounts of self-presentation  
(Baumeister & Hutton, 1987; Jones, 1964; Schlenker, 
1980; Tedeschi, 1981) but also encouraged researchers 
to focus narrowly on a single goal: understanding how 
people gain the approval of the audience (i.e., other 
people). Within this framework, people were presum-
ably in the business of constructing whichever identities 
they believed would help them win the favor of their 

interaction partners, with the only caveat being that 
they should avoid the appearance of inconsistency or 
dishonesty (Schlenker, 1980; Schlenker & Leary, 1985). 
Allegiance to an enduring self was nowhere to be found 
in such accounts.

The Emptiness of the Empty-Self Metaphor

On the face of it, the empty-self metaphor is clearly 
alluring. First, the notion that the self is empty intro-
duces the possibility that positive behavior can be elic-
ited via relatively effortless interventions. Consider, for 
example, the widespread adoption of “nudges”—in 
which subtly altering the framing of a decision can 
greatly increase desired behavior (Thaler & Sunstein, 
2021)—by both government and business. Second, the 
idea of imperceptible forces influencing human behav-
ior has reliably captured the public’s imagination. There 
is a reason that the best-selling book Thinking, Fast and 
Slow devoted a chapter to social priming (Kahneman, 
2011), that popular mentalists such as Derren Brown 
claim to use cues and primes to control unsuspecting test 
subjects, and that NBC produced The Irrational, in which 
a fictional protagonist (based on social psychologist Dan 
Ariely) solves crimes using his knowledge of unconscious 
behavior. It is unsurprising that social psychologists 
would rush to work on topics that are celebrated in 
popular media and feel pressured to use questionable 
research methods to obtain these desirable results.

There are also reasons why social psychologists spe-
cifically have embraced the empty-self metaphor so 
enthusiastically. First, philosophical traditions that lend 
themselves to an empty-self perspective, such as the 
belief that people are born as a “blank slate” and sub-
sequently shaped by the environment, have proven 
especially popular and influential in social psychology 
(Shkurko, 2019; von Hippel & Buss, 2017). Eventually, 
a focus on the influence of the social environment came 
to be incorporated into the definition of social psychol-
ogy, motivating researchers to advocate situational 
causes at the expense of dispositional causes and criti-
cize disciplines that prioritized intersituational consis-
tency. Further, ascribing causal power to the situation 
is congenial to a progressive perspective, focused on 
combating systematic inequalities and avoiding victim-
blaming, that is overwhelmingly dominant among social 
psychologists (von Hippel & Buss, 2017).3 Last, many 
social psychologists (and psychologists more broadly) 
have long wanted the discipline to be taken seriously 
as a “hard” or “real” science, leading to the prioritization 
of experimental methodologies over others (Masaryk 
& Stainton Rogers, 2024). This has encouraged research-
ers to design studies based on the questionable assump-
tion that the self is empty and can therefore be readily 
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manipulated. In turn, these experimental procedures 
often treat participants as if they were sterile chemicals, 
without a self that extended beyond the laboratory. 
Perhaps for these reasons, the empty-self metaphor has 
stubbornly persisted throughout the history of psychol-
ogy, particularly in social psychology.

Despite its resilience, there are numerous reasons to 
doubt the veracity of the empty-self metaphor. Turning 
first to the issue of face validity, the empty-self meta-
phor is at odds with the subjective life experience of 
most people, who report durable beliefs about many 
topics (including themselves) and are reluctant to forfeit 
these beliefs. In a pre-replication-crisis world, Nobel 
Prize winner Daniel Kahneman tellingly remarked in a 
lecture that “when I describe priming studies to audi-
ences, the reaction is often disbelief” (Kahneman, 2011, 
p. 56). Similarly, forecasters overwhelmingly (and cor-
rectly) predicted that social priming research (e.g., Ack-
erman et al., 2010) would not replicate (Gordon et al., 
2021). In fact, articles that garner a lot of media atten-
tion—as counterintuitive studies often do—are less 
likely to replicate (Youyou et al., 2023). The counter-
intuitive nature of a model is not sufficient reason to 
disbelieve it, but it should at least encourage skepticism 
and invite a high evidentiary burden.

More troublingly, the empty-self metaphor is at odds 
with large swaths of existing literature and theory. An 
entire field of psychology—personality—is based on 
the well-founded assumption that the self is not empty 
and generally uses a methodology based on people’s 
capacity to reliably report their self-views. Personality 
measures do indeed appear to capture meaningful vari-
ance: They predict real-world behaviors and life out-
comes in longitudinal studies (e.g., Iliescu et al., 2023), 
they show considerable stability over time (Anusic & 
Schimmack, 2016), and they concur with external 
observers’ ratings of the self (Lee et al., 2024). More-
over, personality cannot be adequately explained by 
environmental factors alone, with 40% to 60% of the 
variance in the Big Five personality traits accounted for 
by genetics (Bouchard & Loehlin, 2001). Relatedly, the 
empty-self metaphor is at odds with evolutionary the-
ory, which posits that humans benefit from durable 
models of the self and others (Lewis & Buss, 2021; 
Sedikides et  al., 2006). For example, there is ample 
evidence for stable sex differences in self-concept, 
which in turn can cause men and women to react dif-
ferently to the exact same situation (Stake, 1992).

Of course, personality is not a perfect predictor of 
behavior (a ludicrously high standard), and there is 
evidence that personality varies over time and in how 
it is expressed between situations. Nevertheless, this 
does not undermine the validity of personality any 
more than seasonal fluctuations in weather undermine 

the concept of climate. Tellingly, there is considerable 
support for the predictive utility of personality traits. 
That is, the average effect size for personality traits 
versus situations is identical (r = .21; Fraley & Marks, 
2007; Richard et al., 2003). More compellingly, just as 
personality psychology is the most successfully repli-
cated subfield of psychology (Soto, 2019), social psy-
chology is among the least replicable subfields (Open 
Science Collaboration, 2015; Youyou et al., 2023). The 
research literature therefore strongly suggests that pre-
existing dispositions and mental models systematically 
shape behavior and govern the manner in which people 
experience the world. In fact, it is difficult to under-
stand how anyone could effectively navigate the com-
plexities of human interactions if unpredictable 
situational influences routinely overrode the self as the 
empty-self metaphor implies.

Even evidence that has been taken as proof of the 
power of situations to override moral principles or con-
crete sensory data has recently lost force. Consider the 
renowned obedience studies by Milgram, the poster 
child for the tendency for situational influences to over-
whelm the self. The fact that the personalities of par-
ticipants (acting as a “teacher”) influenced their 
tendency to obey experimenter commands (Blass, 1991) 
is generally overlooked in accounts of this work. Fur-
thermore, scrutiny of Milgram’s lab notes indicates that 
he himself understood that his findings were not a 
simple demonstration of the capacity of the experi-
menter to bring teachers to heel. Instead, compliance 
hinged on the experimenter’s facility in gaining partici-
pants’ allegiance and enlisting their agency in the suc-
cessful conduct of the experiment. In light of this, 
Milgram even considered labeling his phenomenon 
“cooperation” rather than “obedience” (Haslam et al., 
2015). Fittingly, a later conceptual replication found that 
conscientiousness and agreeableness, traits largely 
associated with positive and prosocial outcomes,  
predicted increased willingness to administer high- 
intensity electric shocks (Bègue et al., 2015). Similarly, 
a majority of participants in Asch’s conformity studies 
did not conform on most trials, and their compliance 
was not necessarily passive submission, contrary to the 
prevailing wisdom. Instead, many participants inten-
tionally complied with the group consensus in an effort 
to let the errant (ostensibly misguided) experimental 
confederates save face (Swann & Jetten, 2017). And 
recent examination of features of the Stanford prison 
experiment have revealed that a quirk of the recruit-
ment procedure (advertising the study as a psychologi-
cal study of prison life) likely resulted in participants 
having elevated scores on authoritarianism (Carnahan 
& McFarland, 2007). This is noteworthy because author-
itarianism would have predisposed guards to comply 
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with injunctions from Zimbardo (the “prison warden”) 
to bully prisoners and for prisoners to acquiesce to such 
bullying (Haslam et al., 2019).

Last, testimony to the limits of the power of the situ-
ation comes from evidence of people’s powerful alle-
giance to their self-views. Findings inspired by 
self-verification theory suggest that firmly held self-
views are so foundational to how humans interact with 
the world that they take active steps to maintain nega-
tive as well as positive self-views, even if it means 
soliciting evaluations that confirm negative conceptions 
of themselves and preferring relationships in which 
they are mistreated (Swann, 2012). Such self-verification 
strivings may help explain the failure of interventions 
designed to alter firmly held self-structures and their 
behavioral outcomes. For example, there is ample evi-
dence that self-esteem remains relatively constant over 
the life span (Kuster & Orth, 2013; Orth & Robins, 
2014), as do many other personal characteristics (e.g., 
gender identity, sexual preference). More generally, 
efforts to break habits frequently fail (Polivy & Herman, 
2002), reallocating low-income families from high-crime 
to more prosperous communities has a negligible effect 
on criminal behavior (Harcourt & Ludwig, 2006), 30% 
to 55% of depression is treatment resistant (McIntyre 
et al., 2023), and even brainwashing attempts on pris-
oners of war have proved ineffective despite the fact 
that the change agents exerted complete control over 
the prisoners’ environments (Schein, 1956). Given this, 
it is easy to understand why more whimsical manipula-
tions, such as plotting dots on a piece of paper (Pashler 
et al., 2012), would have a negligible influence on our 
models of the self and the world.

Of course, situational influences do influence cogni-
tion and behavior. At a fundamental level people are 
constantly reacting to their environment, even if they 
are unaware of its influence. For example, excessive 
heat may unknowingly contribute to feelings of irritabil-
ity and aggression (Anderson et  al., 2000).4 While 
acknowledging such influences, we contend that an 
interactionist account, in which a robust self is analyzed 
in the context of the situation, is the best predictor of 
behavior. That is, even if heat promotes irritability in 
general, an individual’s preexisting attitudes toward 
violence also play a large role in shaping their reactions 
to heat. Perhaps even more importantly, preexisting 
attitudes and self-views can influence the type of situ-
ations people choose and how they respond to them. 
For example, people who are dispositionally aggressive 
or view themselves as such may be especially inclined 
to choose situations that elicit violence (Furr & Funder, 
2021; Swann, 2012). The empty-self metaphor, however, 

would overlook the role of these preexisting cognitive 
structures.

Empirically Testing the Association 
Between the Empty-Self Metaphor  
and Replicability

Given the popularity of the empty-self metaphor, we 
examined whether hypotheses premised on the empty-
self metaphor replicate less frequently. To test this pos-
sibility, we focused on two of the most prominent and 
highly powered multilab replication studies in recent 
years: Many Labs 1 (Klein et al., 2014) and 2 (Klein et al., 
2018). We coded 41 hypotheses as “empty self” or not. 
These hypotheses came from studies that spanned the 
history of psychology from 1936 to 2014. We used three 
types of coders: artificial intelligence (AI; i.e., ChatGPT 
o3), a single informed coder (i.e., familiar with the con-
cept of the empty-self metaphor but blind to which 
studies replicated), and three naive coders (i.e., unfa-
miliar with the empty-self metaphor and blind to which 
studies replicated). Coders first learned that an empty-
self hypothesis is one that assumes behavior is unex-
pectedly shaped by subtle environmental factors, often 
unconnected to the outcome variable, rather than by 
existing beliefs, dispositions, values, and so on that one 
would expect to be more important. This was differenti-
ated from hypotheses that simply assumed the situation 
has an effect or did not include a personality measure, 
which does not necessarily imply an empty self. Partici-
pants then coded 16 fictitious hypotheses as practice 
and were provided feedback. For example, the hypoth-
esis “briefly showing a gray page background (vs. white) 
increases support for austerity policies” was classified 
as “empty self” because it described a subtle environ-
mental cue with no obvious link to the outcome mea-
sure. By contrast, “paying for a workshop out of pocket 
(vs. getting it free) increases attendance” was classified 
as “not empty self” because the manipulation created a 
personal stake directly connected to the decision to 
attend. They then classified the focal 41 hypotheses.

The three naive coders initially reported moderate 
agreement (AC1 = .56), with two coders reporting almost 
perfect agreement (AC1 = .86) and diverging from the 
third coder, who used the empty-self classification more 
frequently. The naive coders then learned the codes for 
which they held the minority opinion and were allowed 
to reconsider their classifications. This procedure raised 
the agreement to substantial (AC1 = .67). Last, the major-
ity opinion was adopted for any remaining disagree-
ments. The three coding types were in substantial 
agreement (AC1 = .76), with the two human coding 
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strategies in near perfect agreement (AC1 = .85) and in 
substantial agreement with the AI (AC1 = .71).

Adopting the majority opinion across these three 
methods classified nine of the 41 hypotheses as “empty 
self.” As can be seen in Figure 2, none of the hypotheses 
classified as “empty self” replicated versus 81.2% of those 
classified as “not empty self.” Follow-up analyses using 
Fisher’s exact test suggested a significant association 
between a hypothesis being classified as “empty self” 
and nonreplication (p < .001), with a strong effect size 
(Cramér’s V = .56). Additional analyses using each of the 
coding methods individually yielded similar results, with 
AI coding having the weakest effect size (Cramér’s V = 
.36). Robustness tests, in which analyses were restricted 
to hypotheses with unanimous classification across the 
three coding methods or with “weak replications” 
recoded as nonreplications, had a negligible effect on 
results. All code, data, and instructions are available on 
OSF (https://osf.io/y9pwn/?view_only=246da9b0820d4
94da8107bb4aed9f456). These results provide prelimi-
nary evidence that hypotheses based on the empty-self 
metaphor may be more difficult to replicate.

The Empty-Self Metaphor Today

Were the empty-self metaphor merely a relic of a prior 
century that has faded into oblivion, it would hardly 
deserve mention. But what is commonly overlooked is 
that the empty-self metaphor can still be found in cer-
tain quarters of contemporary social psychology. For 
example, a relatively recent review of moral psychology 
claimed that “seemingly unimportant or irrelevant situ-
ational features can have far-reaching implications for 
real-life moral decisions” (Ellemers et al., 2019, p. 357). 
Striking a decidedly neosituationist tone, the authors 
lamented that “it is difficult to understand why so many 

researchers still rely on measures that capture indi-
vidual differences or general tendencies and assume 
these have predictive value across situations” (Ellemers 
et al., 2019, p. 356). Elsewhere, Gino and Ariely (2016) 
argued that “situational forces are so strong that they 
make individual choice all but irrelevant” (p. 336). The 
boldness of this claim was widely celebrated, at least 
until much of the work underpinning it was found to 
be fraudulent (O’Grady, 2023).

We speculate that the continued influence of the 
empty-self metaphor, and the shaky theoretical founda-
tions it has promulgated, helps to explain the replica-
tion crisis we are presently contending with. Consider 
a few theories that have occupied center stage in social 
psychology until quite recently. Social priming, which 
contends that imperceptible cues can have a large effect 
on human behavior, was once a hugely acclaimed field 
of social psychology. Similarly, the theory of embodied 
cognition, which was introduced under the priming 
umbrella, suggested that the environment can have a 
“metaphorical power” on human cognitions. Most 
famously, Williams and Bargh (2008) claimed to much 
fanfare that holding a warm cup of coffee caused par-
ticipants to judge others as being “warmer,” seemingly 
internalizing the metaphorical power of the situation. 
It seemed unbelievable that such an innocuous envi-
ronmental cue could have a measurable impact on 
behavior—one that could override a person’s natural 
tendency to view others as agreeable or not—and sub-
sequent years have proven this skepticism to be well 
warranted. A host of priming effects, such as claims that 
warmth from a shower or bath can compensate for 
social warmth (Bargh & Shalev, 2012), have failed to 
replicate (Donnellan et al., 2015). In fact, of 70 close 
replications of priming studies, 94% reported smaller 
effect sizes than the original, and only 17% found a 
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significant effect in the expected direction (Mac Giolla 
et al., 2024). The related formulation of “power posing,” 
in which adopting an expansive posture was purported 
to bolster confidence among those that lacked it, proved 
extremely popular with the general public but has had 
a mixed replication track record (Körner et al., 2022). 
This widespread inability to replicate original findings 
has largely dimmed interest in social priming (Chivers, 
2019), with even Kahneman (2022, 28:04) pronouncing 
the field “effectively dead.”

Aspects of other empty-self formulations have like-
wise triggered incredulity of late. The classic social 
identity approach, for instance, contended that when 
people enter groups a “depersonalization” process 
causes them to focus on a relevant social self (e.g. “I 
am an American”) at the cost of their personal selves 
(e.g., introverted, intelligent). This reasoning led to the 
conclusion that enduring personal characteristics 
become irrelevant in group situations (Turner, 1985). 
In subsequent decades, a host of theorists and research-
ers (Abrams, 1994; Greenaway et al., 2015; Huddy, 2001, 
2002; Pickett et al., 2002; Reid & Deaux, 1996; Simon, 
2004; Spears, 2001) questioned the depersonalization 
argument, suggesting that stable conceptions of the self 
as an individual can play a key role in group contexts. 
For example, challenging the chronic personal self-
views of people who were strongly aligned with a 
group triggered a compensatory response, increasing 
their willingness to fight and die for the group (Swann 
et al., 2009, Experiments 1 and 2). Later studies indi-
cated that feeling understood at a personal level 
increased the student’s affinity for, and willingness to 
make extreme sacrifices for, other group members 
(Gómez et  al., 2025). Similarly, when incels—people 
who belligerently self-identify as being involuntarily 
celibate—felt understood by other incels, they were 
more inclined to engage in the progroup behavior of 
endorsing harassment of women (whom they perceived 
as out-group members; Rousis et al., 2023). Together, 
this research suggests that the self plays an important 
role in situations in which group membership is highly 
salient.

More broadly, we can see the empty-self metaphor 
persist across the various subfields of psychology. In 
clinical psychology some have decried the popularity 
of a “trauma-centric” view of psychopathology, in which 
childhood trauma is described as the “overwhelming 
major driver of psychopathology in Western civiliza-
tion” (C. A. Ross & Pam, 2005, p. 122). Critics have 
lambasted this view as reflecting a radical environmen-
talism in which dispositional and genetic contributors 
to psychopathology and resilience are overlooked  
(Lilienfeld, 2010). Elsewhere, positive psychologists 
recommend positive self-talk (e.g., reciting “I am a lov-
able person”) to improve well-being, even though it 

tends to make the people who really need it—those 
with low self-esteem—feel worse (Wood et al., 2009). 
Behavioral economists have popularized the use of 
nudges typically without regard for enduring individual 
differences that may influence their effectiveness (Peer 
et  al., 2020). Indeed, there is limited meta-analytic  
evidence that “universal” nudges work when accounting 
for publication bias (Maier et al., 2022), with a recent 
well-powered, preregistered study finding evidence for 
a null effect for nudging honesty (Dimant et al., 2020). 
Similarly, although some political psychologists have 
suggested that subtle linguistic cues, such as describing 
someone as a “voter” rather than “one who votes,” acti-
vated a person’s social identity and raised turnout by 
an incredible 11 to 14 percentage points (Bryan et al., 
2011), subsequent studies failed to replicate these 
results (Gerber et al., 2018). Last, a recent critique of 
peace psychology, tasked with developing psychological 
strategies for promoting peace and avoiding war, force-
fully argued that the field is dominated by a “naive 
pacifism” that treats violence as a reaction to a provoca-
tive or threatening environment (Adam-Troian et  al., 
2024). This approach disregards the varying (often 
nefarious) motives underlying violent behaviors, leading 
to the erroneous assumption that nations “sleepwalk” 
into war and discounting how individuals can create 
conflict to advance their own strategic ambitions.

Although the foregoing evidence challenges some 
of the more extreme ideas based on the empty-self 
metaphor, it does not impugn the motives of the  
original theorists or researchers. Unfortunately, the 
exciting, counterintuitive results based on the empty-
self metaphor—almost guaranteeing publication in a 
top journal—have proven to be so enticing that some 
have pursued outright fraud to produce them. Work by 
discredited social psychologist Diedrik Stapel, who has 
candidly admitted to having invented data (Callaway, 
2011), examined how seemingly innocuous parts of the 
environment can have a huge impact on behavior. For 
example, one of his most famous (now retracted) arti-
cles supposedly found that being exposed to litter or 
an abandoned bicycle could somehow promote dis-
crimination (Stapel & Lindenberg, 2011). Stapel argued 
that “the message for policy-makers was clear” (Stapel 
& Lindenberg, 2011, p. 253): Interventions as simple as 
cleaning up are helpful in the fight against racism. 
Likewise, retracted work by famed psychologists  
Francesca Gino and Dan Ariely suggested that signing 
a document at the beginning rather than at the end of 
a self-report form greatly reduced dishonesty (Shu 
et al., 2012). Both of these highly cited articles implied 
that minor interventions—cleaning streets or changing 
the location of a signature—could have a substantial 
impact on behavior, overriding existing inclinations 
toward discrimination or lying. Unfortunately, both 
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were based on fraudulent data and have thus cast fur-
ther doubt on the empty-self metaphor.

Skeptics could point out that current iterations of the 
empty-self metaphor are less explicit than previous 
iterations. Most contemporary social psychologists will 
at least pay lip service to an enduring self, even if its 
role is often minimized in their actual work. For exam-
ple, self-categorization theory (of the social identity 
approach) does acknowledge the self with its concept 
of perceiver readiness, stipulating that people may be 
more favorably disposed toward certain groups on the 
basis of their prior experience (Turner et  al., 1994). 
However, this is an underappreciated aspect of the 
theory, warranting only a brief mention in a widely 
cited history of the social identity approach (Hornsey, 
2008). Social priming theorists have argued that suc-
cessful priming requires that people already possess 
the relevant stereotype in the first place, meaning that 
the self cannot be entirely empty. In fact, Bargh sug-
gested that a failure to replicate a study in which par-
ticipants walked slower when exposed to stereotypes 
of older adults (Doyen et  al., 2012) may have been 
because the replicators did not confirm that participants 
held the primed stereotype (Bargh, 2012), although he 
did not do this either in his original study (Bargh et al., 
1996). Even granting this, the study still does not allow 
much room for a coherent self; assuming the under-
graduate sample did not consider themselves to be 
older adults, we are left with the unlikely proposition 
that people readily adopt whatever stereotypes are situ-
ationally salient, even when such stereotypes clash with 
their extant self-views. So, although we recognize that 
most modern social psychologists may superficially 
acknowledge the self, the empty-self metaphor often 
looms large.

Indeed, even in this implicit form, the empty-self 
metaphor has the potential to promote faulty beliefs 
and questionable recommendations. For instance, a 
theme in research on embodied cognition is that 
moral cleansing can be metaphorically attained via 
actual cleansing. One well-cited article implied that, 
although “physical cleanliness has many medical ben-
efits,” this must be weighed against the potential dan-
gers of cleanliness enhancing moral self-perceptions 
that license harsher moral judgments on issues such 
as abortion and pornography (Zhong et al., 2010, p. 
859). Putting aside concerns regarding the replicabil-
ity of this line of research (e.g., “Lady Macbeth effect”; 
Earp et al., 2014; Siev et al., 2018), it would surely be 
worrying if research based on such a questionable 
premise caused people to reconsider washing their 
hands. Clearly, a field predicated on sensational, 
counterintuitive results, such as those that have 

sprung from the empty-self metaphor, can foster dubi-
ous outcomes.

Future Directions

We contend that the empty-self metaphor has fostered, 
and continues to foster, an incomplete and misleading 
portrait of human beings. This portrait, in turn, encour-
ages research that overlooks the role of an enduring 
self in shaping people’s reactions to the world around 
them and instead offers simple solutions to complex 
problems. The appeal of sensational and counterintui-
tive findings, in combination with questionable research 
practices that can make practically any desired result 
statistically significant (Simmons et al., 2011), creates a 
large incentive to report results that support the empty-
self metaphor. It is no wonder then that the findings 
inspired by this metaphor have proven challenging to 
replicate.

The good news is that the antidote to this problem 
is already available. Decades ago, Lewin (1946) chal-
lenged Watson’s (1925) boast that he could successfully 
shape the behavior of individuals while disregarding 
their individual qualities. Lewin rejected this behavior-
istic credo, arguing instead for a more expansive view 
that treated persons and situations as equal partners in 
shaping behavior. Although Lewin’s influential B = f (P, 
S) equation, where B = behavior, P = person, and S = 
situation, was overshadowed by situationism in subse-
quent years, it has regained traction in the last several 
decades (Bond, 2013; Funder, 2006; Swann & Seyle, 
2005). Others have made relevant modifications to this 
principle; for instance, in the same way people only 
acquire viruses that match receptors they possess, peo-
ple are influenced only by situations they are suffi-
ciently “tuned” to (Swann & Seyle, 2005). With this 
refined formulation we can surmise, for example, that 
primes with no relevance to the self are unlikely to 
influence behavior. We propose that this new trend 
could be further strengthened by the explicit recogni-
tion that the self is not an empty vessel but an active 
force that guides people’s responses to situations.

Taking this insight seriously has important method-
ological implications. Broadly speaking, models that 
consider an interaction between the situation and the 
self will tend to account for more variance than those 
that consider the situation alone (Kuper et al., 2024). 
The prevalence of comprehensive personality taxono-
mies (e.g., the Big Five; McCrae, 1999; Soto & John, 
2017), along with recent efforts to categorize the psy-
chological characteristics of situations (Rauthmann 
et al., 2020), have opened the door for a more systematic 
examination of Person × Situation interactions. 
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Nevertheless, difficulties in precisely pinpointing the 
specific elements of personality or the situation that 
underlie a given interactive effect mean that further 
research is needed to better refine our understanding 
of the processes underlying this interplay (Kuper et al., 
2024).

Moreover, it is worth reconsidering whether experi-
ments are a realistic option for every research question. 
Experimental manipulations have historically been 
treated as the “gold-standard” methodology for examining 
social-psychological phenomena, whereas qualitative, 
quasiexperimental, and nonexperimental approaches 
have unfortunately often been dismissed (Diener et al., 
2022; Swann & Jetten, 2017). Although there are clear 
reasons for this preference—the most obvious being that 
experimentation can establish causal relationships—it may 
be time to acknowledge that many aspects of the self 
cannot be easily or reliably manipulated. For example, 
poor and incoherent experimental manipulations have 
been cited as a key reason that research on ego depletion 
has proven difficult to replicate (Eronen & Bringmann, 
2021). Likewise, the often brief and superficial nature of 
some growth mindset interventions, such as reading a 
short article, may explain failures to produce replicable 
effects (Brez et al., 2020). This reliance on subtle manipu-
lations could go a long way toward explaining why stud-
ies using experimental methods are less replicable than 
those using nonexperimental methods (Youyou et al., 
2023). Abandoning the empty-self metaphor and acknowl-
edging that participants are not vacuous blank canvases 
should encourage social psychologists to be realistic about 
what can be experimentally manipulated and to be more 
willing to use other methodologies.

Even the way experiments are commonly analyzed 
overlooks the self. Often a t test or analysis of variance 
is performed to compare the mean scores of an experi-
mental and control condition. However, doing so sug-
gests that all participants in a condition are alike and 
are equally affected by the manipulation. This is rarely 
the case. More broadly, describing behavior in terms of 
groups (i.e., conditions), when participants are actually 
acting as individuals, may be statistically convenient 
but misleading. For these reasons, some have argued 
that researchers should indicate how many participants 
were affected by a manipulation (e.g., 10% of partici-
pants in the experimental condition increased their 
score on the dependent variable), thereby reflecting 
the diversity of responses from the people that com-
prise a study’s sample (Billig, 2013). Even simple data 
visualizations that illustrate the range of responses, 
such as a violin or density plot, would help demonstrate 
individual differences to standardized environmental 
manipulations. Doing so will more accurately portray 
the “power,” or lack thereof, of the situation.

In fact, jettisoning the empty-self metaphor may 
necessitate a change in the very way we write about 
social psychology. In an attempt to mirror the “hard” 
sciences, experimental social psychologists tend to pas-
sively describe their results in terms of technical, imper-
sonal processes, like one might pasteurization or 
corrosion, rather than actual, messy human behavior 
(Billig, 2013). For example, one might say that Variable 
X (e.g., ego depletion, priming) had an effect on Variable 
Y (e.g., self-control, goal pursuit) without ever making 
reference to an actual person. To be fair, this is a dis-
cipline-wide issue, and we are certainly guilty of writing 
in this way as well. However, the problem is exacer-
bated by a belief that the self is empty, which in turn 
increases the ease with which the self can be obscured. 
Various remedies have already been prescribed: writing 
in the active voice, a willingness to use verbs, and 
preferring simple over technical terms (Billig, 2013). 
Above all, however, it would behoove social psycholo-
gists to remember that real people lie at the heart of 
the field and to write accordingly.

It is worth pointing to examples in which the research-
ers discussed in this article considered the prospect of 
an enduring self, thereby improving the reliability of 
their findings. For example, although the minimal group 
paradigm in social identity theory—in which people 
demonstrate bias toward an in-group defined by arbi-
trary or trivial selection criteria (e.g., the toss of a 
coin)—has generally proven to be a robust phenome-
non, researchers have occasionally failed to replicate it 
(Kerr et  al., 2018). To better understand these failed 
replications, Kerr et al. (2018) systematically examined 
differences in experimental design and found that, 
among other factors, the cultural background of the 
participants influenced results (with the egalitarian-
minded Australian participants less biased toward the 
in-group than Americans). By considering aspects of 
an enduring self that extend beyond the lab—in this 
case culturally acquired and internalized values—the 
researchers were able to identify boundary conditions 
and strengthen the replicability of the paradigm. Like-
wise, more recent “second-generation” nudges are 
increasingly personalized to the target (Mills, 2022). 
Recent research found that personalized reminders to 
make healthier food purchases (e.g., by matching 
nudges to whether the person was motivated by health 
or price or preferred information presented visually or 
verbally) were more effective in promoting positive 
behavior than generic reminders and had a small “spill-
over” effect in which participants continued to make 
healthier choices (de Vries et  al., 2025). Others have 
argued that behavior-change interventions are most effec-
tive when they account for a person’s enduring charac-
teristics (Rebele et  al., 2021). For instance, tailoring 
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password-strength nudges to people’s dispositional 
decision-making styles increased their effectiveness by 
up to four times (Peer et  al., 2020). Such research 
highlights the usefulness of considering the influence 
of an enduring self in experimental designs and 
interventions.

In general, we should reiterate that we have enor-
mous respect for the contributions of many of the theo-
ries criticized in this article. This is particularly true for 
foundational theories, such as social identity theory and 
cognitive dissonance, which have had a profound 
impact on the way we understand social phenomena. 
Even the most sensational claims from the social prim-
ing literature arose from more modest and intuitive 
theories that are surely valid (e.g., semantic priming). 
Rather than seeking to criticize the field writ large, our 
aim is to highlight that these theories could all be 
improved by replacing the empty-self assumption with 
a framework that allows for an enduring self. There has 
already been some progress toward this goal. For 
instance, social identity researchers have increasingly 
explored chronic individual differences in group iden-
tification, helping to address concerns that the theory 
ignores enduring features of the self (e.g., Huddy, 
2002).5 We articulate specific suggestions in Table 1.

Abandoning the empty-self metaphor may not only 
strengthen the formulations it has compromised but 
also lay the groundwork for a broader reproachment 
between social and personality psychology. Let us be 
clear: We are not advocating that either social or per-
sonality psychology be subordinated to the other; 
rather, we are urging greater openness to the many 
ways in which each subdiscipline can learn from the 
other. This could benefit both subdisciplines. We have 
already noted that recognizing the importance of the 
self could benefit social psychology by, for instance, 
bolstering the replicability of effects. But personality 

psychology could also benefit from social psychology’s 
focus on the psychological mechanisms underlying 
behavior. That is, personality psychologists—especially 
those focusing on traits—have occasionally struggled 
to move beyond demonstrating the construct validity 
of the elegant measures they have devised. Attention 
to the processes that underlie the individual differences 
they have identified—using the theories and methods 
devised by social psychologists—could enrich these 
formulations. More generally, explicitly recognizing that 
both subdisciplines bring important insights to the table 
cannot but help foster meaningful integration and 
cross-fertilization. To this end, joint conferences of the 
two subdisciplines and normalization of hybrid, social-
personality programs (rather than separate social and 
personality programs) might encourage more construc-
tive interplay between the two.

Last, it is worth returning to what makes the empty-
self metaphor so popular: the appeal of a minor inter-
vention that produces major effects and the entertainment 
value of its counterintuitive or surprising implications. 
Regarding the first point, the adage “extraordinary 
claims require extraordinary evidence” serves us well. 
If the results of a study appear incredible then they 
should be treated with caution until they are replicated 
in a preregistered study by disinterested researchers, 
particularly given that researchers with financial incen-
tives tied to producing a positive result are much more 
likely to find stronger and significant effects (Mac Giolla 
et al., 2024; Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2023). Regarding 
the second point, we would all benefit from recalibrat-
ing our attitudes toward counterintuitive results in psy-
chology; such findings should first prompt skepticism, 
not celebration. That is not to say that our intuitions 
are always correct but that the accuracy of prediction 
markets that forecast study replicability suggests they 
are a useful guide (e.g., Gordon et al., 2021). We are 

Table 1.  Common Social-Psychological Approaches Framed by Empty-Self Versus Enduring-Self Assumptions

Theory Empty-self assumption Enduring-self assumption

Social priming 
and embodied 
cognition

A large number of subtle environmental 
cues determine behavior, regardless 
of personal relevance

A select number of salient environmental cues 
influence behavior depending on personal 
relevance

Social identity 
theory

The social self determines behavior 
when group membership is salient

The personal and social selves can both influence 
behavior when group membership is salient

Nudge theory Impersonal nudges guide behavior 
without regard to a unique, enduring 
self

Personalized nudges guide behavior by targeting 
relevant elements of a unique, enduring self

Self-perception 
theory

Self-views are epiphenomenal 
constructions based on observations 
of one’s own behavior and the 
situations in which it occurs

Self-views are enduring and influential 
determinants of thought and action that can be 
strengthened or weakened via observing one’s 
behavior

Situationism Situations regulate behavior regardless 
of the qualities of persons

Characteristics of persons and situations 
determine behavior interactively or additively
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essentially encouraging a Bayesian epistemology in 
which the degree of attention paid to a result is pro-
portional to the a priori likelihood of it being true and 
astounding findings are treated with skepticism until 
the supporting evidence is sufficiently overwhelming.

Conclusion

The metaphor of the empty self can be seen throughout 
the history of psychology from behaviorism until the 
present day. Unfortunately, it has little basis in reality 
and may have contributed to the replication crisis that 
has rocked psychology. We contend that the self is  
far from empty and that both the person and the  
situation—either alone or interactively—must be con-
sidered by psychologists. By switching to a metaphor 
of the self as an enduring and active agent rather than 
an inconsequential empty vessel, social psychologists 
will be better positioned to generate findings that will 
allow the field to reach its full potential.
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Notes

1. For example, although the occasional study found that a 
cognitive dissonance response can be triggered by giving par-
ticipants unexpected positive feedback following a string of 
negative feedback (e.g., Aronson & Carlsmith, 1962), this par-
adigm generally failed to replicate. This is probably because 
it ignores the influence of an enduring self that predates the 
experimental manipulation, which presumably led most partici-
pants to expect positive feedback (Swann, 1990).
2. Although Bem specified that self-perception processes 
occurred only when “internal cues were weak, ambiguous, or 
uninterpretable,” researchers generally assumed this to be the 
case. This aspect of the theory was hence seldom recognized 
or tested, with few exceptions (e.g., Chaiken & Baldwin, 1981).
3. The empty-self metaphor can also support an authoritarian 

“law-and-order” conservative ideology in which an intrusive 
state is needed to keep a reactive and volatile population under 
control. Given that fewer than 2% of social psychologists are 
conservative (von Hippel & Buss, 2017), this right-wing version 
is seldom seen (with broken windows theory and moral panics 
over violence in rap music, television, and video games rare 
exceptions).
4. This is surprisingly debatable, with embodied cogni-
tion research seemingly suggesting that warmth should pro-
mote prosociality rather than aggression and recent empirical 
research failing to find any effect of ambient temperature on 
behavior and cognition (Krause et al., 2023).
5. That said, the social identity approach’s emphasis on a ten-
sion between personal and social self-views could complicate 
efforts to embrace a conventional Person × Situation interac-
tionist approach. Moreover, social identity theorists still tend to 
emphasize the instability of the self (e.g., Cruwys et al., 2025). 
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