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Abstract  

 

Self-verification theory proposes that people prefer others to see them as they see themselves, 

even if their self-views happen to be negative. For example, those who see themselves as 

likable want others to see them as such, and people who see themselves as dislikable want 

others to perceive them that way. Presumably, people seek self-verification because self-

verifying evaluations make the world seem coherent and predictable. In addition, self-

verifying evaluations smooth social interaction by guiding action and letting people know 

what to expect from others. People strive for self-verification by gravitating toward 

interaction partners and settings that seem likely to provide self-confirming evaluations. 

Moreover, once in relationships, people actively evoke self-confirming reactions from their 

partners. Finally, people process feedback about themselves in ways that promote the survival 

of their self-views. In general, self-verification strivings are adaptive and functional, as they 

foster feelings of coherence, reduce anxiety, improve group functioning and erode social 

stereotypes. Nevertheless, for those who possess inappropriately negative self-views, self-

verification may thwart positive change and make their life situations harsher than they would 

be otherwise. In this chapter, I discuss the nature, history, and social implications of self-

verification theory and research.  



Self-verification theory 

It all started with a seven year old boy named Tommy. I met Tommy while working at a 

camp for underprivileged children following my sophomore year in college. I still have a 

vivid memory of our first encounter. It was my first day at the camp, and I was eager to meet 

the kids. As I approached the camp director’s cabin, however, I was alarmed at the sound of 

some boys fighting. I ran over to find Tommy on the ground, pinned down by two other 

children who were wailing on him mercilessly. A couple of other adults (counselors, I learned 

later) and I stepped in to break up the fight. Someone escorted Tommy to the nurse’s office to 

repair the damage, which was minor.  

This was the first of my many memorable encounters with Tommy. Unfortunately, these 

encounters were rarely happy occasions. As the camp director sadly noted, Tommy was a 

little cloud that hung over ―Camp Sunshine,‖ reigning difficulties on almost everyone he 

encountered. The director then noted that my application indicated that I was a psychology 

major, which led her to wonder if I might be interested in trying to figure out what was the 

matter with Tommy. I hesitated before answering. At this point in my life I did not suffer 

from lack of confidence, but I had enough humility to recognize that there was little hope that 

I could develop a deep understanding of a character as complex as Tommy, especially in the 

span of a few months. Nevertheless, I was fascinated by the young boy and his seemingly 

bizarre behavior. Intrigued, I agreed to spend some time observing Tommy and report back to 

the director.  

Over the next few weeks my fascination with Tommy grew, for I was completely 

unprepared for what I observed. In his interactions, Tommy seemed hell bent on turning 

everyone against him: disobeying the counselors, taunting and teasing the other kids, and 

being generally disruptive. His relationship with ―Crazy Louis‖ was particularly remarkable. 

Louis earned his ―Crazy‖ label by ruthlessly assaulting the other children on a daily basis. 

Often his aggressiveness seemed random and unprovoked. All of the children rapidly learned 

to steer clear of Louis--except for Tommy, that is. Tommy seemed drawn to Louis like a 

magnet. Louis would oblige by subjecting Tommy to a steady diet of verbal and physical 

abuse.  

And each evening, when I talked to Tommy about his day, he remembered only the 

negatives—the problems he encountered and the slights that had been directed at him. In 

contrast, when I mentioned the positive things that had happened he seemed confused, 

forgetful, and anxious, returning as quickly as possible to his narrative of negativity.  

What puzzled me about Tommy was that his activities seemed almost tailored made to 

sour his relations with others and perpetuate his incredibly negative self-image. When I 

probed, it seemed like he derived some comfort from the fact that his experiences at the camp 

were every bit as bad as he expected them to be. Tommy not only seemed convinced that the 

world hated him; he seemed reassured when his interactions supported this expectation.  

Tommy’s pathology became easier to understand after I consulted the case worker who 

referred Tommy to the camp. She revealed that he had been the target of a steady stream of 

abuse since he was an infant. Apparently, he had internalized the treatment he received. An 

incredibly negative identity resulted. It was not surprising to me that Tommy’s negative self-

views could be traced to terrible experiences with his caregivers. What was surprising was 

that he seemed to work actively to recreate the negative conditions that generated his negative 

identity in the first place. Most people would seemingly want to escape an ugly past rather 

than recreate it. What made Tommy different? 

It would take me years before I would get a handle on this question, for as an 

undergraduate I lacked the sophistication to address it in a meaningful way. My efforts to 

acquire the training I needed jumpstarted when I gained admission to graduate school in 

social psychology. From my home in Pennsylvania, I headed north to the University of 



Minnesota. There I began working with Mark Snyder, an eminent scholar with interests in the 

self and social interaction. When I arrived I leaned that he was about to launch an exciting 

new program of research. The topic was the self-fulfilling effects of the expectations of some 

persons (―perceivers‖) on the behaviors of their interaction partners (―targets‖). This 

phenomenon seemed to represent the flip side of the activities of Tommy; a ―target‖ whose 

self-views influenced the behavior of all of the ―perceivers‖ around him. I happily immersed 

myself in this project, and was later rewarded with three publications (Snyder & Swann, 

1978; 1978b; Swann & Snyder, 1980).  

It was not until my final year at Minnesota that Tommy reappeared on my intellectual 

radar screen. In designing my dissertation, I decided to test the relative power of the 

expectations of perceivers and the self-views of targets. Guided by my experiences with 

Tommy, I expected that targets who had firmly held self-views would repudiate expectations 

that challenged their self-views, even if their self-views were negative. This was precisely 

what happened—people with negative self-views elicited more negative reactions than people 

with positive self-views. Moreover, the tendency for participants to elicit self-confirming 

reactions was particularly strong when they suspected that their interaction partner held 

positive appraisals of them.  

Upon completion of my dissertation, I took a job at the University of Texas at Austin. 

There, I conducted several follow-ups to my dissertation research with Stephen Read. Those 

studies were packaged together in two papers that appeared in years to follow (Swann & 

Read, 1981a; 1981b). The core argument that Steve and I advanced was that people were like 

Tommy in that they wanted to confirm their self-views. We also suggested that they expressed 

this preference during each of three successive phases of the interaction sequence. In Study 

one, we examined attention. We recruited participants who perceived themselves as either 

likable or dislikable and told them that another person had likely evaluated them in either a 

positive or negative manner. The question was how long participants would read a passage 

that they (erroneously) thought that the evaluator had written about them. Participants who 

saw themselves as likable spent longer reading the passage when they expected it to be 

positive. In contrast, those with negative self-views spent longer reading the passage when 

they expected it to be negative. Study two, my dissertation study, showed that people behaved 

in ways that elicited reactions from their interaction partners that confirmed their self-views. 

Study three focused on what participants remembered about evaluations they received. We 

discovered that participants preferentially recalled self-verifying evaluations. The data offered 

compelling support for our hypotheses: Within each of three distinct phases of social 

interaction, people sought to verify their self-views.  

In a series of follow-up studies, we tested the notion that people seek and value self-

verifying evaluations because they are convinced that they are more informative and 

diagnostic than non-verifying evaluations. Participants in Study one preferentially solicited 

feedback that verified their self-views, whether these self-views were positive or negative. In 

Study two, participants spent more money to obtain verifying as compared to non-verifying 

evaluations. Study three revealed that participants perceived self-verifying evaluations to be 

particularly informative and diagnostic.  

Together, the results presented in the Swann and Read papers strongly suggested that 

Tommy was no anomaly. Rather, there seemed to be a fairly robust tendency for people to 

prefer self-confirming feedback over non-confirming feedback. In fact, this preference 

influenced information seeking, attention, memory, overt behavior, and even perceptions of 

the diagnosticity of the feedback. These studies provided the empirical foundation on which 

the theory would rest. The next task was to flesh out the theory and begin to explore its 

implications. My efforts culminated in the publication of a chapter in which I presented the 

essential elements of this theory (Swann, 1983).  



Self-verification theory 

The core idea underlying self-verification theory was first articulated by Prescott 

Lecky (1945). He proposed that chronic self-views give people a strong sense of coherence 

and they are thus motivated to maintain them. Related ideas re-surfaced a few years later in 

several self-consistency theories (e.g., Aronson, 1968; Festinger, 1957; Secord & Backman, 

1965). Nevertheless, the most prominent consistency theorists transformed Lecky’s theory in 

a fundamental way, for the emphasis on experimentation during that era led to the 

abandonment of Lecky’s emphasis on the role of chronic self-views in consistency strivings. 

Dissonance theory (Aronson, 1968; Festinger, 1957), for example, emphasized the ways in 

which people found consistency by bringing their transient self-images into accord with their 

overt behaviors. Self-verification theory (Swann, 1983) reversed this trend by reinstating 

Lecky’s belief that stable self-views organize people’s efforts to maximize consistency. 

Therefore, rather than changing self-views willy nilly to match behavior, self-verification 

theory holds that people are motivated to maximize the extent to which their experiences 

confirm and reinforce their self-views.  

People’s powerful allegiance to stable self-views can be understood by considering 

how and why they develop self-views in the first place. Theorists have long assumed that 

people form their self-views by observing how others treat them (e.g., Cooley, 1902; Mead, 

1934). As they acquire more and more evidence to support their self-views, people become 

increasingly certain of them. When certainty increases enough, people begin using their self-

views in making predictions about their worlds, guiding behavior, and maintaining a sense of 

coherence, place, and continuity. In this way, stable self-views not only serve the pragmatic 

function of guiding behavior, they also serve the epistemic function of affirming people’s 

sense that things are as they should be. Indeed, firmly held self-views form the centerpiece of 

their knowledge systems. As such, when people strive for self-verification, the viability of 

that system hangs in the balance. It is thus not surprising that by mid-childhood, a preference 

for evaluations that confirm and stabilize self-views emerges (e.g., Cassidy, Ziv, Mehta, & 

Feeney, 2003).  

The origins of the self-verification motive can also be understood from an 

evolutionary perspective. Evolutionary biologists generally agree that humans spent most of 

their evolutionary history in small hunter-gatherer groups. Self-verification strivings would 

have been advantageous in such groups. That is, once people used inputs from the social 

environment to form self-views, self-verification strivings would have stabilized their 

identities and behavior, which in turn would make each individual more predictable to other 

group members (e.g., Goffman, 1959). Mutual predictability would facilitate division of labor, 

making the group more effective in accomplishing its objectives. Ultimately, the stable self-

views fostered by self-verification strivings would bolster survival rates of group members 

(see Leary & Baumeister’s [2000] sociometer theory for another perspective on the utility of 

accurate self-knowledge for group functioning).    

The desire for stable self-views produced by self-verification strivings may also be 

understood on a neurological level. Of their very nature, self-verifying evaluations will be 

more predictable and familiar than non-verifying ones. Such stimuli are not only more 

―perceptually fluent‖ (more readily processed) than unpredictable and unfamiliar stimuli, they 

have also been shown to foster positive affect (e.g., Winkielman, Schwarz, & Nowak, 2002). 

The preference for self-verifying evaluations may therefore stem, at least partially, from basic 

properties of the human brain.  

If stable self-views are essential to human functioning, those who are deprived of them 

should be seriously impaired. This seems to be true. Witness a case study reported by the 

Neurologist Oliver Sacks (1985). Due to chronic alcohol abuse, patient William Thompson 

suffered from memory loss that was so profound that he forgot who he was. Only able to 



remember scattered fragments from his past, Thompson lapsed into a state of psychological 

anarchy. But Thompson did not give up. Instead, he desperately attempted to recover the self 

that eluded him. For instance, he sometimes developed hypotheses about who he was and then 

tested these hypotheses on whomever happened to be present. For example, thinking he was a 

customer at a butcher shop, he approached another patient as tried to identify him: ―You must 

be Hymie, the Kosher butcher next door . . .  But why are there no bloodstains on your coat? . 

.". Tragically, Thompson could never remember the results of his latest ―test.‖ He was thus 

doomed to enact such tests repeatedly for the remainder of his life.  

Thompson’s case not only shows that stable self-views are essential to psychological 

well being, it also shows how essential such self-views are to guiding action. Plagued by a 

sense of self that kept disappearing like the Cheshire Cat, Thompson did not know how to act 

toward people. In a very real sense, his inability to obtain self-verification deprived him of his 

capacity to have meaningful interactions with the people around him. No wonder, then, that 

people enact numerous strategies designed to elicit support for their self-views.  

How self-verification strivings shape social reality 

People may use three distinct processes to create self-verifying social worlds.  First, 

people may construct self-verifying ―opportunity structures‖, that is, social environments that 

satisfy their needs (McCall & Simmons, 1966). They may, for example, seek and enter 

relationships in which they are apt to enjoy confirmation of their self-views (e.g., Swann, 

Pelham & Krull, 1989) and leave relationships in which they fail to receive self-verification 

(Swann, De La Ronde & Hixon, 1994).
 
  

A second self-verification strategy involves the systematic communication of self-

views to others. For example, people may display ―identity cues‖--highly visible signs and 

symbols of who they are. Physical appearances represent a particularly potent class of identity 

cues. The clothes one wears, for instance, can advertise numerous self-views, including one’s 

political leanings, income level, religious convictions, and so on (e.g., Gosling, 2008; Pratt & 

Rafaeli, 1997). Even email addresses can communicate identities to others (Chang-Schneider 

& Swann, 2009).  

People may also communicate their identities to others though their actions. Depressed 

college students, for example, were more likely to solicit unfavorable feedback from their 

roommates than were non-depressed students (Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992). 

Such efforts bore fruit in the form of negative evaluations. That is, the more unfavorable 

feedback they solicited in the middle of the semester, the more their roommates derogated 

them and convinced them to make plans to find another roommate at the end of the semester. 

Furthermore, if people suspect that someone does not perceive them in a manner that befits 

their self-views, they will redouble their efforts to acquire self-verifying reactions. As noted 

earlier, in one study, participants who perceived themselves as either likeable or dislikeable 

learned that they would be interacting with someone who probably found them likeable or 

dislikeable. When participants suspected that their partner saw them either more or less 

favorably than they perceived themselves, they ramped-up their efforts to elicit self-verifying 

evaluations (e.g., Brooks, Mehta, & Swann, 2009; Swann & Hill, 1982; Swann & Read, 

1981a, Study 2). 

And what if people’s efforts to obtain self-verifying evaluations fail?  Even then, 

people may still cling to their self-views through the third strategy of self-verification-- 

―seeing‖ non-existent evidence. Self-views may guide at least three stages of information 

processing: attention, recall, and interpretation. For example, an investigation of selective 

attention revealed that participants with positive self-views spent longer scrutinizing 

evaluations they expected to be positive and people with negative self-views spent longer 

scrutinizing evaluations when they expected them to be negative (Swann & Read, 1981a, 

Study 1). Participants in a follow-up study displayed signs of selective recall. In particular, 



participants who perceived themselves positively remembered more positive than negative 

statements and those who perceived themselves negatively remembered more negative than 

positive statements. Finally, numerous investigations have shown that people tend to interpret 

information in ways that reinforce their self-views. Consider evidence that people with low 

self-esteem perceive their partners’ sentiments toward them as being more negative than they 

actually are (e.g., Murray et. al., 2000).  

Together, attentional, encoding, retrieval, and interpretational processes may stabilize 

people’s self-views by allowing them to ―see‖ their worlds as offering more confirmation for 

their self-views than actually exists (for a review, see Swann, Rentfrow & Guinn, 2003). 

These strategies therefore represent a special case of the tendency for expectancies to channel 

information processing (e.g., Higgins & Bargh, 1987; Shrauger, 1975). 

Interestingly, most investigations of self-verification processes have reported nearly 

symmetrical preferences of participants with positive and negative self-views. That is, just as 

participants with positive self-views displayed a preference for positive evaluations, 

participants with negative self-views displayed a preference for negative evaluations. In the 

early days of my research on self-verification, I had no idea how controversial this evidence 

would prove to be. I was soon to discover, however, that most of my colleagues were 

skeptical of the notion that people with negative self-views preferred negative evaluations. In 

fact, some of them would not buy a word of it.  

The backlash from self-enhancement advocates 

In the early 1980s, I noticed a baffling phenomenon. The more evidence for self-

verification I published, the more skeptical my critics grew. The full magnitude of the 

problem, however, did not occur to me until an encounter with the great Stanley Schachter. 

After I had given a colloquium to the Psychology Department at Columbia (where he was the 

resident Icon), I was excited to see him striding toward me. My excitement morphed into 

apprehension, however, when I noticed a scowl on his face. This was not just any scowl; it 

was so menacing that I instantly became convinced that he was about to take a swing at 

someone. Worse yet, judging from his trajectory, it seemed likely that that someone would be 

me. Stopping just short of my nose, he demanded, ―So, are you telling me that people with 

negative self-concepts actually want negative evaluations?‖ I felt trapped. I sensed that if I 

caved, I would lose face, but if I stood my ground, I would lose my entire head. In the end I 

persuaded myself that I should hang tough, as my relatively youthful reflexes (he was more 

than twice my age) and wrestling experience would surely save me from serious injury. So 

convinced, I answered ―At some level, yes‖ and prepared to duck. He stared at me in 

disbelief; I defiantly stared back. After what seemed like an eternity (spectators later told me 

the entire interaction was less than a minute), he announced loudly ―I don’t believe it‖ and 

marched off in a huff. 

For a host of reasons, Schachter’s reaction was deeply troubling. It was bad enough that 

one of the world’s most eminent social psychologists found my findings unpersuasive. More 

worrisome was the possibility that his concerns represented the tip of a much more ominous 

iceberg. Indeed, I would soon realize that for an increasingly vocal group of critics, my 

findings were not simply counter-intuitive; they had been thoroughly discredited more than a 

decade earlier. The focal point of their concerns was an early study by Aronson and Carlsmith 

(1962). In this study, the experimenter asked a group of Harvard students to determine if the 

people pictured in series of photographs suffered from schizophrenia. After each of 100 trials, 

he delivered either positive or negative feedback to subjects. The crucial group received 

predominantly negative feedback for the first 80 trials followed by positive feedback on the 

last 20 trials. Shortly thereafter the experimenter indicated that there had been an oversight and 

asked subjects to take the final 20 trials of the test again.  



Aronson and Carlsmith’s (1962) dependent measure was the extent to which subjects 

modified their responses to the final trials. Surprisingly, those who received unexpectedly 

positive feedback undermined their good fortune by modifying their responses! Theoretically, 

80 trials of negative feedback had caused these participants to develop negative self-

conceptions so that the positive feedback on the final trials produced dissonance. They 

accordingly altered their responses on the last 20 trials to reduce the dissonance created by the 

unexpectedly positive feedback. 

Unfortunately, the results of the Aronson and Carlsmith study proved to be as difficult to 

replicate as they were provocative, with only 4 of 17 replication attempts succeeding (Dipboye, 

1977). This rather dismal track record was enough to convince most people that Aronson and 

Carlsmith's findings were a fluke. More generally, critics argued that in a fair fight, self-

consistency strivings were no match for self-enhancement strivings. This belief remains firmly 

entrenched among many social psychologists to this day, with most contemporary theorists 

tending either to subsume self-consistency strivings within a self-enhancement perspective 

(e.g., Schlenker, 1985; Sedikides, 2008; Steele, 1988; Tesser, 1988) or to ignore them 

altogether.  

My critics, noting a superficial similarly between the Aronson and Carlsmith (1962) 

findings and self-verification effects, dismissed evidence for self-verification. This was 

misguided, for it is inappropriate to link the two sets of findings. Most important, if one looks 

closely at the procedures employed in the two sets of studies, one sees a crucial difference. In 

the self-verification studies, the experimenters measured the self-concepts of participants. This 

allowed them to tap into people’s desire for self-stability and coherence. In contrast, Aronson 

and Carlsmith sought to manipulate self-views (by presenting participants with feedback 

indicating that they were unable to diagnose schizophrenics). Surely, providing negative 

feedback to a 20 year old Harvard student is not likely to convince him that he does not know a 

crazy person when he sees one. For this reason, such a manipulation may put people in a bad 

mood, but it will not produce the chronic negative self-views needed to motivate self-

verification strivings.  

From this perspective, difficulties in replicating the Aronson and Carlsmith findings 

have no bearing on the replicability of self-verification effects. And, in fact, subsequent 

research bolstered this conclusion. Indeed, over the next several years, researchers in other 

labs and my own students replicated the basic self-verification effect (i.e., people with 

negative self-views preferred and sought negative over positive evaluations) dozens of times 

(e.g., Hixon & Swann, 1993; Robinson & Smith-Lovin, 1992; Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, 

& Gilbert, 1990; Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull & Pelham, 1992; 

Swann, Wenzlaff & Tafarodi, 1992). Figure 1 shows an exemplary set of findings: just as 

people with positive self-views preferred to interact with a positive evaluator, people with 

negative self-views preferred to interact with someone who evaluated them negatively. 

Further, people with negative self-views seem to be truly drawn to self-verifying interaction 

partners rather than simply avoiding non-verifying ones. For example, when given the option 

of being in a different experiment, people with negative self-views chose to interact with a 

negative evaluator over participating in another experiment. Similarly, they chose being in a 

different experiment over interacting with a positive evaluator (Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 

1992).  

 Both men and women displayed this propensity, whether or not the self-views were 

easily changed and whether the self-views were associated with qualities that were specific 

(intelligence, sociability, dominance) or global (self-esteem, depression).  People were 

particularly likely to seek self-verifying evaluations if their self-views were confidently held 

(e.g., Pelham & Swann, 1994; Swann & Ely, 1984; Swann, Pelham, & Chidester, 1988) and 

important (Swann & Pelham, 2002), or extreme (Giesler, Josephs, & Swann, 1996).  



Moreover, in recent years researchers have shown that people also strive to verify negative 

(and positive) self-views associated with group membership. Such strivings emerge for both 

collective self-views (which are identities that characterize the person as well as the typical 

group member; Chen, Chen, & Shaw, 2004) and group identities, which refer to qualities of 

typical group members that may or may not characterize individual group members; Gomez et 

al., in press; LeMay & Ashmore, 2004).  

In the face of such converging evidence, most adherents of the assumption that self-

enhancement is the pre-potent motivator of human behavior eventually relinquished their 

assertion that self-verification effects were not robust. Instead, they began to assert that the 

tendency for people with negative self-views to prefer and seek negative evaluations is 

counter-intuitive and bizarre. To counter such claims, I realized that I needed to show why 

people seek self-verification.     

Why people self-verify 

It is obvious why people work to maintain some negative self-views. After all, everyone 

possesses flaws and weaknesses and it makes perfect sense to develop and maintain negative 

self-views that correspond to these flaws and weaknesses. For example, people who lack 

some ability (as in those who are tone-deaf or cannot jump) will have numerous reasons for 

bringing others to recognize their shortcomings. For instance, when the appraisals of 

relationship partners square with objective reality, such partners will develop realistic 

expectations that the person can confirm and thus avoid disappointing the partner.  

The adaptiveness of self-verification strivings, however, is much less obvious when 

people develop globally negative self-views (e.g., ―I am worthless‖) that have no clear 

objective basis. Active efforts to maintain such negative self-views by, for example, 

gravitating toward harsh or abusive partners, is surely maladaptive. At the very least, such 

activities seem to directly contradict the predictions of one of social psychology’s most 

prominent approaches, self-enhancement theory. In fact, one of the greatest challenges to self-

verification researchers is understanding how the motive interacts with the self-enhancement 

motive (e.g., Kwang & Swann, 2009).  

Self-enhancement vs. self-verification. 

Self-enhancement theory can be traced back at least as far as Allport (1937). By positing a 

vital and universal human need to view oneself positively, Allport sowed the seeds for what 

would develop into a patchwork of loosely related propositions dubbed ―self-enhancement 

theory‖ (S.C. Jones, 1973). Today this theory has received considerable support, including 

evidence that people are motivated to obtain, maintain, and increase positive self-regard. 

There are also indications that the desire for self-enhancement is truly fundamental. First, 

there is the apparent ubiquity of this desire. Whether one examines people’s social judgments, 

attributions, or overt behaviors, there appears to be a widespread tendency for them to favor 

themselves over others (for a review, see Leary, 2007). Second, traces of a preference for 

positivity emerge at a tender age. Indeed, within mere weeks of developing the ability to 

discriminate facial characteristics, five-month-olds attend more to smiling faces than to non-

smiling ones (Shapiro, Eppler, Haith, & Reis, 1987). Similarly, as early as four and a half 

months of age, children preferentially orient to voices that have the melodic contours of 

acceptance (Fernald, 1993). Third, among adults, a preference for positive evaluations 

emerges before other preferences (Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990). In 

particular, when forced to choose between two evaluators quickly, participants selected the 

positive evaluator even if they viewed themselves negatively. Only when given time to reflect 

did participants with negative self-views chose the negative, self-verifying partner.   

Yet as potent as the desire for positivity may be, the results summarized earlier in this 

chapter indicate that self-verification strivings are quite robust. In fact, contrary to self-

enhancement theory, people with negative self-views display a clear tendency to seek and 



embrace negative rather than positive partners. Furthermore, although the early 

demonstrations of self-verification strivings were conducted in the laboratory, later field 

studies showed a parallel pattern that was, in many respects, even more remarkable than the 

initial studies. The first study in this series was designed to compare how people with positive 

self-views and negative self-views react to marital partners whose appraisals varied in 

positivity (Swann, De La Rhonde, & Hixon, 1994). The investigators recruited married 

couples who were either shopping at a local mall or horseback riding at a ranch in central 

Texas. The researchers approached potential participants and invited them to complete a 

series of questionnaires. They began with the Self-Attributes Questionnaire (SAQ; Pelham & 

Swann, 1989), a measure that focused on five attributes that most Americans regard as 

important: intelligence, social skills, physical attractiveness, athletic ability, and artistic 

ability. Then participants completed it again. This time, however, they rated their spouse. 

Finally, husbands and wives completed a measure of their commitment to the relationship. 

While each person completed these questionnaires, his or her spouse completed the same 

ones. The researchers thus had indices of what everyone thought of themselves, what their 

spouses thought of them, and how committed they were to the relationship.  

 How did people react to positive or negative evaluations from their spouses? As 

shown in Figure 2, people with positive self-views responded in the intuitively-obvious 

way—the more favorable their spouses were, the more committed they were. By contrast, 

people with negative self-views displayed the opposite reaction; the more favorable their 

spouses were, the less committed they were.  Those with moderate self-views were most 

committed to spouses who appraised them moderately.   

Subsequent researchers attempted to replicate this effect (e.g., Cast & Burke, 2002; De 

La Ronde & Swann, 1998; Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Ritts & Stein, 1995; Schafer, 

Wickrama, & Keith, 1996). Although the strength of the effect varied, each study reported 

some evidence that people preferred self-verifying spouses, even if their self-views were 

negative. A meta-analysis revealed that among married persons, the self-verification effect 

was stronger than the self-enhancement effect (Kwang & Swann, 2009). Moreover, a parallel 

finding emerged in a study of college student roommates (Swann & Pelham, 2002). 

Nevertheless, rather than accepting such findings as evidence of a desire for self-verification, 

advocates of self-enhancement theory refused to give up the fight. Instead, they insisted that 

what appeared to be self-verification strivings were, ironically, self-enhancement strivings 

gone awry.  

Are self-verification strivings actually self-enhancement strivings in disguise?  

One variation on this argument has been that self-verification effects are driven by a 

tiny segment of the population who suffer from flawed personalities such as masochism or 

self-destructive tendencies. From this vantage point, it was the personality flaw rather than the 

negative self-view that caused people with negative self-views to embrace negative 

evaluations and evaluators. 

One counter to such claims is offered by an interesting aspect of the results of the 

investigation of married couples described above. Careful inspection of the findings revealed 

that it was not just persons with negative self-views who eschewed overly positive 

evaluations, for even people with positive self-views displayed less commitment to spouses 

whose evaluations were extremely favorable (Swann, De La Ronde & Hixon, 1994). Thus, the 

self-verification effect was not restricted to people with negative self-views; anyone who 

sensed that a spouse appraised them in an overly favorable manner tended to withdraw from 

the relationship.  

Although these data are consistent with a self-verification explanation, they do not 

explicitly show that it was the self-views of people who thought poorly of themselves that 

caused them to choose negative evaluators. In search of such evidence, we (Swann, Hixon, 



Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990) hypothesized that there were differences in the cognitive 

operations that gave rise to self-enhancement versus self-verification strivings. In principle, 

self-enhancement strivings seem to require only one step: upon classifying the evaluation, 

people embrace positive evaluations and reject negative evaluations. In contrast, self-

verification strivings logically require at least two steps. After classifying the evaluation, it 

needed to be compared to the self-view, for only then could the person choose to embrace 

verifying evaluations and avoid non-verifying ones. With this reasoning in hand, we predicted 

that depriving people of cognitive resources while they were choosing an interaction partner 

would interfere with their ability to access their self-concept. As a result, people who might 

ordinarily self-verify would self-enhance instead (cf., Paulhus & Levitt, 1987).  

We tested these ideas by depriving participants of cognitive resources. In one study we 

did this by having people rehearse a phone number. While they struggled not to forget the 

phone number, they chose between a positive or negative evaluation. Deprived of the 

cognitive resources they needed to compare the evaluation with their self-view, people with 

negative self-views suddenly behaved like their positive self-view compatriots—they chose 

positive evaluations over negative ones. When these same participants were later given 

several moments to access their self-views, however, they chose the negative, self-verifying 

evaluations. Later studies replicated this effect using other manipulations of resource 

deprivation, such as having participants choose partners hurriedly (Hixon & Swann, 1993).  

By showing that it was the ability to access their negative self-views that caused participants 

to choose negative evaluators, the resource deprivation studies showed that self-views rather 

than ―flawed personalities‖ underlied self-verification strivings.   

Another way of testing the flawed personalities hypothesis was to determine what 

people were thinking as they chose an interaction partner. To this end, we (Swann, Stein-

Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992) conducted a ―think aloud‖ study. People with positive and negative 

self-views thought out loud into a tape recorder as they chose an evaluator to interact with. As 

in the earlier studies, people with positive self-views tended to choose the positive evaluator 

and people with negative self-views tended to choose the negative evaluator. Of greatest 

relevance here, subsequent analyses of the tape recordings revealed no evidence that 

masochism or self-destructive tendencies drove the self-verifying choices of participants. To 

the contrary, participants with negative self-views seemed torn and ambivalent as they chose 

negative partners.  One person with negative self-views, for example, noted that:  

I like the [favorable] evaluation but I am not sure that it is, ah, correct, maybe. It 

sounds good, but [the negative evaluator] ... seems to know more about me. So, I'll 

choose [the negative evaluator]. 

The think-aloud study also provided direct support for self-verification theory. The 

remarks of self-verifiers--both those with negative self-views who chose negative partners and 

those with positive self-views who chose favorable partners—indicated that they preferred 

partners who made them feel that they knew themselves. Consistent with self-verification 

theory, they were concerned with the match between the partner's evaluation and what they 

knew to be true of them:  

Yeah, I think that's pretty close to the way I am. [the negative evaluator] better reflects 

my own view of myself, from experience.  

There was also evidence that pragmatic considerations contributed to self-verification 

strivings, with self-verifiers voicing a concern with getting along with the evaluators during 

the forthcoming interaction: 

Since [the negative evaluator] seems to know my position and how I feel 

sometimes, maybe I'll be able to get along with him. 

In short, the results of the think aloud study indicated that both epistemic and pragmatic 

considerations motivated participants to choose partners whose evaluations confirmed their 



self-views. As I will show below, the results of the think-aloud study, together with the 

marriage partner study, were also useful in addressing the possibility that people sought 

negative evaluations in a misguided effort to obtain positive evaluations.  

Perceptiveness of the evaluator. The distinction between desiring an evaluator who seems 

perceptive versus one who bolsters one’s feelings of coherence parallels the difference 

between buying a car because it looks sporty versus choosing it because it makes one feel 

admired. In the think-aloud study, people who mentioned a concern with perceptiveness 

focused on qualities of the evaluator, such as being "on the ball" or "insightful." In contrast, 

people who emphasized coherence stressed a concern with feeling that the evaluator made 

them feel that they knew themselves. Those who mentioned being concerned with the 

perceptiveness of the evaluator were not the same ones who expressed coherence-related 

concerns, indicating that the two sets of concerns were independent. In addition, results of the 

marriage partner study indicated that relationship quality was driven by the extent to which 

the spouse was self-confirming rather than perceptive. In particular, commitment to 

relationships correlated with confidence that their spouses' appraisals would make them "feel 

that they really knew themselves" rather than "confused them." Commitment was not related 

with estimates of the perceptiveness of spouses, however.  

 Self-improvement. Another rival explanation was that people with negative self-views 

choose interaction partners who thought poorly of them because they believed that such 

partners might give them critical feedback that would help them improve themselves. 

Participants in the think-aloud study did not mention this possibility, however. The results of 

the marital partners study also countered this possibility. When asked if they thought their 

spouse would provide them with information that would enable them to improve themselves, 

people with negative self-views were decidedly pessimistic, thus arguing against the 

possibility that this motive drew them into self-verifying relationships. 

 Perceived similarity. Considerable evidence indicates that people prefer those who 

have similar values and beliefs. For example, people typically prefer their friends and 

associates who share their political beliefs, tastes in music, and the like (Byrne, 1971). Given 

this, it may be that people find self-verifying partners appealing because they suspect that 

such partners will agree with them on topics and issues that are unrelated to who they are. 

Contrary to this possibility, participants in the think aloud study scarcely mentioned the 

partners’ likely attitudes. The results of the marital partner study also provided no evidence 

that people’s affinity for self-verifying partners reflected an effort to align themselves with 

spouses possessing similar attitudes.  

 Winning converts. Converting an enemy into a friend is generally difficult, so pulling 

off such a stunt ought to be especially gratifying. Conceivably, this is what people with 

negative self-views had on their minds when they chose partners who viewed them 

negatively. In fact, several participants in the think aloud study did allude to a desire to win 

over a partner, as evidenced by comments such as "I kind of think that [the negative 

evaluator] is...the kind of guy or girl I'd like to meet and I would like to show them…". Yet, it 

was only people with positive self-views who mentioned this concern; people with negative 

self-views never brought it up. This stands to reason, as people with negative self-views 

surely lack confidence that they can readily turn an enemy into a friend.  

 The marriage partner study provided further ammunition against the "winning 

converts" hypothesis. If people with negative self-views wished to "convert" a spouse who 

was initially critical, they should have expressed the most interest in partners whose 

evaluations of them seemed likely to grow more favorable over the course of the relationship.  

To the contrary, people with negative self-views tended to commit themselves more to 

spouses whose evaluations they expected to grow increasingly negative over time. Clearly, 



people with negative self-views choose rejecting interaction partners for very different 

reasons than people with positive self-views did.  

Self-verification vs accuracy.  Some critics have asserted that evidence of self-

verification processes is unsurprising because people with negative self-views are merely 

seeking evaluations that confirm actual deficiencies. Let me begin by acknowledging that 

people with negative self-views undoubtedly possess some negative qualities. Tragically, 

people sometimes develop the conviction that they are flawed when in reality they are not. 

Support for this idea comes from research in which the researchers examined the feedback 

seeking activities of people who were clinically depressed (Giesler, Josephs, & Swann, 1996). 

Depressed people regarded negative evaluations to be especially accurate and were more apt 

to seek them. This finding is significant because there is no evidence that depressed people 

actually possess chronic deficiencies that would justify their quest for negative feedback. 

Similarly, it is difficult to imagine a convincing justification for the tendency for people with 

low self-esteem to feel that they are worthless and undeserving of love. Finally, if depressed 

persons were truly as deficient as their negative self-views would suggest, one would expect 

that their negative self-views would remain this way on a more-or-less permanent basis. They 

do not: once depression clears, the self-views of formerly depressed people bounce back to 

normal.   

Note that I am not suggesting that people have no interest in winning the approval of 

their relationship partners. Indeed, the self-verification process requires that relationships 

survive, for there can be no self-verification if there is no relationship. For this reason, people 

are highly motivated to bring their relationship partners to see them positively on qualities 

that are essential to the survival of the relationship. Physical attractiveness is one such quality. 

Not surprisingly, target persons not only want their dating partners to see them as much more 

attractive than they see themselves, they actually take steps to ensure their partners view them 

this way (e.g., Swann, Bosson, & Pelham, 2000). Moreover, such steps are effective, for 

people’s partners actually develop appraisals that verify targets’ more-attractive-than-usual 

selves. Apparently, people with negative self-views recognize that for their relationships to 

remain viable, they must be perceived in a relatively positive manner on relationship-relevant 

dimensions. We dubbed this phenomenon ―strategic self-verification,‖ as people gained 

verification for strategic selves that differed from their chronic selves.  

How can evidence of strategic self-verification be reconciled with the research 

discussed earlier indicating that people seek and elicit self-verifying evaluations? Apparently, 

people with negative self-views prefer and seek negative evaluations regarding characteristics 

that are low in relationship-relevance (e.g., intelligence, artistic), presumably because 

verification of such negative qualities will not threaten the viability of the relationship. At the 

same time, on dimensions that are critical to the relationship, they strive to acquire 

evaluations that are more positive than those that they typically receive but which verify the 

self that they have presented to their partners. In this way, targets may receive verification of 

qualities that are low in relationship relevance as well as verification of circumscribed, highly 

positive selves that they negotiate with their partner on qualities that are high in relationship 

relevance (cf., Neff & Karney, 2005).   

Interestingly, this evidence for the moderating role of relationship-relevance is 

consistent with self-verification theory’s notion that people strive for convergence between 

their self-views and the social realities that maintain them. Nevertheless, it is inconsistent with 

the theory’s assumption that people strive to negotiate identities that match their chronic self-

views (Swann, 1983). Apparently, people will seek verification of their negative self-views 

only if doing so does not risk being abandoned, for abandonment would completely cut off 

the supply of verification (cf. Hardin & Higgins’s, 1996, discussion of people’s unwillingness 

to embrace epistemic truth if it undermines the relationship aspect of shared realities). While 



enacting such relationship-specific selves departs from the assumptions of classical trait and 

self theory, it is quite consistent with Mischel and Shoda’s (1999) notion that people strive for 

intra-individual consistency and with my suggestion that people strive for circumscribed 

accuracy (e.g., Gill & Swann, 2004; Swann, 1984). It is also consistent with conceptions of 

the self in East Asia in which people eschew self-descriptions that emphasize abstract traits in 

favor of self-views that emphasize responsiveness to social roles and cross-situational 

flexibility (e.g., Choi & Choi, 2002; Kanagawa, 2001; for a discussion , see English, Chen, & 

Swann, 2008).  

Returning to the more general point here, our research has uncovered little support for 

various ironic explanations of self-verification strivings. Instead, it appears that a desire for 

self-stability and associated feelings of coherence motivates people to strive for self-

verification. If self-verification strivings are indeed built into our psychological architecture, 

one would expect two things. First, self-verification strivings should act as a powerful 

counter-point to self-enhancement strivings. A recent meta-analysis supports this possibility, 

indicating that self-verification strivings trumped self-enhancement strivings on measures of 

feedback seeking and relationship quality while self-enhancement strivings prevailed only 

when researchers focused on affective reactions (Kwang & Swann, 2009). Second, 

researchers should find that self-verification is associated with various personal and social 

benefits.  

The personal and social psychological utility of self-verification  

There is growing evidence that self-verification strivings predict a host of important 

outcomes. These outcomes occur at several different levels of analysis, including the 

individual, interpersonal, and societal level of analysis.  

Individual outcomes.  

For the roughly 70% of people who have positive self-views (e.g., Diener & Diener, 

1995), the case for the personal adaptiveness of self-verification strivings is clear and 

compelling. Self-verification strivings bring stability to people’s lives, rendering their 

experiences more coherent, orderly, and comprehensible than they would be otherwise. 

Success in acquiring self-verifying evaluations may bring with it important psychological 

benefits. For example, insofar as people’s partners are self-verifying, their relationships will 

be more predictable and manageable. Such predictability and manageability may not only 

enable people to achieve their relationship goals (e.g., raising children, coordinating careers), 

it may also be psychologically comforting and anxiety reducing.  

For people with negative self-views, however, the fruits of self-verification strivings are 

adaptive in some instances but not in others. In most instances, seeking verification for 

negative self-views will be adaptive when such views accurately reflect immutable personal 

limitations (e.g., lack of height). Despite contentions to the contrary (Taylor & Brown, 1989), 

there is no convincing evidence that self-delusions are adaptive (Kwang & Swann, 2009).  

The picture is much cloudier, however, when people develop inappropriately negative 

self-views—that is, self-views that exaggerate or misrepresent their limitations (e.g., believing 

that one is fat when one is thin or dull witted when one is bright). On the positive side, 

eliciting negative but self-verifying evaluations has the virtue of holding anxiety at bay. For 

example, one set of investigators (Wood, Heimpel, Newby-Clark, & Ross, 2005) contrasted 

the reactions of high and low self-esteem participants to success experiences. Whereas high 

self-esteem persons reacted quite favorably to success, low self-esteem participants reported 

being anxious and concerned, apparently because they found success to be surprising and 

unsettling (cf. Lundgren, & Schwab, 1977). Similarly, others (Ayduk, Mendes, Akinola & 

Gyurak, 2008) observed participants' cardiovascular responses to positive and negative 

evaluations. When people with negative self-views received positive feedback, they were 

physiologically "threatened" (distressed and avoidant). In contrast, when they received 



negative feedback, participants with negative self-views were physiologically "challenged" or 

―galvanized‖ (i.e., cardiovascularly aroused but in a manner associated with approach 

motivation). The opposite pattern emerged for people with positive self-views. 

If people with negative self-views are stressed by positive information, over an 

extended period such information might actually produce debilitation. Empirical support for 

this possibility comes from several independent investigations. An initial pair of prospective 

studies (Brown & McGill, 1989) compared the impact of positive life events on the health 

outcomes of people with low versus high self-esteem. Positive life events (e.g., improvement 

in living conditions, getting good grades) predicted increases in health among high self-

esteem participants but decreases in health among people low in self-esteem. Recent 

investigations by Shimizu and Pelham (2004) replicated and extended these results while 

controlling for negative affectivity, thereby undercutting the rival hypothesis that negative 

affect influenced both self-reported health and reports of symptoms. Remarkably, in all of 

these studies, positive life events were apparently so unsettling to people with low self-esteem 

that their physical health suffered.   

But if receiving verification for negative self-views may be beneficial in some respects, 

the costs may outweigh the benefits in cases in which the self-views are more negative than 

warranted by objective reality.  For instance, self-verification strivings may prompt people 

with negative self-views to gravitate toward partners who mistreat them, undermine their 

feelings of self-worth, or even abuse them. Once ensconced in such relationships, people may 

be unable to benefit from therapy because returning home to a self-verifying partner may 

undo the progress that was made in the therapist’s office (Swann & Predmore, 1984). And the 

workplace may offer little solace, for the feelings of worthlessness that plague people with 

low self-esteem may make them ambivalent about receiving fair treatment, ambivalence that 

may undercut their propensity to insist that they get what they deserve from their employers 

(Weisenfeld, Swann, Brockner, & Bartel, 2007). Moreover, such tragic outcomes are not 

limited to global negative self-views. As mentioned above, people who are thin sometimes 

develop the mistaken impression that they are fat, a perception that gives rise to anorexia, a 

major killer of teenage girls (Hoek, 2006). Clearly, for those who develop erroneous negative 

self-views, it is important to take steps to disrupt the self-verifying cycles in which they are 

often trapped (Swann, 1996; Swann, Chang-Schneider & McClarty, 2007).  More generally, 

such instances illustrate how the process of self-verification can sometimes have negative 

consequences even though it is adaptive for most people most of the time.  

 Interpersonal outcomes.  

Earlier, I speculated that during human evolutionary history, self-verification strivings 

may have increased inclusive fitness by making successful self-verifiers more predictable to 

other group members. Modern humans may benefit from self-verification strivings for similar 

reasons. In fact, research indicates that when members of small groups receive self-

verification from other group members, their commitment to the group increases and 

performance improves (Swann, Milton, & Polzer, 2000; Swann, Polzer, Seyle & Ko, 2003). 

Self-verification processes seem to be especially useful in small groups composed of 

people from diverse backgrounds. That is, out of a fear that they will be misunderstood, 

members of diverse groups may often be careful to avoid expressing controversial ideas. Self-

verification may reduce such fear by convincing them that they are understood. For this 

reason, they may open up to their co-workers. Such openness may, in turn, lead them to 

express off beat ideas that lead to creative solutions to problems. Performance may benefit 

(Polzer, Milton, & Swann, 2002; Seyle, Athle, & Swann, 2009).  

 Societal outcomes.  

Self-verification processes are also adaptive for groups and the larger society. Because 

self-verification processes make people predictable to one another, they may grease the 



wheels of social interaction. Self-verification processes seem to be especially useful in small 

groups composed of people from diverse backgrounds. In fact, when group members offer 

one another self-verification, relatively diverse groups actually outperform relatively non-

diverse groups—an instance in which the ―value in diversity hypothesis‖ seems to hold true 

(e.g., Polzer, Milton & Swann, 2002; Swann, Polzer, Seyle & Ko, 2004).   

Self-verification can also help eradicate social stereotypes.  In small groups, those who 

offer other group members self-verification are more apt to individuate them—that is, 

recognize them as unique individuals rather than as exemplars of social stereotypes (Swann, 

Kwan, Polzer, & Milton, 2003a). Over time, such treatment could influence targets and 

perceivers alike. Targets who are treated as unique individuals will be encouraged to develop 

qualities that reflect their idiosyncratic competences and capacities. At the same time, 

perceivers who individuate other group members will relinquish their social stereotypes 

(Swann, Kwan, Polzer, & Milton, 2003b). 

There is also evidence that self-verification strivings may play a role in extreme 

behaviors. In a recent series of studies, investigators identified a group of people whose 

personal identities were ―fused‖ with their social identities (Swann, Gómez, Seyle, Morales, 

& Huici, 2009). Because the personal and social self are functionally equivalent among such 

individuals, activating one is tantamount to activating the other.  Consistent with this, when 

we activated a personal self by challenging its validity, people displayed triggered 

compensatory self-verification strivings. Among fused persons, such compensatory activity 

took the form of increased willingness to perform extraordinary behaviors, such as dying for 

the group. 

 

New Directions  

Current research on self-verification is moving in at least four distinct directions. One 

approach focuses on tradeoffs between self-verification and other motives such as positivity, 

particularly in close relationships (e.g., Neff & Karney, 2005). One fascinating issue here is 

how people create and sustain idiosyncratic social worlds that are disjunctive with the worlds 

that they have created outside the relationship (Swann et al., 2002). Another emerging theme 

(e.g., Chen et al., 2004; Gomez et al., in press) has been on the verification of social identities 

(i.e., identities associated with the groups people align themselves with, such as Democrat, 

American), as compared to personal identities (i.e., self-views referring to personal qualities, 

such as intelligent, athletic). A third set of questions have emerged regarding similarities and 

differences in the way that self-verification strivings unfold in other cultures (English et. al., 

2008). My take on this issue is that all people desire coherence and predictability but that this 

desire may express itself differently depending upon the extent to which the culture values 

selves that are cross-situationally consistent (e.g., Western culture) or relationship specific 

(e.g., some Asian cultures).  

Much of my own recent work has focused on the interplay of self-verification strivings 

and identity negotiation, the processes whereby people in relationships reach agreements 

regarding ―who is who.‖ Identity negotiation theory (Swann & Bosson, 2008) integrates self-

verification theory’s emphasis on the activities of targets of social perception with behavioral 

confirmation theory’s (Snyder & Swann, 1978b) emphasis on the activities of perceivers. My 

recent interest in identity negotiation theory has brought me full circle, as I am once again 

examining the impact of interpersonal expectancies, as I did as a graduate student. This time 

around, however, I can exploit the knowledge gained during three decades of research on self-

verification processes. At the very least, I feel that I now have some insight into the nature 

and consequences of the negative identities that Tommy negotiated with his peers and the 

staff at Camp Sunshine.  
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