














OBJECTIVE SELF-AWARENESS

level. This could potentially dissolve the conflict that
exists at the broader level.

Consider, for example, a young man flirting with a
woman. On one hand, he wants to appear impressive,
competent, and generally worthy of one of the
woman's Friday nights. On the other hand, he wants to
appear modest, self-deprecating, and down-to-earth.
These two standards will pull his actions in different
directions and thus lead to problems performing the
flirting activity. This standard conflict can be resolved
by identifying the action at a lower level, such as mov-
ing from "being modest versus being assertive" to the
less abstract "trying to get a date." Neither being a bit
self-aggrandizing nor appearing modest is inconsistent
with this new identification. In short, reconstruing the
activity can supplant the conflicting standards with a
new standard that is harmonious with ongoing activity.
This is another promising avenue for future research.

Functions of Affect in
Self-Awareness Processes

A third unresolved theoretical issue concerns the
role of affect in self-awareness processes. Three gen-
eral positions can be found. The first position, which is
found in the original OSA theory (Duval & Wicklund,
1972; Wicklund, 1975), assumes that the negative af-
fect created by self-standard discrepancies has a moti-
vational character. Consistent with its roots in gestalt
views of motivation (Heider, 1960) and past consis-
tency theories (Festinger, 1957; Heider, 1958), the
proposition of the model is that affect provided the en-
ergy and the incentive for the restoration of the pre-
ferred state of self-standard identity. A second position
assumes that affect has an informational or monitoring
function (Carver & Scheier, 1998). This view has its
roots in cybernetic models of how action is controlled
by online performance feedback (Miller et al., 1960).
Affect serves this feedback function by indexing the
velocity of goal progress. A third position is simply the
view that discrepancies create affect but that the affect
has no stated implications for later discrepancy reduc-
tion. In self-discrepancy theory, for example, it is un-
clear what functions anxiety, dejection, and so on serve
in subsequent regulation (Higgins, 1987).

As before, the conflict within the broader area of in-
quiry implicates self-awareness theory. Emotion psy-
chologists have always argued over the functions of
affect. The prevailing position, proposed by Darwin
(1872/1998) and promulgated primarily by Tomkins
(1962, 1981, 1991) and his students (Izard, 1971,
1977), is that emotions motivate action. This broad no-
tion is not very controversial: Ekman and Davidson
(1994) listed "emotions have motivational properties"
as one of the few things that "most students of emotion
agree about" (p. 412), but it is not always clear what is

meant by "motivation." Some theories assume that the
motivating character of affect lies in its prioritizing ef-
fects (Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 1996; Tomkins, 1991).
By adding incentive to one of many possible actions,
emotions enable important adaptive activity in the face
of other attractive possibilities. Other theories assume
that emotions provide the energetic "oomph" toward a
single action (Frijda, 1986). Emotions, in this view, are
motivational because they direct and energize single
adaptive actions. In addition, of course, there are theo-
ries that eschew motivation and instead argue for infor-
mational functions of affect. Carver and Scheier (1990,
1998), for example, argued that affect is the output
function of a system that monitors that rate of progress
toward a goal. Affect thus indicates rather than moti-
vates the intensity of activity. Batson, Shaw, and
Oleson (1992) also argued that emotions are capable of
amplifying motivational states, but they primarily give
information about what is valued and preferred.

From this variety of perspectives, we are inclined
toward the motivational position. There are certainly
merits to the informational position advanced by
Carver and Scheier (1990, 1998). Affect processes
dovetail seamlessly into their broader model of feed-
back and action control and can thus provide an inter-
nally consistent account of how emotions organize
activity. Yet a considerable body of data supports the
general view that emotions motivate activity, particu-
larly the appearance of emotions before advanced cog-
nition in infancy (Izard, 1978), the obvious motivating
effects of emotions in cognitively simple animals
(Darwin, 1872/1998), the links between emotional
processes and incentive systems in the brain
(Panksepp, 1998), and broad relations between emo-
tions and autonomic activity (Levenson, 1992). With
regard to self-awareness processes more specifically,
there is a lot of support for the gestalt model of consis-
tency motivation (Heider, 1960). The motivating char-
acter of cognitive dissonance, for example, is pretty
well established (Elliot & Devine, 1994; Wicklund &
Brehm, 1976). It seems reasonable that essentially
similar self-standard consistency processes would
have similar dynamic underpinnings. We thus view the
informational model as serving a useful heuristic func-
tion within the cybernetic metaphor and the motivation
model as more reflective of actual affect dynamics.

Self-Awareness and Other
Aspects of Thought

Automatic and Controlled Activity

Contemporary research commonly distinguishes dif-
ferent forms of thinking and acting, such as automatic
versus controlled (Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977), mindless
and mindful (Langer, 1978), and so forth. This distinction
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is central to recent theories of automatic activity (e.g.,
Bargh & Chartrand, 1999), which assume that behavior
will be automatically guided by primed stereotypes and
associations unless it is interrupted or otherwise regulated
(Macrae & Johnston, 1998). Dijksterhuis and van
Knippenberg (2000) extended this reasoning to objective
self-awareness. They suggested that focusing attention
on the self can break automatic links between priming
and behavior because highly self-aware people con-
sciously consider different action possibilities instead au-
tomatically following primed associations. Two studies
found that persons low in self-focus showed the usual
automaticity effects for example, writing more garru-
lous essays after a "politician prime" -, -eas highly
self-aware persons were unaffected by primiun lnanipu-
lations (Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 2000).

Yet we suggest that the correspondence between au-
tomatic versus controlled processing and subjective ver-
sus objective self-awareness is not as tidy as some might
think. Although much activity in the subjective state is
probably habitual and conducted without concern for
one's standards, the objective state itself displays im-
portant aspects of automaticity. Objective self-aware-
ness is not a dispassionate, reflective state in which
people appraise the situation and then select a course of
action. Focusing attention on the self is assumed to initi-
ate an automatic process that compares the self against
one or more standards. By automatic we mean that the
comparison process occurs spontaneously and is not
easily controlled or regulated by conscious, deliberate
thought processes. Indeed, these comparisons need not
occur consciously or involve standards that are them-
selves accessible to conscious awareness. This compari-
son process is assumed to follow gestalt consistency
principles (Heider, 1960). The self-organizing nature of
the comparison system is thus inherent in the system
and might potentially be impervious to conscious cir-
cumvention (cf. Koffka, 1935; Wertheimer, 1945).

Research on self-awareness in clinical disorders
shows how impenetrable this automatic evaluation
process can be. Self-awareness is implicated in a broad
range of clinical problems (see Wells & Matthews,
1994), many of which involve unfavorable self-evalu-
ations. People suffering from depression and social
anxiety, for example, often experience automatic nega-
tive thoughts about the self. Intensive therapy is
needed to regulate these spontaneous evaluations and
attributions. It is noteworthy that successful therapies
cope with this problem by changing the unrealistic
standards involved in the comparison process or by
regulating the self-evaluation after the fact, as in
refraining (e.g., Beck, 1967; Wells & Matthews,
1994). Actually inhibiting or preventing the compari-
son process appears to be difficult.
We suggest that different forms of information pro-

cessing are relevant to objective self-awareness, but

that the processes described by OSA theory do not
neatly assimilate into these categories. OSA might de-
rail automatic effects on behavior, though not because
it invokes a conscious, reflective mode of processing.
Instead, it changes what is important to people by di-
verting attention to an unresolved discrepancy and
arousing motivation to do something about it (Silvia &
Gendolla, in press). Certainly the automatic effects ob-
served thus far have been emotionally neutral and
self-irrelevant-and hence less important than typi-
cal self-standard discrepancies. We have yet to see, for
instance, automatic rejection of one's ambitions or in-
terpersonal ostracization as a result of priming. Yet the
intersections to date are intriguing, and more thought
should be devoted to how automaticity and self-stan-
dard comparison interlock.

Thought Regulation and Suppression

The ironic process theory of mental control (Wegner,
1994) is also worth intersecting with self-awareness.
Wegner proposed that the intention to produce any par-
ticular state of mind activates a monitoring process. This
process is designed to determine the extent of failure to
achieve the desired state of mind. For example, monitor-
ing processes activated by the intention to suppress un-
pleasant thoughts search for instances in which
suppression has failed. Such processes would then be
concerned with precisely those instances in which unde-
sired thoughts, in this case unpleasant thoughts, are
present in the mental system. Indications of failed men-
tal control initiate an operating process. This process at-
tempts to generate the intended state of mind by
searching for mental content that is consistent with the
desired state. In the case of intended suppression of un-
pleasant thoughts, for example, this process searches for
pleasant mental content.

Ironic process theory also specifies when the con-
tent located by the operating process or material re-
vealed by the monitoring process dominates conscious
awareness. When mental capacity required by the op-
erating process is adequate, material found by that
search program will dominate conscious awareness. If
the suppression of unpleasant thoughts is the intended
goal and mental capacity is sufficient, for instance, the
pleasant thoughts found by the operating process
search will dominate consciousness. Alternately, when
mental capacity is suboptimal for the operating pro-
cess, material found by the monitoring will dominate
consciousness. In the case of desired suppression of
unpleasant thoughts, for example, a lack of adequate
mental capacity would lead to domination of conscious
awareness by precisely those thoughts the person is
trying to suppress.
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Wegner (1994) also specified conditions that dimin-
ish the mental capacity required to enable optimal oper-
ating process functioning. These include cognitive load,
insufficient time to achieve intended mental control
goals, stress, and so forth. Under conditions in which the
value of any of these variables is high, the person's con-
sciousness will be concerned with thoughts revealed by
the monitoring rather than the operating system. Thus,
under high cognitive load, for example, a person who
intends to achieve a positive mood state will actually ex-
perience thoughts related to its opposite and become sad
(Wegner, Erber, & Zanakos, 1993).

Ironic process theory is particularly pertinent to mental
processes that might follow the awareness of self-standard
discrepancies. It seems reasonable to assume that aware-
ness of self as deficient relative to what it ought to be could
provoke a desire to suppress that unpleasant ideation.
However, as Wegner (1994) noted, negative self-evalua-
tion and the negative affect associated with such an ap-
praisal could, in and of itself, represent a cognitive load.
Thus, given Wegner's (1994) notion of a self-loading
ironic system, negative self-evaluations induced through
self-awareness could undermine the operating process's
search for positive thoughts about self. This would lead
ironically to increased awareness of thoughts found by the
monitoring process regarding self as being deficient and
undesirable. Such an increase in unpleasant self-relevant
ideation could further elevate cognitive load and from
ironic process theory further increase the extent to which
the content of awareness is focused on negative aspects of
self. Because in Wegner's (1994) opinion this situation rep-
resents the operation of a positive feedback loop, the pro-
cesses leading to increasingly negative self-evaluation
could escalate to the point where a mental obsession with
self as being negative could occur. Future research should
certainly investigate this possibility as well as the broader
links between self-evaluation and the dynamics postulated
in ironic process theory.

Summary

Objective self-awareness theory has taken many
twists and turns during its 30-year history. We have re-
viewed some of the most recent developments and out-
lined some of the continuing problems. Most of the
progress addresses the directionality of activity. The
original theory said very little about how one way of
dealing with a discrepancy was selected from the many
coping possibilities people either reduced the dis-
crepancy or avoided self-focus. The theory now posits
two primary moderators. The first is rate of progress
relative to discrepancy size (Carver et al., 1979a,
1979b; Duval et al., 1992). The second is the person's
attributions for the cause of the discrepancy. People
should act on whatever element is seen as responsible

for the problem, be it self, one's standards, another
person, or some other perceived cause. These two vari-
ables are also intertwined-an insufficient rate leads to
avoidance and, if self is the most plausible cause, de-
fensive attributions to external causes. The theory is
now better equipped to specify why discrepancy re-
duction takes one path rather than another. Standards
have also lost their privileged position within the the-
ory. Self-evaluation is no longer viewed as the relent-
less pursuit of the correct state. OSA theory now
regards standards as being malleable and subject to
change in the service of consistency restoration.

Although progress has been made on the relations
between the concepts of the theory, some questions
still remain about the nature of the concepts them-
selves. Self-awareness research has never devoted
much attention to standards. Past work typically con-
sidered standards downstream of the internalization
process. As a result, not much is known about how
standards are internalized in the first place. The experi-
mental necessity of isolating single standards also ob-
scured the problems associated with the multiplicity of
standards. When standards conflict, or at least suggest
diverging actions, it is not clear what people will do.
Also, affect has always been assumed to have a moti-
vating function in discrepancy reduction, although
there is surprisingly little research that actually tests
this. We hope that these and other uncertainties will
stimulate another 30 years of intriguing research on the
dynamics of self-awareness.
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