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Empirical Research Paper

People want to view themselves positively; yet threats to 
these positive self-views are ubiquitous. First-year under-
graduates, for example, face various self-threats, including 
social rejection, negative feedback, and bad grades. One 
effective response to self-threat is self-affirmation—reflect-
ing on a source of global self-integrity outside of the threat-
ened domain (Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 1988). 
Research has documented the benefits of self-affirmation in 
multiple domains including education, health, and relation-
ships (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). Given the pervasiveness of 
self-threats, examining what people know about self-affir-
mation may shed light on self-directed adaptive coping. The 
present research examines people’s beliefs about the useful-
ness of self-affirmation for self-threat compared with other 
negative situations and their beliefs about the efficacy of 
self-affirmation compared with other responses to self-threat. 
Importantly, we examine whether individual differences in 
these beliefs predict how people cope with self-threat.

Self-Affirmation Theory

Self-affirmation theory posits that people want to maintain 
their self-integrity—their view of the self as “morally and 
adaptively adequate” (Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 
1988)—and restore it when experiencing self-threat. A 
smoker who learns that smoking increases the risk of lung 
disease can cope in many ways. They could be defensive 

(e.g., downplay the risk; Sherman et al., 2000)—though this 
strategy may fail to serve them in the long term. Alternatively, 
the smoker may self-affirm. Doing so may help them cope, 
accept the threatening information, and change their behav-
ior to prioritize health (Epton & Harris, 2008).

A common manipulation of self-affirmation is the values 
affirmation exercise (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Fein & 
Spencer, 1997) in which participants select their most impor-
tant values from a list and write about why those values are 
important to them. This brief yet powerful exercise can buf-
fer people from various self-threats. For example, caffeine 
drinkers who completed the values affirmation exercise (rel-
ative to a control activity) were less defensive about informa-
tion linking caffeine consumption with cancer (Sherman 
et al., 2000). Values affirmation has also buffered Black and 
Latinx students from the effects of stereotype threat (the 
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concern that one might be negatively stereotyped), leading to 
reductions in underperformance for 2 to 3 years (Brady et al., 
2016; Cohen et al., 2009; Sherman et al., 2013) and promot-
ing the probability of college enrollment 7 to 9 years later 
(Goyer et al., 2017).

Although self-affirmation interventions can lead to posi-
tive outcomes (for a meta-analysis, see Wu et al., 2021), 
there have been notable replication failures (Dee, 2015; 
Hanselman et al., 2017; Protzko & Aronson, 2016). Recent 
efforts have therefore sought to understand when and why 
interventions are successful (Easterbrook et al., 2021). One 
individual-level mechanism that has been proposed for suc-
cessful interventions is spontaneous self-affirmation—peo-
ple’s self-initiated elaboration on their values. Spontaneous 
self-affirmation can be assessed as a response to self-threat 
(though self-affirmation interventions typically occur before 
a self-threat; Critcher et al., 2010). At-risk Latinx students in 
a self-affirmation intervention were more likely to spontane-
ously self-affirm when writing about academic stressors, and 
this spontaneous self-affirmation mediated the benefits of 
the intervention on grades (Brady et al., 2016).

Most spontaneous self-affirmation research has adopted 
a trait approach: participants to self-report their tendency 
to engage in self-affirmation (Harris et al., 2019; example 
item: “When I feel threatened or anxious by people or 
events, I find myself thinking about my values”). Individual 
differences in these tendencies have been linked to posi-
tive outcomes in health and well-being (Emanuel et al., 
2018; Persoskie et al., 2015; Taber et al., 2016). Although 
the trait approach can identify who does or does not engage 
in spontaneous self-affirmation, it cannot explain why 
some people may not engage in this effective response to 
self-threat. Understanding these mechanisms may help not 
only reveal the necessary conditions required for people to 
use self-affirmation effectively as a coping tool but may 
also improve existing interventions. We address this issue 
directly by adopting a regulatory perspective, suggesting 
that people may differ in their situation-specific beliefs 
about the benefits of self-affirmation (see Mischel & 
Shoda, 1995).

Self-Affirmation Beliefs

Examining situation-specific beliefs is critical because peo-
ple’s understanding of how the world works has profound 
consequences for how they navigate it (Heider, 1958; 
Mischel & Shoda, 1995; Molden & Dweck, 2006; Ross, 
1989). Understanding people’s beliefs about self-affirmation 
may highlight the underlying mechanisms for self-directed 
implementation of self-affirmation, explain the variability in 
trait-like spontaneous self-affirmation, inform when self-
affirmation exercises will be most effective, and provide 
novel solutions for designing interventions. Investigating 
beliefs directly, for example, can address whether people’s 
reports of spontaneous self-affirmation are specific to 

self-threat or generalize to any negative situation. Examining 
people’s beliefs may also reveal why some might not engage 
in spontaneous self-affirmation. People may erroneously 
believe that self-affirmation is not helpful for addressing 
self-threats or that other strategies are better. These possibili-
ties may explain why some self-affirmation interventions 
may not work: They may present people with a strategy they 
think is unhelpful and/or fail to address competing misbe-
liefs about unhelpful alternative strategies. Assessing peo-
ple’s beliefs affords the opportunity to begin addressing 
these questions.

Applying a Metamotivational Approach to 
Examine Self-Affirmation Beliefs

We adopt a metamotivational approach—an emerging 
approach in motivation science that examines how people 
regulate the quantity and quality of their motivational states 
to achieve desired ends (Fujita et al., 2019; Miele et al., 2020; 
Scholer et al., 2018). This approach suggests that regulating 
motivation requires recognizing what motivational state is 
beneficial in a situation and what strategies can instantiate 
that state. When experiencing self-threat, people must recog-
nize what will help them cope. Without this knowledge, peo-
ple may struggle to regulate their motivation.

Consistent with theorizing in metamotivation, we suggest 
that self-affirmation beliefs may be relatively tacit. People 
may recognize the benefits of self-affirmation but may be 
unable to articulate these beliefs and may be unaware of how 
much they know. When experiencing self-threat, people may 
draw on their beliefs to cope but may do so without aware-
ness. Although previous research suggests that awareness of 
the goal of self-affirmation might undermine its effects 
(Sherman et al., 2009), subsequent research demonstrates 
that awareness does not undermine self-affirmation when 
people are able to freely choose to self-affirm (Silverman 
et al., 2013; Walton et al., 2015).

The current work assesses beliefs using methods from 
tacit knowledge research (Wagner & Sternberg, 1985): 
Presenting participants with different scenarios and asking 
them to rate the usefulness of various responses. With these 
types of assessments, research shows that people have meta-
motivational knowledge in the context of regulatory focus 
(Scholer & Miele, 2016) and construal-level theories 
(Nguyen et al., 2019). Importantly, individual-level variabil-
ity in metamotivational beliefs can predict self-regulatory 
outcomes (e.g., academic performance; MacGregor et al., 
2017; Nguyen et al., in press). By examining people’s self-
affirmation beliefs, this work highlights understudied factors 
that may promote adaptive coping with self-threat. Moreover, 
this work has implications for theories of motivation—by 
examining how people regulate their motivation in response 
to self-threat, and for self-affirmation theory—by document-
ing what laypeople believe about self-affirmation.
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The Present Research

Ten studies (main text: 7 studies; Supplemental Online 
Materials—SOM: 3 studies) examine people’s self-affirma-
tion beliefs and the consequences of such beliefs. We exam-
ine two types of beliefs. First, we examine beliefs about the 
usefulness of self-affirmation for self-threat situations com-
pared with other negative situations: dealing with frustra-
tions (i.e., frustration-comparison; Studies 1a, 2a, 2b, and 3a) 
and managing physical pain (i.e., pain-comparison; Studies 
1b, 1c, and 3b). We refer to these as situation differentiation 
beliefs. Exploring these beliefs reveals whether people 
understand when it is helpful to engage in self-affirmation.

Second, we examine beliefs about the comparative effi-
cacy of self-affirmation versus alternative strategies for cop-
ing with self-threat: reflecting on unimportant values (Studies 
1a–1c), thinking positively (Study 2a), affirming in the 
threatened domain (Study 2b), and recounting (Studies 3a 
and 3b). We refer to these as comparative efficacy beliefs. 
Exploring these beliefs has important implications for which 
strategies people use when facing self-threat.

Studies 3a and 3b examine these implications by inducing 
self-threat and examining whether individual differences in 
self-affirmation beliefs predict decisions about how to cope. 
Specifically, these studies examine whether those who 
understand the benefits of self-affirmation strategically 
choose to engage in self-affirmation (over an alternative) 
after experiencing self-threat, providing initial evidence of 
the downstream consequences of self-affirmation beliefs.

Transparency and Openness

All deidentified data, materials, syntax, and codebooks are 
available on OSF (https://osf.io/qanp7/?view_only=c74c322
f50e64be581f28354078c52ed). We report all measures and 
manipulations. Here, we report sample size considerations, 
sensitivity analyses (see Table 1), and exclusions. We based 
sample sizes on previous metamotivation research (Nguyen 
et al., 2019). Across studies, we retained only participants’ 
first survey submission. For Studies 2a, 2b, 3a, and 3b, we 
excluded participants who failed an attention check (“Please 
select Somewhat unhelpful.”). Studies 1a and 1b were 

conducted after the other studies and in the midst of MTurk 
data quality concerns (Moss & Litman, 2018); thus, we 
excluded participants who failed Winograd questions 
(Bender, 2015).

Studies 1a to 1c

Studies 1a to 1c were initial investigations of people’s self-
affirmation beliefs. We asked participants to rate the useful-
ness of reflecting on their values in scenarios that involved 
self-threat (self-threat scenarios) or not (comparison scenar-
ios). Some participants rated the usefulness of reflecting on 
their most important values; others rated the usefulness of 
reflecting on their least important values. To assess situation 
differentiation beliefs, we examined whether participants 
rated self-affirmation (reflecting on one’s most important 
values) as more helpful in self-threat relative to comparison 
scenarios. To assess comparative efficacy beliefs, we exam-
ined whether participants believed that thinking about their 
most (vs. least) important values would be more helpful in 
self-threat scenarios.

Method

Research ethics statement. The Institutional Review Board at 
The Ohio State University approved all research reported in 
this article (Protocol #2008B0195: Study 2a; Protocol 
#2018B0040: all other studies).

Participants. In Study 1a, 302 MTurk workers (136 women, 
163 men, 3 non-binary; 191 White/European American, 54 
Black/African American, 18 Asian American, 16 Hispanic/
Latinx, 15 mixed racial/ethnic identity, 4 Native American, 2 
Middle Eastern; 1 Caribbean; 1 did not respond; Mage = 
36.90, SDage = 10.70) participated in exchange for payment. 
In Study 1b, 303 Prolific workers (157 women, 146 men; 
219 White/European American, 36 Asian American, 18 
mixed racial/ethnic identity; 14 Black/African American, 13 
Hispanic/Latinx, 2 Native American, 1 Caribbean; Mage = 
33.66, SDage = 10.92) participated in exchange for payment. 
In Study 1c, 303 Prolific workers (151 women, 148 men, 3 
non-binary, 1 did not respond; 202 White/European 

Table 1. Results From Sensitivity Analyses for Studies in the Main Text.

Study Sample considerations Target N Recruited N Final N Effect size

1a Mixed design (between and within) 300 302 266 ηp
2 = .005

1b Mixed design (between and within) 300 303 283 ηp
2 = .005

1c Mixed design (between and within) 300 303 289 ηp
2 = .005

2a Fully within-subjects 100 99 86 ηp
2 = .016

2b Fully within-subjects 100 103 89 ηp
2 = .015

3a Includes binary choice measure 200 201 198 OR = 1.52
3b Includes binary choice measure 200 199 172 OR = 1.57

Note. The final N for these studies provided 80% power to detect the effect sizes reported above. OR = odds ratio.

https://osf.io/qanp7/?view_only=c74c322f50e64be581f28354078c52ed
https://osf.io/qanp7/?view_only=c74c322f50e64be581f28354078c52ed
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American, 39 Asian American, 22 Hispanic/Latinx, 19 mixed 
racial/ethnic identity; 19 Black/African American, 1 Middle 
Eastern, 1 did not report; Mage = 34.94, SDage = 12.98) par-
ticipated in exchange for payment.

Beliefs assessment (Study 1a). We created a self-affirmation 
beliefs assessment based on previous metamotivation 
research (Scholer & Miele, 2016). Participants first read 
that they would learn about strategies that people might use 
to deal with difficult situations and that some strategies 
might be helpful whereas others might not be helpful (see 
SOM). Next, participants were randomly assigned to condi-
tion. In the most important values condition, participants 
read that the “values reflection” strategy involved reflect-
ing on values that matter most to them (religion, creativity, 
relationships). Participants then selected their most impor-
tant values from a list and wrote about why those values 
were important to them. This mirrors the most common 
self-affirmation manipulation (Sherman et al., 2009).1 In 
the least important values condition, participants read that 
the “values reflection” strategy involved reflecting on why 
their least important values are important to others. Partici-
pants then selected their least important values from a list 
and wrote about why those values might be important to 
someone else. This parallels the control condition in previ-
ous research (Fein & Spencer, 1997).

Next, participants read 16 scenarios presented in random 
order. Eight self-threat scenarios described situations in 
which previous research suggests self-affirmation would be 
beneficial: receiving threatening health information 
(Sherman et al., 2000), counter-attitudinal information 
(Correll et al., 2004), performance threat (Creswell et al., 
2005), and negative feedback (Fein & Spencer, 1997). One 
self-threat scenario read,

Imagine you are a heavy coffee drinker. You have just learned 
that caffeine consumption can increase the risk of developing 
certain types of cancer. You think of yourself as healthy person 
and you find this information distressing. You are tempted to 
ignore the information and downplay the risk. Imagine that your 
goal is to accept this threatening health information even though 
it makes you feel bad about yourself.

By contrast, eight comparison scenarios described general 
negative situations (managing frustrations). One frustration-
comparison condition scenario read,

Imagine that you ordered a drink from a coffee shop near your 
house. After you’ve already left, you realize the barista got your 
order wrong. It’s too late for you to turn back and you are 
somewhat annoyed that you didn’t get the drink you wanted. 
Imagine that your goal is to accept the situation and move on.

Participants rated the usefulness of the values reflection 
strategy in each scenario: “To achieve your goal, how helpful 
do you think it would be for you to use the values reflection 

strategy? (i.e., to think about your most/least important val-
ues like [participant’s selected values])” (1 = extremely 
unhelpful, 7 = extremely helpful).

Beliefs assessment (Study 1b). Study 1b used the same beliefs 
assessment as Study 1a, but with comparison scenarios about 
managing physical pain. One pain-comparison scenario read, 
“Imagine that you slept in an awkward position and as a 
result, you wake up with a pinched nerve in your neck. You 
are barely able to turn your head in either direction. Imagine 
your goal is to manage this situation.” A pilot study con-
firmed that these scenarios were not less aversive than the 
self-threat scenarios (the opposite was true; see SOM).

Beliefs assessment (Study 1c). Study 1c used the same beliefs 
assessment as in Study 1b, with one minor change to clarify 
the least important values condition. To ensure fidelity to 
prior operationalizations of self-affirmation control condi-
tions (Fein & Spencer, 1997), participants in the least impor-
tant values condition in Study 1c responded to this question 
for each scenario: “To achieve your goal, how helpful do you 
think it would be for you to use the values reflection strat-
egy? (i.e., to think about your least important values—[par-
ticipant’s selected values]—and how they may be important 
to others).”

Results

Analysis approach. In Studies 1a to 1c (and all subsequent 
studies), we submitted participants’ usefulness ratings to an 
analysis of variance (ANOVA), which reveals the main 
effects and interactions.2 The critical tests of our research 
questions are the following three simple effects from paired-
samples t-tests. Specifically, we examined participants’ use-
fulness ratings for self-affirmation across self-threat and 
comparison scenarios (situation differentiation beliefs). We 
also examined their usefulness ratings for the alternative 
strategy across scenarios. Finally, we examined participants’ 
usefulness ratings for self-affirmation compared with the 
alternative strategy in self-threat scenarios (comparative effi-
cacy beliefs).

Beliefs about self-affirmation. We submitted participants’ use-
fulness ratings to a 2 (scenario: self-threat, comparison) × 2 
(values condition: most vs. least important; between-sub-
jects) mixed ANOVA. Studies 1a to 1c revealed the main 
effects of values condition and scenario (see Table 2). The 
interaction between scenario and strategy was nonsignificant 
in Study 1a, marginally significant in Study 1b, and signifi-
cant in Study 1c. As seen in Figure 1, there was considerable 
individual-level variability in these beliefs.

Next, we conducted critical simple comparison analyses to 
examine participants’ context-specific beliefs (see Table 3). 
Across studies, participants rated self-affirmation as more 
helpful in self-threat (vs. frustration-/pain-comparison) 
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scenarios. This is consistent with theory and past research 
and demonstrates that participants recognize when self-affir-
mation is helpful. Interestingly, participants across studies 
also rated thinking about their least important values as more 
helpful in self-threat (vs. frustration-/pain-comparison) sce-
narios—a finding inconsistent with published findings 
(Correll et al., 2004; Steele & Liu, 1983). Participants may 
hold some misbeliefs about the efficacy of some strategies in 
response to self-threat. Nevertheless, in self-threat scenarios, 
participants in the most (vs. least) important values condition 
rated the values reflection strategy as more helpful, consis-
tent with past research (Crocker et al., 2008; Sherman et al., 
2000). This suggests that participants recognize that thinking 
about their most important values is an effective response to 
self-threat.

Discussion

Studies 1a to 1c suggested that people’s self-affirmation 
beliefs are generally consistent with theory and research on 
self-affirmation. A supplemental study with a similar design 
(Study S1—see SOM) replicated these results. Across stud-
ies, people believed that self-affirmation is more helpful for 
coping with self-threat compared with other negative situa-
tions (frustrations, physical pain). Thus, people may hold 
situation differentiation beliefs consistent with self-affirma-
tion theory. Moreover, people believed that thinking about 
their most versus least important values would be helpful for 
coping with self-threat. Thus, people’s comparative efficacy 
beliefs were also consistent with past research.

People also held misbeliefs: They believed that reflecting 
on their least important values was more helpful for self-
threat than for other negative situations. The literature sug-
gests that this strategy is not differentially effective across 
these situations (Correll et al., 2004; Steele & Liu, 1983). 
Affirming unimportant values typically leads to motivated 
reasoning effects: Caffeine drinkers tend to be less accepting 
of threatening health information about caffeine risks than 
noncaffeine drinkers (Crocker et al., 2008; Sherman et al., 
2000). By contrast, affirming important values mitigates 
such defensiveness and promotes openness to self-threating 
information. Perhaps these misbeliefs reflect some form of 
rationalization—if my least important values are important 
to others and I am willing to invest time thinking about them, 
they must have some usefulness.

One limitation of these studies is that the assessment only 
measured beliefs about values reflection. The misbelief 
about the least important values could be due to a tendency 
to endorse any strategy more in self-threat scenarios com-
pared with other negative scenarios. Participants, moreover, 
may have conflated self-affirmation with “positive thinking” 
and believed that generating any positive self-relevant 
thoughts would be effective at countering self-threat, rather 
than self-affirmation per se. Studies 2a and 2b address these 
issues.

Studies 1a to 1c and S1 also revealed considerable indi-
vidual-level variability in people’s self-affirmation beliefs. 
Although people on average recognized the benefits of self-
affirmation for coping with self-threat, there was consider-
able variance. Studies 3a and 3b explore the implications of 

Table 2. Results of the 2 (Scenario: self-threat vs. Comparison scenarios) × 2 (values condition: most vs. Least important) Mixed 
ANOVA on Usefulness Ratings for Studies 1a – 1c.

Study F df p ηp
2 CI

Descriptive statistics

Self-threat Comparison

M SD M SD

a) Scenario
 Study 1a 170.816 (1, 264) < .001 0.393 [0.319, 0.457] 4.584 1.165 3.692 1.322
 Study 1b 93.032 (1, 281) < .001 0.249 [0.179, 0.315] 4.335 1.283 3.564 1.546
 Study 1c 98.329 (1, 287) < .001 0.255 [0.186, 0.321] 4.342 1.378 3.633 1.586

Most important Least important

 M SD M SD

b) Values Condition
 Study 1a 58.241 (1, 264) < .001 0.181 [0.115, 0.248] 4.636 0.854 3.689 1.133
 Study 1b 88.798 (1, 281) < .001 0.240 [0.171, 0.307] 4.568 1.046 3.344 1.136
 Study 1c 137.466 (1, 287) < .001 0.324 [0.253, 0.388] 4.753 0.931 3.217 1.272
c) Scenario × Values Condition
 Study 1a 0.483 (1, 264) 0.488 0.002 [0.000, 0.020]  
 Study 1b 2.882 (1, 281) 0.091 0.010 [0.000, 0.038]  
 Study 1c 6.216 (1, 287) 0.013 0.021 [0.002, 0.056]  

Note. Study 1a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 1b and 1c included pain-comparison scenarios. CI = confidence interval.
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this individual-level variability, providing initial evidence 
for how these beliefs impact how people regulate their 
responses to threat (vs. other negative) situations.

Studies 2a and 2b

Studies 2a and 2b examined whether people distinguish self-
affirmation from plausible alternatives. Using within-sub-
jects designs, we assessed people’s beliefs about 
self-affirmation compared with thinking positively (Study 
2a) and affirming in the same domain (Study 2b). To mini-
mize potential demand effects, Study 2b omitted the intro-
duction and writing prompts for each strategy. In addition, 
whereas Study 2a recruited MTurk participants, Study 2b 

recruited undergraduate students, providing a robustness test 
across different populations. As before, we examined peo-
ple’s situation differentiation and comparative efficacy 
beliefs. If people conflate self-affirmation with alternative 
strategies (positive thinking, same-domain affirmations), 
results should reveal similar patterns of data across scenarios 
for the two strategies; by contrast, if they distinguish self-
affirmation from other strategies, results should reveal 
diverging patterns.

Method

Participants. In Study 2a, 99 MTurk workers (52 men, 47 
women; 62 White/European American, 16 Black/African 

Figure 1. Usefulness ratings as a function of scenario type and values condition.
Note. Study 1a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 1b and 1c included pain-comparison scenarios. Graph represents split violin 
plots with density distributions of usefulness ratings for each condition with individual data points (gray dots horizontally stacked within the shaded 
regions), descriptive means (black dots) and 95% confidence intervals (black error bars).
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American, 10 Hispanic/Latinx, 6 Asian American, 3 mixed 
racial/ethnic identity, 1 Native American, 1 Middle Eastern; 
Mage = 33.54, SDage = 9.01) participated in exchange for 
payment. In Study 2b, 103 undergraduate students (68 
women, 33 men, 2 non-binary; 61 White/European Ameri-
can, 19 Asian American, 11 mixed racial/ethnic identity; 5 
Black/African American, 5 Middle Eastern, 2 Hispanic/
Latinx; Mage = 19.18, SDage = 1.66) participated in exchange 
for course credit.

Beliefs assessment (Study 2a: thinking positively). Participants 
first read that they would learn about strategies to help deal 
with difficult situations. As in Studies 1a and 1b, participants 
read that the “values reflection” strategy involved reflecting 
on the values that matter most to them, selected their most 
important values from a list, and then wrote about why those 
values were important to them. To examine whether partici-
pants conflate self-affirmation with thinking positively, we 
also presented them with a “positive reflection” strategy.3 
Participants read that this strategy involved thinking posi-
tively and telling oneself to “shake it off.” Participants wrote 
about a time when they were in a difficult situation and tried 
to think positively. We reasoned that positive thinking would 
be a strategy that participants may view as effective because 
of its prevalence in popular media. Moreover, similar strate-
gies (being optimistic) appear to be helpful for coping more 
generally (Scheier & Carver, 1985).

Next, participants were presented with the same scenarios 
from Study 1a. For each scenario, participants rated the 

usefulness of the values reflection strategy: “To achieve your 
goal, how helpful do you think it would be for you to use the 
values reflection strategy? (i.e., to think about [participant’s 
selected values])” (1 = extremely unhelpful, 7 = extremely 
helpful). Participants also rated the usefulness of the positive 
reflection strategy in each scenario: “To achieve your goal, 
how helpful would it be to tell yourself to “look on the bright 
side” or to “shake it off?” (1 = extremely unhelpful, 7 = 
extremely helpful).

Beliefs assessment (Study 2b: affirming competence in the 
threatened domain). Study 2b used the same assessment as 
Study 2a with two exceptions. First, to minimize potential 
demand effects, Study 2b omitted the introduction and writ-
ing prompts for both strategies. Second, Study 2b compared 
self-affirmation against another strategy: affirming compe-
tence in the threatened domain. This strategy can be seen as 
a more specific version of the “positive reflection” strategy 
in Study 2a. Previous research and theorizing on self-affir-
mation suggest that self-affirmation is most effective when 
people reflect on a source of self-worth that is unrelated to 
the threatened domain (Blanton et al., 1997).

For each scenario, participants rated the usefulness of 
engaging in self-affirmation: “To achieve your goal, how 
helpful would it be for you to think about your most impor-
tant values (e.g., your relationships with your friends and 
family, art or music, or your religion)?” (1 = extremely 
unhelpful, 7 = extremely helpful). Participants also rated the 
usefulness of the same domain affirmation strategy (1 = 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and t-Tests of Usefulness Ratings for Most and Least Important Values in Self-Threat and Comparison 
Scenarios for Studies 1a – 1c.

Situation differentiation

Self-threat  
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired samples t-testM SD M SD

1a: Most Important Values 5.11 0.80 4.17 1.24 t(125) = 8.81, p < .001, d = .78, 95% CI [0.58, 0.98]
1b: Most Important Values 4.88 0.97 4.25 1.41 t(139) = 6.13, p < .001, d = .52, 95% CI [0.34, 0.69]
1c: Most Important Values 5.02 0.89 4.49 1.32 t(144) = 5.08, p < .001, d = .42, 95% CI [0.25, 0.59]

Situation differentiation

Self-threat  
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired samples t-testM SD M SD

1a: Least Important Values 4.11 1.24 3.27 1.25 t(139) = 9.72, p < .001, d = .82, 95% CI [0.63, 1.01]
1b: Least Important Values 3.80 1.32 2.89 1.37 t(142) = 7.47, p < .001, d = .63, 95% CI [0.44, 0.80]
1c: Least Important Values 3.66 1.45 2.77 1.35 t(143) = 9.09, p < .001, d = .76, 95% CI [0.57, 0.94]

Comparative efficacy

Most important 
values

Least important 
values

Independent samples t-testM SD M SD

1a: Self-Threat Scenarios 5.11 0.80 4.11 1.24 t(264) = 7.68, p < .001, d = .94, 95% CI [0.69, 1.20]
1b: Self-Threat Scenarios 4.88 0.97 3.80 1.32 t(281) = 7.87, p < .001, d = .94, 95% CI [0.69, 1.18]
1c: Self-Threat Scenarios 5.02 0.89 3.66 1.45 t(287) = 9.62, p < .001, d = 1.13, 95% CI [0.88, 1.38]

Note. Study 1a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 1b and 1c included pain-comparison scenarios. CI = confidence interval.
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extremely unhelpful, 7 = extremely helpful). In a self-threat 
scenario about receiving threatening health information, the 
question read, “To achieve your goal, how helpful would it 
be for you to tell yourself that you are healthy?” In a frustra-
tion-comparison scenario about making decisions, the ques-
tion read, “To achieve your goal, how helpful would it be for 
you to tell yourself that you are great at making decisions?”

Results

Beliefs about self-affirmation. We submitted participants’ use-
fulness ratings a 2 (scenario: self-threat, comparison) × 2 
(strategy: values reflection, alternative strategy) repeated 
measures ANOVA. Both studies revealed the main effects of 
scenario and strategy and an interaction between the two (see 
Table 4). Figure 2 depicts the substantial variability in par-
ticipants’ beliefs as in previous studies.

As in Studies 1a to 1c, we conducted critical simple com-
parison analyses to examine participants’ context-specific 
beliefs (see Table 5). We first examined situation differentia-
tion beliefs: Do people think that self-affirmation is more 
effective for self-threat relative to other situations? 
Conceptually replicating Studies 1a to 1c, participants on 
average rated self-affirmation as more helpful in self-threat 
scenarios than in frustration-comparison scenarios—recog-
nizing when self-affirmation would be helpful. By contrast, 
results revealed no significant differences in alternative strat-
egy ratings for self-threat (vs. frustration-comparison) sce-
narios. Thus, participants differentiated self-affirmation from 
alternative strategies, recognizing that self-affirmation is 
selectively helpful for self-threat compared with other nega-
tive situations. Next, we examined comparative efficacy 
beliefs: Do people think that self-affirmation is more effective 

than alternatives in self-threat situations? Results revealed no 
significant differences in usefulness ratings between self-
affirmation and alternative strategies. Thus, participants may 
believe that many strategies are effective for coping with self-
threat, and self-affirmation may not always be the first strat-
egy they use when their self-integrity is threatened.

Discussion

Studies 2a and 2b conceptually replicated Studies 1a to 1c 
and demonstrated that people’s self-affirmation beliefs are 
generally consistent with the literature. Studies 2a and 2b 
offered several novel insights. First, Studies 2a and 2b 
addressed the potential criticism that Studies 1a to 1c merely 
revealed people’s beliefs about positive thinking, rather than 
self-affirmation specifically. When examining situation dif-
ferentiation beliefs, Studies 2a and 2b revealed that people 
viewed self-affirmation as a strategy specific for addressing 
self-threats. By contrast, people viewed alternative strategies 
(thinking positively, same domain affirmation) as more gen-
eral strategies for dealing with various negative situations. 
Thus, people appear to distinguish self-affirmation as a strat-
egy specific for coping with self-threats.

Second, when examining people’s comparative efficacy 
beliefs, Studies 2a and 2b revealed that people may not see 
self-affirmation as more helpful than positive thinking and 
affirming in the threatened domain. This suggests that self-
affirmation may not be the only coping strategy that people 
turn to under self-threat, despite the benefits of self-affirma-
tion for these situations (Cohen & Sherman, 2014). This may 
lead to situations in which people prefer strategies that the 
literature suggests are ineffective for mitigating self-threats 
(same domain affirmation; Blanton et al., 1997).

Table 4. Results of the 2 (Scenario: Self-Threat vs. Frustration-Comparison Scenarios) × 2 (Strategy: Self-Affirmation vs. Alternative 
Strategy) Repeated Measures ANOVA on Usefulness Ratings for Studies 2a and 2b.

Study F df p ηp
2 CI

Descriptive statistics

Self-threat Comparison

M SD M SD

a) Scenario
 Study 2a 16.952 (1, 85) < .001 0.166 [0.061, 0.281] 5.028 0.810 4.734 0.916
 Study 2b 72.220 (1, 88) < .001 0.451 [0.321, 0.547] 4.731 0.758 4.107 0.939

Self-affirmation Alternative

 M SD M SD

b) Strategy
 Study 2a 8.546 (1, 85) 0.004 0.091 [0.017, 0.196] 4.742 1.011 5.020 0.801
 Study 2b 26.423 (1, 88) < .001 0.231 [0.112, 0.345] 4.135 0.928 4.704 0.949
c) Scenario x strategy
 Study 2a 7.129 (1, 85) 0.009 0.077 [0.011, 0.178]  
 Study 2b 73.427 (1, 88) < .001 0.455 [0.326, 0.551]  

Note. Alternative strategies included thinking positively (Study 2a) and affirming competence in the same domain (Study 2b). ANOVA = analysis of 
variance; CI = confidence interval.
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Third, Study 2b addressed potential concerns of method-
ological demand effects by omitting the introduction with a 
description of the strategies and writing prompts prior to the 
beliefs assessment. A supplemental study described in the 
SOM (Study S2) also omitted this extensive introduction and 

generally replicated Studies 2a and 2b with another alterna-
tive strategy (expressing gratitude). Despite this omission, 
participants across Studies 2b and S2 recognized the benefits 
of self-affirmation for coping with self-threat. Thus, these 
results cannot be reduced to demand effects. Finally, Studies 

Figure 2. Usefulness ratings as a function of scenario type and strategy type.
Note. Studies 2a and 2b included frustration-comparison scenarios. Graph represents split violin plots with density distributions of usefulness ratings for 
each condition with individual data points (gray dots horizontally stacked within the shaded regions), descriptive means (black dots) and 95% confidence 
intervals (black error bars).

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics and t-Tests of Usefulness Ratings for Self-Affirmation and Alternative Strategies in Self-Threat and 
Frustration-Comparison Scenarios for Studies 2a and 2b.

Situation differentiation

Self-threat 
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired samples t-testM SD M SD

2a: Values Reflection Strategy 4.98 1.02 4.50 1.24 t(85) = 4.28, p < .001, d = .46, 95% CI [0.24, 0.68]
2b: Values Reflection Strategy 4.74 0.96 3.52 1.13 t(88) = 11.66, p < .001, d = 1.24, 95% CI [0.96, 1.51]

Situation differentiation

Self-threat 
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired samples t-testM SD M SD

2a: Alternative Strategy 5.07 0.89 4.97 0.90 t(85) = 1.23, p = .221, d = .13, 95% CI [−0.08, 0.35]
2b: Alternative Strategy 4.72 1.01 4.69 1.09 t(88) = 0.32, p = .751, d = .03, 95% CI [−0.17, 0.24]

Comparative efficacy

Values reflection 
strategy

Alternative 
strategy

Paired samples t-testM SD M SD

2a: Self-Threat Scenarios 4.98 1.02 5.07 0.89 t(85) = 0.82, p = .414, d = .09, 95% CI [−0.30, 0.12]
2b: Self-Threat Scenarios 4.74 0.96 4.72 1.01 t(88) = 0.18, p = .859, d = .02, 95% CI [−0.20, 0.23]

Note. The alternative strategy in Study 2a was positive reflection and the alternative strategy in Study 2b was same-domain self-affirmation. CI = 
confidence interval.
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2a and 2b provided some evidence of generalizability, using 
different samples to examine our research questions.

Thus far, the current research has documented that people 
on average recognize the benefits of self-affirmation for mit-
igating self-threat. There was, however, notable individual-
level variability in these beliefs. One unanswered question is 
whether individual differences in these beliefs predict conse-
quential outcomes. As Studies 2a and 2b suggested that peo-
ple may view self-affirmation as one of many strategies for 
coping with self-threat, Studies 3a and 3b examined whether 
individual differences in self-affirmation beliefs predict the 
choice to engage in self-affirmation over an alternative strat-
egy after an experience of self-threat.

Studies 3a and 3b

Studies 3a and 3b had two major aims. First, to provide a 
stronger test of people’s comparative efficacy beliefs, Studies 
3a and 3b used an alternative strategy that research suggests 
is likely ineffective for coping with self-threat: recounting 
(reflecting on and analyzing the details of the event). 
Recounting is associated with negative coping outcomes 
across several domains (Glynn et al., 2002; Lee et al., 2019) 
and is ineffective for coping with negative emotional events, 
such as social rejection (Ayduk & Kross, 2010). Thus, we 
reasoned that recounting would likely be unhelpful relative 
to self-affirmation for coping with self-threat.

Second, to begin to examine the downstream conse-
quences of people’s beliefs about the benefits of self-affirma-
tion, Studies 3a and 3b adopted a two-part procedure. Part 1 
included the beliefs assessment. Part 2 induced self-threat 
and assessed participants’ choices and preferences to engage 
in self-affirmation versus recounting as a coping strategy. We 
expected that participants who recognize the benefits of self-
affirmation would choose to reflect on their most important 
values instead of recounting the details of the self-threat 
experience, thus choosing the option that research suggests 
will lead to more positive outcomes following self-threat.

Method

Participants. In Study 3a, 201 MTurk workers (125 men, 76 
women; 153 White/European American, 15 mixed racial/
ethnic identity, 15 Asian American, 10 Black/African Amer-
ican, 5 Hispanic/Latinx, 2 Native American, 1 Middle East-
ern; Mage = 36.26, SDage = 11.12) participated in exchange 
for payment. In Study 3b, 199 Prolific workers (100 men, 98 
women, 1 non-binary; 123 White, 35 Asian American, 14 
mixed racial/ethnic identity, 12 Hispanic/Latinx, 11 Black/
African American, 2 Middle Eastern, 2 other racial/ethnic 
identity; Mage = 33.55, SDage = 12.62) participated in 
exchange for payment.

Part 1: Beliefs assessment. Participants were first introduced to 
two strategies. Participants read that the “values reflection” 

strategy involved reflecting on personally important values 
that matter most and that the “recounting” strategy involved 
analyzing and reflecting on the details of the difficult situa-
tion. As in Studies 2b and S2, to minimize the potential for 
demand effects, participants were not presented with practice 
writing prompts.

Studies 3a and 3b used the same assessment, except for 
the comparison scenarios (Study 3a: frustration-comparison; 
Study 3b: pain-comparison). For each scenario, participants 
rated the helpfulness of engaging in self-affirmation: “To 
achieve your goal, how helpful would it be for you to use the 
values reflection strategy? (i.e., to think about your most 
important values)” (1 = extremely unhelpful to 7 = extremely 
helpful). Participants also rated the helpfulness of recounting 
in each scenario: “To achieve your goal, how helpful would 
it be for you to use the recounting strategy? (i.e., analyzing 
and reflecting on the details of the situation)” (1 = extremely 
unhelpful to 7 = extremely helpful).

Part 2: Self-threat task. Next, participants read that we were 
collecting two short writing samples for future research. The 
first writing prompt was the self-threat task in which partici-
pants engaged in a threatening upward social comparison. 
Research suggests that upward social comparisons can 
induce self-threat (Tesser & Cornell, 1991), which can be 
effectively countered with self-affirmation (Lockwood et al., 
2004; Spencer et al., 2001). Participants were given the fol-
lowing instructions:

Please write a short story about a recent time in your life when 
you and someone with whom you are closely associated (such as 
your friend, relative, or coworker) engaged in some tasks. In this 
case, it was very important for you personally to do well at the 
task. As things turn out, your close associate outperformed you. 
Try to recall the situation as vividly as possible. Try to describe 
what you were thinking and how you were feeling at the time.

Choice and preferences. Next, for the second writing prompt, 
the participant read that they could choose one of two topics: 
the values reflection strategy (“you will reflect on your most 
important values”) or the recounting strategy (“you will fur-
ther analyze and reflect on the details of the event you just 
wrote about in which a close associate outperformed you”). 
To assess choice, we asked participants, “Which of the two 
strategies would you prefer to use?” (0 = I prefer to use the 
recounting strategy; 1 = I prefer to use the values reflection 
strategy). We also asked participants to rate the strength of 
their preference (1 = strongly prefer recounting, 6 = strongly 
prefer values reflection). By presenting recounting as an 
alternative option, this paradigm addresses the possibility 
that people may only choose to self-affirm out of a desire to 
engage in any activity following self-threat. Afterward, par-
ticipants read that the study did not require an additional 
writing sample.4 Finally, participants reported their demo-
graphics and were debriefed.
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Results

Study 3b was a pre-registered replication of Study 3a (see 
analysis plan for Study 3b: https://osf.io/jcrsw/?view_only=
974a9da629434943944ff7434639a44b). For transparency, 
there was one deviation from this plan: although we only 
pre-registered analyses with comparative efficacy beliefs, we 
also examined situation differentiation beliefs (see SOM).

Beliefs about self-affirmation. We submitted participants’ use-
fulness ratings to a 2 (scenario: self-threat, comparison) x 2 
(strategy: self-affirmation, recounting) repeated measures 
ANOVA. Both studies revealed main effects of scenario and 
strategy and interaction between the two (see Table 6). Fig-
ure 3 revealed considerable variability in these beliefs.

As in previous studies, we conducted critical simple com-
parison analyses to examine participants’ context-specific 
beliefs (see Table 7). We first examined situation differentia-
tion beliefs. Replicating the previous studies, participants on 
average rated self-affirmation as more helpful in the self-
threat scenarios (vs. frustration-/pain-comparison scenar-
ios)—recognizing when self-affirmation would be helpful. 
By contrast, participants rated recounting as more helpful in 
the frustration-/pain-comparison scenarios (vs. self-threat 
scenarios). Thus, participants distinguished self-affirmation 
from alternative strategies—that is, participants recognized 
that self-affirmation is selectively helpful in self-threat situa-
tions. Next, we examined comparative efficacy beliefs. 
Consistent with Studies 2a and 2b, results revealed no sig-
nificant differences in ratings of self-affirmation and recount-
ing in self-threat scenarios. This suggests that people may 
consider both self-affirmation and recounting as viable strat-
egies for coping with self-threat.

Choice to self-affirm after self-threat. Next, we examined 
whether individual differences in beliefs about self-affirma-
tion predicted the choice to engage in self-affirmation (over 
recounting) after self-threat. Although both comparative effi-
cacy beliefs and situation differentiation beliefs reflect an 
understanding of the benefits of self-affirmation, we rea-
soned that the choice presented to participants is more rele-
vant for comparative efficacy beliefs (what strategy does one 
choose when faced with self-threat?) than situation differen-
tiation beliefs (how effective is self-affirmation in self-threat 
vs. non-threat situations?). Thus, we focus on comparative 
efficacy beliefs (i.e., usefulness ratings of self-affirmation 
vs. recounting in self-threat scenarios); in the SOM, we 
describe results for situation differentiation beliefs (i.e., use-
fulness of self-affirmation in self-threat vs. comparison sce-
narios). The SOM also describes analyses for both types of 
beliefs using a difference score approach. Importantly, results 
were generally consistent across both types of beliefs and 
analysis approaches.

Choice. To examine whether comparative efficacy beliefs 
predicted coping decisions after self-threat, we regressed 
choice (0 = recounting, 1 = self-affirmation) on the useful-
ness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios (standard-
ized) and the usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios 
(standardized). In Study 3a, participants’ perceived useful-
ness of values reflection predicted the choice to self-affirm 
over recount following the self-threatening writing task (see 
Table 8). Importantly, this result emerged even when control-
ling for the usefulness of recounting. In Study 3b, the use-
fulness of values reflection did not predict choice; instead, 
the usefulness of recounting negatively predicted choice. 
An integrative data analysis combining Studies 3a and 3b, 

Table 6. Results of the 2 (Scenario: self-threat vs. Comparison scenarios) × 2 (Strategy: self-affirmation vs. Recounting) Repeated 
Measures ANOVA on Usefulness Ratings for Studies 3a and 3b.

Study F df p ηp
2 CI

Descriptive statistics

Self-threat Comparison

M SD M SD

a) Scenario
 Study 3a 161.179 (1, 197) < .001 0.450 [0.367, 0.518] 5.084 0.674 4.535 0.636
 Study 3b 123.211 (1, 171) < .001 0.419 [0.327, 0.494] 5.353 0.733 4.744 0.967

Self-affirmation Recounting

 M SD M SD

b) Strategy
 Study 3a 169.396 (1, 197) < .001 0.462 [0.380, 0.530] 4.301 0.837 5.318 0.760
 Study 3b 64.597 (1, 171) < .001 0.274 [0.183, 0.358] 4.689 1.067 5.408 0.873
c) Scenario x strategy
 Study 3a 263.981 (1, 197) < .001 0.573 [0.500, 0.629]  
 Study 3b 134.831 (1, 171) < .001 0.441 [0.350, 0.514]  

Note. Study 3a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 3b included pain-comparison scenarios. ANOVA = analysis of variance; CI = 
confidence interval.

https://osf.io/jcrsw/?view_only=974a9da629434943944ff7434639a44b
https://osf.io/jcrsw/?view_only=974a9da629434943944ff7434639a44b
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however, revealed that the usefulness of values reflection 
predicted choice: Those with higher usefulness ratings for 
values reflection (+1 SD above the mean) were 31% more 
likely to choose self-affirmation over recounting after self-
threat. Study moderated this effect such that it was signif-
icant in Study 3a and not 3b. Moreover, the usefulness of 

recounting negatively predicted choice: Those with higher 
usefulness ratings for recounting (+1 SD above the mean) 
were 27% less likely to choose self-affirmation over recount-
ing after self-threat. Overall, these results demonstrate that 
people’s beliefs about the usefulness of self-affirmation pre-
dict their coping decisions after self-threat and competing 

Figure 3. Usefulness ratings as a function of scenario type and strategy type.
Note. Study 3a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 3b included pain-comparison scenarios. Graph represents split violin plots 
with density distributions of usefulness ratings for each condition with individual data points (gray dots horizontally stacked within the shaded regions), 
descriptive means (black dots) and 95% confidence intervals (black error bars).

Table 7. Descriptive Statistics and t-Tests of Usefulness Ratings for Self-Affirmation and Recounting in Self-Threat and Comparison 
Scenarios for Studies 3a and 3b.

Situation differentiation

Self-threat 
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired-samples t testM SD M SD

3a: Values Reflection Strategy 5.04 0.89 3.56 1.14 t(197) = 17.88, p < .001, d = 1.27, 95% CI [1.08, 1.46]
3b: Values Reflection Strategy 5.41 0.96 3.96 1.50 t(171) = 14.18, p < .001, d = 1.08, 95% CI [0.89, 1.27]

Situation differentiation

Self-threat 
scenarios

Comparison 
scenarios

Paired-samples t testM SD M SD

3a: Recounting Strategy 5.12 0.93 5.51 0.80 t(197) = 6.58, p < .001, d = .47, 95% CI [0.32, 0.61]
3b: Recounting Strategy 5.29 0.96 5.52 1.06 t(171) = 2.96, p = .004, d = .23, 95% CI [0.07, 0.38]

Comparative efficacy

Values reflection 
strategy Recounting strategy

Paired-samples t testM SD M SD

3a: Self-Threat Scenarios 5.04 0.89 5.12 0.93 t(197) = 0.93, p = .353, d = .07, 95% CI [−0.07, 0.21]
3b: Self-Threat Scenarios 5.41 0.96 5.29 0.96 t(171) = 1.27, p = .205, d = .10, 95% CI [−0.05, 0.25]

Note. Study 3a included frustration-comparison scenarios whereas Studies 3b included pain-comparison scenarios. CI = confidence interval.
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beliefs about alternative strategies may impact people’s deci-
sions as well.

Preferences. Next, we regressed the strength of preferences 
(1 = strongly prefer recounting, 6 = strongly prefer values 
reflection) on the usefulness of values reflection in self-threat 
scenarios (standardized) and the usefulness of recounting in 
self-threat scenarios (standardized). As expected, partici-
pants’ perceived usefulness of values reflection predicted the 
strength of their preferences for self-affirmation, controlling 
for the usefulness of recounting (see Table 9). This effect was 
significant in Study 3a, Study 3b, and in the integrative data 
analysis of Studies 3a and 3b. Those with higher usefulness 
ratings of values reflection (+1 SD above the mean) reported 
stronger preferences to engage in self-affirmation over 
recounting after the self-threatening writing task. The use-
fulness of recounting also predicted preferences: those with 
higher usefulness ratings of recounting (+1 SD above the 
mean) reported stronger preferences to engage in recount-
ing over self-affirmation after self-threat. This effect was 
significant in Study 3a and the integrative data analysis of 
Studies 3a and 3b. Overall, these findings demonstrate that 
participants’ beliefs about the efficacy of self-affirmation 
(and beliefs about competing strategies) guide their coping 
preferences after self-threat.

Discussion

Studies 3a and 3b demonstrated that people on average 
recognize the benefits of self-affirmation. A supplemental 
study (Study S3; see SOM) replicated this pattern of 
beliefs, suggesting these results are robust. Collectively, 
these studies offered several insights. First, consistent with 

the previous experiments, people on average recognized 
that self-affirmation would be more helpful for self-threat 
relative to other negative situations. By contrast, people 
believed that recounting would be less helpful for self-
threat compared to other negative situations. Thus, people 
appear to view self-affirmation as a strategy that is selec-
tively helpful for self-threat situations. Second, despite 
research documenting the pitfalls of recounting as a coping 
strategy (Ayduk & Kross, 2010), people on average did not 
recognize that self-affirmation would be more helpful than 
recounting in self-threat situations. Consistent with previ-
ous studies, people appeared to believe that many strate-
gies are effective for coping with self-threat, suggesting 
that self-affirmation may not be the first they turn to in 
self-threat situations.

Third, Studies 3a and 3b revealed that individual differ-
ences in self-affirmation beliefs predicted coping decisions 
after experiencing self-threat. Specifically, beliefs about the 
usefulness of self-affirmation predicted choices and prefer-
ences for self-affirmation over recounting following a threat-
ening social comparison task. Although people on average 
did not appear to recognize the efficacy of self-affirmation 
compared to recounting in self-threat situations, those who 
did were more likely to make coping decisions that the litera-
ture suggests would be more effective. Individual differences 
in such beliefs may thus have important implications for how 
people strategically cope with self-threat experiences.

These beliefs may also impact the effectiveness of self-
affirmation interventions in which people are not told when 
and how to self-affirm, but rather must recognize when it is 
beneficial to do so. We conducted another study (Study S3—
see SOM) wherein all participants were explicitly instructed 
to engage in a values-affirmation exercise after self-threat. In 

Table 8. Predicting Choice From Comparative Efficacy Beliefs for Studies 3a and 3b.

Predictor b SE Wald p OR 95% CI

Study 3a
 Intercept 0.12 0.15 0.69 .407 1.13  
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.50 0.16 9.39 .002 1.65 [1.20, 2.28]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.26 0.15 2.85 .091 0.77 [0.57, 1.04]
Study 3b
 Intercept –0.19 0.16 1.48 .224 0.83  
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.00 0.16 0.00 .980 1.00 [0.73, 1.38]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.37 0.16 5.01 .025 0.69 [0.50, 0.96]
Studies 3a and 3b
 Intercept 0.02 0.11 0.04 .85 1.02  
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.27 0.12 5.25 .022 1.31 [1.04, 1.64]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.31 0.11 7.74 .005 0.73 [0.59, 0.91]
 Study (-0.5 = Study 3a, 0.5 = Study 3b) –0.35 0.22 2.61 .106 0.7 [0.46, 1.08]
 Study × Usefulness of values reflection –0.53 0.23 5.1 .024 0.59 [0.37, 0.93]
 Study × Usefulness of recounting –0.10 0.22 0.18 .669 0.91 [0.59, 1.41]

Note. This table displays results from Study 3a, Study 3b, and both studies combined. The nonsignificant intercepts reflect a lack of significant difference 
in the choice between recounting and self-affirmation on average (Study 3a: 47.0% recounting, 53.0% self-affirmation; Study 3b: 54.7% recounting, 45.3% 
self-affirmation; Studies 3a and 3b: 50.5% recounting, 49.5% self-affirmation). OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval.
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this no-choice situation, all participants, regardless of beliefs, 
reported high engagement in self-affirmation. Thus, such 
beliefs may matter most when people have autonomy to 
choose to self-affirm or not, as in Studies 3a and 3b.

General Discussion

This work examined people’s self-affirmation beliefs and 
whether these beliefs predicted downstream conse-
quences—namely, coping with threat. Across studies, peo-
ple recognized that self-affirmation is more helpful for 
self-threat than in other negative nonthreat situations. 
Thus, people appeared to distinguish self-affirmation as a 
regulatory, specialized response to threats to their self-
integrity, not just any negative situation. When presented 
with other strategies, however, people on average did not 
appear to believe that self-affirmation is more effective 
than alternatives: thinking positively (Study 2a), affirming 
in the threatened domain (Study 2b), and recounting the 
details of the self-threat (Studies 3a and 3b). There was 
one exception: people believed that affirming their most 
(vs. least) important values would be more helpful in self-
threat situations (Studies 1a—1c). In general, however, 
people appear to believe that many strategies are effective 
for coping with self-threat, and self-affirmation may not be 
the first strategy of choice.

These effects were quite robust (see SOM for three addi-
tional studies). Results held across different samples (MTurk 
workers, undergraduates, Prolific workers), alternative strat-
egies (affirming least important values, thinking positively, 
same domain affirmation, recounting), and comparison sce-
narios (managing frustrations, physical pain). Moreover, our 
results cannot be reduced to demand effects potentially cre-
ated by the assessment’s instructions.

Critically, variability in beliefs shaped important down-
stream consequences. People who recognized that self-affir-
mation is helpful preferred to self-affirm rather than recount 
after engaging in a self-threatening writing task involving 
upward social comparison. Thus, individual differences in 
such beliefs may guide how people respond to and cope with 
self-threat—demonstrating the importance of understanding 
what people know about self-affirmation.

Theoretical Contributions and Practical 
Implications

This work offers several novel theoretical contributions and 
practical implications. First, these findings advance self-
affirmation theory: This research is the first to document 
people’s beliefs about the benefits of self-affirmation. 
Although people appreciate that self-affirmation can reduce 
self-threat, they also believe that several other alternatives 
may be equally, if not more, efficacious. Moreover, consis-
tent with a regulatory approach, this work suggests that indi-
vidual differences in such beliefs can shape impactful 
decisions, such as how people decide to cope with self-threat. 
Thus, this work reveals important nuances in what people 
know about self-affirmation—highlighting an unexplored 
factor that may be targeted to promote effective coping.

Second, this work provides the first evidence that people 
understand the benefits of self-affirmation for coping spe-
cifically with self-threat and not just any negative situation. 
In addition, it suggests why some individuals might not 
engage in self-affirmation to mitigate self-threat—that is, 
they may believe that other strategies are better. These novel 
insights cannot be gleaned from the trait approach used to 
examine spontaneous self-affirmation tendencies (Harris 
et al., 2019). Thus, this research provides the first suggestive 

Table 9. Predicting Preferences From Comparative Efficacy Beliefs for Studies 3a and 3b.

Predictor b SE t p 95% CI

Study 3a
 Intercept 3.76 0.10 37.86 < .001 [3.57, 3.96]
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.48 0.10 4.82 < .001 [0.28, 0.68]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.21 0.10 –2.12 .036 [–0.41, –0.01]
Study 3b
 Intercept 3.73 0.11 32.87 < .001 [3.50, 3.95]
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.39 0.12 3.41 .001 [0.17, 0.62]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.13 0.12 –1.13 .261 [–0.36, 0.10]
Studies 3a and 3b
 Intercept 3.75 0.08 48.86 < .001 [3.60, 3.90]
 Usefulness of values reflection in self-threat scenarios 0.45 0.08 5.80 < .001 [0.30, 0.60]
 Usefulness of recounting in self-threat scenarios –0.17 0.08 –2.26 .024 [–0.32, –0.02]
 Study (-0.5 = Study 3a, 0.5 = Study 3b) –0.18 0.15 –1.17 .241 [–0.48, 0.12]
 Study × Usefulness of values reflection –0.13 0.15 –0.83 .408 [–0.43, 0.18]
 Study × Usefulness of recounting 0.09 0.15 0.58 .562 [–0.21, 0.39]

Note. This table displays results from Study 3a, Study 3b, and both studies combined. CI = confidence interval.
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evidence that spontaneous self-affirmation may reflect a 
self-regulatory response to self-threat driven by situation-
specific beliefs about the benefits of self-affirmation.

Third, this work suggests that people’s self-affirmation 
beliefs may be an important antecedent to developing spon-
taneous self-affirmation. Our analysis echoes and extends 
the cognitive affective personality system (CAPS) approach 
to understanding individual differences (Mischel & Shoda, 
1995) and connects this venerable tradition to self-affirma-
tion research. By understanding the cognitive-affective basis 
of behavior—in this case, self-affirmation beliefs—we may 
better understand resilience in the face of self-threat.

Fourth, this research is the first to apply the metamotiva-
tional approach to self-affirmation theory. This work demon-
strates that people recognize that self-threat necessitates 
motivation regulation and appreciate that self-affirmation is 
one way to address the negative motivational states associ-
ated with self-threat. Importantly, by connecting individual 
differences in people’s metamotivational beliefs about self-
affirmation to important downstream consequences, this 
research offers novel explanations of how people overcome 
motivational challenges, such as responding to threats to 
their self-integrity.

This research contributes to ongoing efforts to understand 
when and why self-affirmation interventions are effective 
(Easterbrook et al., 2021). This work revealed that people’s 
beliefs guide whether they may self-affirm in response to 
self-threat, suggesting that self-affirmation beliefs may be a 
critical, yet unexplored aspect of successful interventions. 
The beliefs assessment could be used early in an intervention 
to assess intervention efficacy, especially those designed to 
“train” people on when and how to use self-affirmation in 
their daily lives (Walton et al., 2015). This is critical, as inter-
vention outcomes can extend several years beyond the initial 
point of intervention. This work offers a potential diagnostic 
tool that may address some limitations of self-affirmation 
interventions and provides a novel explanation for the vari-
ability in intervention effectiveness.

The current research, moreover, highlights two novel 
types of beliefs that interventions may target. First, it may be 
critical for interventions to distinguish self-affirmation from 
ineffective strategies that may be seen as helpful (e.g., 
recounting the details of a self-threat). Indeed, Studies 3a and 
3b demonstrated that those who believe that recounting is 
more helpful than self-affirmation did not choose to engage 
in self-affirmation after self-threat. Because misbeliefs about 
highly salient yet ineffective alternative strategies may 
undermine self-affirmation interventions, interventions may 
also have to address such misbeliefs. Second, this work also 
suggests that interventions should teach people how to dis-
tinguish experiences of self-threat from other negative situa-
tions. Doing so may not only promote the likelihood of 
enacting self-affirmation but also doing so at the right time.

In creating such interventions, researchers must consider 
how people develop self-affirmation beliefs. Future work 

may examine whether people learn best through didactic 
teaching or experience; the latter may be more likely, as 
beliefs are posited to be relatively tacit. Indeed, earlier self-
affirmation research suggests that explicitly telling partici-
pants about the link between self-affirmation and self-threat 
can undermine the benefits of self-affirmation (Sherman 
et al., 2009)—although such didactic instruction may be 
counterproductive insofar as people feel forced to self-affirm 
(Silverman et al., 2013). Future research should test the 
effectiveness of didactic versus experiential interventions for 
promoting self-affirmation beliefs.

Limitations and Next Steps

There are some notable limitations. First, this work did not 
examine outcomes often associated with self-affirmation 
(reduced defensiveness, higher grades). Moving forward, it 
is important to address this issue. Self-affirmation beliefs, 
however, may be one of many necessary antecedents for suc-
cessful motivation regulation in the face of threat. Another 
antecedent may be recognizing when one is experiencing 
self-threat (i.e., self-knowledge; Scholer & Miele, 2016). 
Although this research suggests that people can detect self-
threat in hypothetical scenarios, this process may be compli-
cated when immersed in self-threat. Future research should 
examine whether people attribute their experiences of self-
threat to self-relevant or self-irrelevant sources. For exam-
ple, a patient receiving threatening health results may 
attribute feelings of threat to a decrease in their self-integrity 
or to the discomfort of being in a doctor’s office. These attri-
butions may guide whether self-affirmation beliefs shape 
coping decisions.

Additional antecedents include having the motivation and 
opportunity to implement one’s beliefs (Nguyen et al., 2019). 
Future work might also assess perceptions of how easy it is 
to engage in self-affirmation compared with alternative strat-
egies. A student who receives negative feedback on an essay 
may feel like it would be easier to “shake off” this threat (by 
binge-watching a mindless show) than to engage in self-
affirmation (to reflect on their important values), even if they 
think the latter is more useful for coping. Such perceptions 
may therefore impact whether people’s beliefs guide them to 
self-affirm in the face of self-threat, determining when and 
why their metamotivational beliefs translate to better or 
worse outcomes.

Second, the beliefs assessment may be characterized as 
domain-general, as it included scenarios about several types 
of self-threat. Future work may develop domain-specific 
assessments that focus on one type of self-threat (e.g., stereo-
type threat, threatening health information). Such assess-
ments may be more effective at predicting specific outcomes 
typically associated with self-affirmation.

In addition, the present research asked participants to con-
sider the usefulness of self-affirmation for self-threats that 
have already occurred. Previous work suggests that 
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self-affirmation interventions may be most beneficial before 
self-threat (Critcher et al., 2010)—although past research 
also demonstrates that self-affirmation can be still effective 
even after self-threats have already occurred (Brady et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, future research should examine peo-
ple’s beliefs about the usefulness of self-affirmation for 
anticipating self-threats (e.g., expecting negative feedback at 
work or awaiting disappointing health results), as it may 
enhance predictive precision when examining the conse-
quences of such beliefs.

Another limitation that one might raise concerns the effi-
cacy of alternative strategies. There is relatively less research 
on ineffective coping strategies for self-threat, rendering it 
difficult to identify strategies to compare against self-affir-
mation. Based on theory and research from related domains, 
we selected alternative strategies that one might expect 
would be unhelpful for coping with self-threat—though we 
acknowledge cases in which such strategies may be helpful 
for certain individuals. Results were generally consistent 
across studies, suggesting that our findings did not depend 
on a specific alternative strategy. Thus, although there may 
be unique disadvantages associated with each of the alterna-
tive strategies, the evidence for our conclusions was robust. 
Nevertheless, future research may compare self-affirmation 
to general coping strategies typically used in response to 
stress (e.g., planning, seeking social support, venting, disen-
gaging; Carver et al., 1989).

The present research is largely silent on how people 
develop and acquire beliefs about self-affirmation. It is pos-
sible these beliefs arise from trial-and-error learning and 
experience. If so, those who have had to overcome substan-
tial challenges may have greater knowledge about the types 
of coping that will sustain goal pursuit. Alternatively, per-
haps people acquire this knowledge from others. Parents 
may, for example, teach children to respond to self-threats by 
elaborating on values. Similarly, cultural practices may pro-
vide guidance on how best to cope. Understanding the for-
mation of these beliefs is an important future direction.

This research only recruited participants from the United 
States—a WEIRD population (Western, Educated, 
Industrialized, Rich, Democratic; Henrich et al., 2010). 
Whether the present findings would generalize to non-
WEIRD samples remains unknown. Questions of cross-cul-
tural generalizability may be particularly relevant, given that 
previous research suggests that standard self-affirmation 
exercises may be less effective among Easterners (Hoshino-
Browne et al., 2005). Interdependent forms of self-affirma-
tion—which focus on important values shared with loved 
ones—may be more beneficial for Easterners than indepen-
dent forms of self-affirmation—which focus on personally 
important values. Future research may examine beliefs about 
different forms of self-affirmation across Eastern and 
Western cultures and across different subcultures within the 
United States (lower vs. higher social classes; Stephens 
et al., 2012).

Another potential limitation is that we did not link meta-
motivational beliefs about self-affirmation to other beliefs 
people may have. Future research may examine whether 
such beliefs are related to metamotivational beliefs docu-
mented in other regulatory domains, such as construal level 
(MacGregor et al., 2017) and regulatory focus (Scholer & 
Miele, 2016). Perhaps those who recognize the benefits of 
self-affirmation for coping with self-threat also recognize the 
benefits of other motivational strategies in different situa-
tions. Alternatively, these various beliefs may be situation-
specific (Mischel & Shoda, 1995) and may not reflect a 
broader individual difference in metamotivation. This ques-
tion is worthy of future research and may inform how people 
develop such beliefs.

Conclusion

Psychologists have proposed self-affirmation as a solution 
for addressing ubiquitous self-threats. Applying a metamoti-
vational approach to self-affirmation, this work examined 
people’s beliefs about the benefits of self-affirmation for 
mitigating self-threat and demonstrated that individual dif-
ferences in these beliefs predicted adaptive coping decisions 
following self-threat. This research provides new insights 
not only into motivational theories but also into approaches 
that empower individuals to take an active role in maintain-
ing self-integrity in the face of threat.
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Notes

1. Since this is the first examination of people’s self-affirmation 
beliefs, we used the operationalization with the most empirical 
support—values affirmation. Future research should examine 
beliefs about other forms of self-affirmation.

2. We report the main effects and interactions for transparency and 
consistency. The interaction is not a test of our primary research 
questions, as its significance is impacted by a theory-irrelevant 
simple effect (usefulness of self-affirmation compared to the 
alternative strategy within the comparison scenarios). We focus 
instead on the three relevant simple effects.

3. The presentation order of the values reflection strategy and 
positive reflection strategy was counterbalanced. Order did not 
influence the results in this study or subsequent studies and will 
not be discussed further.

4. Because our primary outcomes were choice and preferences, 
we did not assess additional self-threat outcomes (self-esteem, 
self-integrity). Self-affirmation beliefs may be one of many fac-
tors that promote self-threat recovery, which may depend on 
various conditions (opportunity to implement beliefs, ease of 
self-affirming, threat detection). We elaborate on these future 
directions in the General Discussion.
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