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ABSntACT In two expenments we investigated the causes of low prepara-

tory effort (mimmal practicing for an upcoming event that is to be evaluated), a

possible form of self-handicappmg Expenment 1 found that people with h i ^

self-esteem practiced less than people with low self-esteem, although a prior

expenence of success eliminated tius difference Expenment 2 showed that

people with high self-esteem practiced less only when the practice duration was

publicly known, mdicating that they were usmg a strategic self-presentational

ploy rather dian responding to siq>enor confidence This difference may re-

flect a desire to maximize the self-presentation of high abihty by appearmg

to succeed despite minimal preparatory effort These results suggest that this

form of self-handicappmg is a strategy used by highly confident mdividuals m

uncertam situations to make a favorable impression on others

Everyone is evaluated at times, and one often has the chance to prepare

for the evaluation Common sense would prescnbe that the more im-

portant the evaluation is, the more thoroughly one should prepare, m

order to make the performance as good as possible On the oflier hand,

there are some psychological benefits to poor or madequate prepara-

tion, particularly m terms of protecting one's self-concept If one has

not prepared adequately, then a bad outcome can be blamed on the

lack of preparation rather than bemg taken as a sign of low ability

Moreover, the implication of high abihty is especially strong if success

occurs despite obstacles or handicq>s (see Kelley, 1972, on discountmg
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and augmentation in attnbution) The purpose of this article is to ex-
plore whether some individuals will strategically reduce their amount
of preparatory effort in order to gain these attnbutional benefits

Leary and Shepperd (1986) noted that the term self-handicapping has
had multiple, mconsistent usages, but a central one refers to placing
obstacles in the way of one's task performance so as to furnish one-
self with an external attnbution when future outcomes are uncertain
Lack of preparation before an evaluation is conceptually similar to this
meaning of self-handicapping The self-protective advantages of self-
handicappmg were descnbed by Jones and Berglas (1978, see also Ber-
glas & Jones, 1978), who noted that the external attnbutions for failure
protect one from loss of esteem In addition to self-protection, however,
there can be a self-enhancmg function for placing such bamers to one's
own performance, for they increase one's potential credit for success

Lack of preparation before an evaluation is similar to putting a bar-
ner m the way of one's own success, because inadequate prepara-
tion mitigates the impact of failure but enhances the credit for success
(Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1983) In fact, Rhodewalt, Saltzman, and
Wittmer (1984) and Hams and Snyder (1986) have operationahzed self-
handicappmg precisely as reduced or minimal preparation (practice)
before an evaluation Other behavioral examples of self-handicapping
have been identified m the literature, such as alcohol use (Jones &
Berglas, 1978, T\icker, Vuchinich, & Sobell, 1981), drug use (Berglas
& Jones, 1978, Kolditz & Arkin, 1982), test anxiety (Smith, Snyder,
& Handelsman, 1982), psychological symptoms (Smith, Snyder, &
Perkins, 1983, see also Schouten & Handelsman, 1987, Snyder, Smith,
Augelh, & Ingram, 1985), withdrawal of effort (Smith et al , 1982, see
also Frankel & Snyder, 1978), and underachievement (Jones & Berglas,
1978)

SeU-Esteem

The motivation behmd self-handicappmg is to protect and enhance one's
self-esteem (Arkm & Baumgardner, 1985, Hams & Snyder, 1986, Jones
& Berglas, 1978, Snyder & Smith, 1982) Self-handicapping presum-
ably occurs because of threats to self-esteem on important, self-relevant
dimensions ' It is plausible, therefore, that mdividual differences in trait

1 Self-handic^)pmg is typically discussed when competence-relevant perfoimances

are required One's self-esteem can be threatened m a vanety of other contexts as well

as performance competence Conq>etence image is only one aspect of self-esteem
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self-esteem may be associated with differential tendencies to engage in
self-handicapping

Conflicting predictions can be made regardmg the effects of trait self-
esteem on the tendency to self-handicap On the one hand, it might
be predicted that individuals with low self-esteem would self-handicap
in esteem-threatening situations more than individuals with high self-
esteem because they are more insecure (Cohen, 1959) People low in
self-esteem are more likely than people high in self-esteem to expect
failure (Cohen, 1959, McFarlm & Blascovich, 1981), and therefore they
may be more likely to adopt self-handicappmg strategies to excuse the
anticipated failure In addition, people with low self-esteem need more
positive evaluation and/or are more motivated to avoid negative evalua-
tions (Jones, 1973), so they may be more motivated to self-handicap to
protect or enhance self-esteem Self-protection has been identified as a
central concem of people with low self-esteem (Baumeister, Tice, &
Hutton, 1989), and so to the extent that self-handicapping is protective,
it should be associated with low self-esteem

On the other hand, there are several bases for predicting that indi-
viduals with high self-esteem would be more hkely to self-handicap
than individuals with low self-esteem A failure may be a greater blow
to people with high self-esteem because they are not accustomed to
failure and, under most conditions, do not expect to fail at important,
self-relevant tasks Hams, Snyder, Higgins, and Schrag (1986) found
that women with high self-esteem were more likely to propose protec-
tive excuses for possible failure (although they did not engage m any
active or behavioral self-handicapping activity) This could mean that
people with high self-esteem are especially concemed with managing
the lmphcations of possible failures

Another reason for suggesting that self-handicapping primarily would
be linked to high levels of self-esteem is its potential value for self-
enhancement A recent hterature review concluded that people with
high self-esteem are more prone to engage in self-enhancing behav-
iors (Baumeister et al , 1989) As a result, they may self-handicap
in order to maximize their attnbutional credit for success Baumeister
(1982) found that people with high self-esteem were more willing to
use vanous self-presentational ploys to enhance their reputations Self-
handicappmg may well follow the same pattem, especially msofar as it
may be a self-presentational strategy (Kolditz & Arkin, 1982, see be-
low) With regard to preparatory effort, one might predict that people
with high self-esteem would practice minimally so that their antici-
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pated success would seem to prove their high innate abihty rather than
seeming a result of effortful preparation

A similar prediction is suggested by recent studies of depression De-
pression IS associated with low self-esteem (Beck, 1967, 1976, Becker,
1974, 1979, Bibnng, 1953, Brown & Hams, 1978) Therefore, com-
panng the defensive attnbutional strategies of depressed and nonde-
pressed subjects may provide some mdirect evidence for the prediction
that individuals with high self-esteem might be more likely to self-
handicap than mdividuals with low self-esteem Several studies have
demonstrated that depressed mdividuals (who presumably have lower
self-esteem) are less likely than nondepressed individuals to engage m
defensive, self-enhancmg tactics that tend to cast the self in a favor-
able hght (Alloy, 1982, Alloy & Abramson, 1979, Lewmsohn, Mischel,
Chaphn, & Barton, 1980)

Yet another prediction would suggest that the effects of disposi-
tional seff-esteem (whatever they may be) may interact with perfor-
mance feedback Self-handicappmg is a strategic response to the uncer-
tainty of future performance outcomes, so mitial feedback may remove
some of the need for it. Indeed, Berglas and Jones (1978) suggested
that a contingent success expenence removed any need to engage m
self-haruhcappmg They found self-handicappmg only in response to
noncontmgent success feedback Contmgent success feedback should
therefrae ehnunate the motivational basis for self-handicappmg In ad-
dition, the absence of mitial feedback constitutes a relative lack of
external situational structure, which may be conducive to effects of
mdividual differences (West, 1983), so it seemed plausible that trait
levels of self-esteem would predict behavior most directly m the ab-
sence of lmtial feedback Thus, we had grcnmds for predictmg both a
mam effect for contmgent success feedback (l e , reducmg die amount
of self-handicappmg) and an mteraction between success feedback and
self-esteem (l e , self-esteem will only predict self-handicapping m the
absence of feedback)

PreparcxtoiY Effort

The present research used duration of preparafony effort as the main de-

perident measure of self-harKlics^mg. TTiat is, sid)jects were permitted

to practice as much ot as httle as possible We reasoned tibat exten-

sive {practice is tfie (q}tirnal way to ensure a maximal perfonnance, but
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subjects may realize that extensive practice reduces some of the attnbu-
tional benefits of success Specifically, to fail despite extensive practice
IS to prove oneself incompetent, whereas to fail after inadequate prac-
tice IS ambiguous By similar reasonmg, to succeed after extensive
practice is far less impressive than to succeed after minimal prepara-
tion Thus, long practice times will maximize the likely performance

outcomes, but short practice times will maximize the attnbutional out-
comes Decidmg the duration of one's practice time may thus refiect
how one strikes a balance between these opposing goals

Seff-handicappmg mvolves creatmg obstacles to one's own perfor-
mance for the sake of attnbutional benefits, so in the present circum-
stances self-handicappmg would mean keeping one's practice times to
a mmimum Not practicing thus resembles a familiar pattem m self-
defeating behaviors, namely the trade-off of one sort of benefits for
another, leadmg m general to poorer objective outcomes (Baumeister
& Scher, 1988)

Still, seff-handicappmg tendencies may not be the only factor that
affects duration of practice An altemative, particularly important fac-
tor IS the subject's perception of the amount of practice necessary for
success This m tum may be a product of subjective confidence and
perceived difficulty of objective standards Because self-esteem lmphes
generally high confidence, one might well predict that people with high
self-esteem would practice less than people with low self-esteem, in-
dependent of other factors This tendency might be reduced by mitial
success (which would provide objective evidence that one does not
need to practice much to succeed) If preparatory effort is based mainly
on confidence, therefore, one may predict that lmtial success feedback
would reduce everyone's practice duration, and although one rmght
predict that high dispositional self-esteem would still cause greater con-
fidence after success, tte discrepancy between mdividuals with high
and low seff-esteem would be reduced

Present Research

To reiterate, the first expenment was designed to mvestigate two issues
First, there were competmg hypotheses about how trait self-esteem
would predict behavioral self-hjuidicappmg (l e , would lead to reduced
I»eparatory effort) Second, w« hypothesized that tte effects of self-
esteem would be most apparent m uncertam or unstructured situations.
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particularly including the lack of mitial feedback, so we predicted that
initial success feedback would ovemde and reduce the effects of self-
esteem

Expsrtment 1: S«lf-Esteem and Initial Success

Expenment 1 was designed to examme the effects of self-esteem and
mitial success on subsequent practice before an evaluation Subjects
performed a task and then either were told that they had performed
exceptionally well or were given no performance feedback They were
then given the chance to practice the task for as long as they liked before
bemg evaluated on a second performance

Self-handicapping has been descnbed as a strategic response to the
uncertainty of future performance outcomes In Expenment 1, un-
certainty about future perfonnance was created by asking subjects to
perform a novel, self-relevant task Because the task was descnbed as
probably unlike any other the subject had received feedback on, sub-
jects could not be certain of their ability to do the task For half the
subjects, this uncertamty was reduced by mitial feedback suggesting
that subjects' ability or performance on the task was high Because the
task was descnbed as predictive of career success outside of the aca-
demic settmg, performance on the task was assumed to be important to
the subjects

The main predictions were as follows In the absence of initial success
feedback, people with high self-esteem should practice less than people
with low self-esteem, eitiier because of greater confidence (hence less
perceived need to practice) or because of a greater tendency to self-
handicap for strategic, self-enhancmg purposes Initial success should
reduce the uncertainty and hence the motive to self-handicap, so suc-
cess feedback should create longer practice times for all subjects, mitial
success should also reduce or ehmmate the effects of trait self-esteem

METHOD

Expenment 1 mvolved a 2 x 2 Level of Self-Esteem (high vs low, based on

a median split) x Manipulated Performance feedback (success feedback vs

no feedback) design Forty mttx)ductory psychology students (23 males and

17 females) participated as subjects and were randomly assigned to feedback

conditions The experimenter was bhnd to self-esteem level
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Measures

AU subjects rated their level of self-esteem usmg Silverman's (1964) version of

the Jams and Field (1959) scale Some researchers have argued that self-esteem

may be domam-specific (Flemmg & Courtney, 1984, Shavelson, Hubner, &

Stanton, 1976, Wyhe, 1974, 1979), the Jams and Field scale emphasizes social

self-esteem but includes global self-regard and work (and school) competence

as well It was chosen because we wanted to study how individuals respond

to social vanables (l e , perfonnance feedback in a public settmg) Jams and

Field reported evidence that the scores are sufficiently rehable for testmg group

hypotheses Their item analysis indicated a high degree of mtemal consistency,

and a split half rehability analysis resulted m a raw reliability coefficient of

69 (the estimated value of the rehability coefficient is 81 when corrected by

the Spearman-Brown formula) Scores m Expenment 1 reinged from 33 to 79,

with a median of 60

The dependent measure was collected on a task (game) for which practice

before the evaluation would result in an increased score dunng the evaluation

The game was sold under the commercial name "Roll Up" (see Martens &

Landers, 1972, also Baumeister, 1984) The object of the game was to roll a

ball up an inchne created by two metal bars by moving the bars apart Points

were scored by droppmg the ball mto a hole The further the ball rolled up

the mcline before dropping, the greater the number of points scored There

was a positive correlation between amount of time practiced and subsequent

score on the evaluation task for subjects m Expenment 1, r(40) = 30, sug-

gestmg that this was an appropnate task for us to use (because practice does

help one perform better, so reducing practice satisfies the self-defeating com-

ponent of the definition of self-handicapping) The experimenter suggested

that there was a strong possibility that practice would lead to a higher score on

tiie test Any subject who admitted having extensive pnor expenence playing

this game would have been ehminated, but no subject admitted to being very

famihar with the game In order to ensure that they would be concemed with

perfonmng well, subjects were told that the task was one component of a 10-

component nonverbal mtelhgence test that was more closely associated with

predictmg postacademic success than with measunng inteUigence All subjects

were college students, who tend to be relatively concemed with their intel-

lectual functionmg, so performance was subjectively important Subjects were

led to believe that the nonverbal test measured important aspects of mtellectual

functionmg different from the highly verbal intelligence tests normally given

m school, in order to ensure that tiiey would not simply discount the results of

the present test if tiiey were not similar to the results of previous intelligence

tests Subjects were told tiiat the test was designed to be used with populations

above-average mtelhgence (such as college populations)
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Procedure

All subjects participated mdividually After sigmng a consent form, subjects

completed the self-esteem scale Subjects were then told that they were partici-

pating in a psychometnc expenment that was examming the effects of practice

on the 10 different components of a nonverbal mtelhgence test They were told

that they would be tested at the task for a 2-mmute penod, given a chance to

practice the task, and then tested agam for 2 mmutes After the first 2 mmutes,

half of the subjects were told that they had scored m the 96th jiercentile of col-

lege students and had received one of the highest scores that the expenmenter

had seen The other half of the subjects were given no feedback regardmg their

performances on the first tnal

All subjects were then asked to practice the task for however long they

wished Subjects were told that they would be timed but would not be scored

on the task while they practiced In order to ehmmate any incorrect perception

by the subjects of expenmenter demand to practice bnefly or for a long time,

the expenmenter emphasized that it did not matter how long they practiced

They were told to let tiie expenmenter know whenever they wanted to stop

practicing and take the test the second time The expenmenter sat quietly,

holding a stopwatch and observing the subject while the subject practiced The

dependent measure was tiie amount of time subjects spent practicmg After

{Hacticing, subjects completed the manipulation check (m which they mdicated

how well they felt they had performed on the first tnal) and performed the task

once more for the expenmenter to score Subjects were tbsn fiilly debnefed

RESULTS

Manip\ilation Check

Just pnor to debnefing, subjects were asked to report on an 11-point

scale (with 1 mdicatmg not at all well ainl 11 mdicatmg extremely well)

how well they had performed the task on the first tnal Subjects who

had received success feedback reported that they had performed sigmfi-

cantly better, M = 9 95, than subjects who had received no f<^back,

M = 4 35, r(38) = 18 32, p < 0001, suggesting that subjects m the

success condition found the feedback plausible

Duration of Practice

The mam results are presented m Table 1 There was a significant

mteraction between level of self-esteem and performance feedback,

F( l , 36) = 10 80, p < 001 Subjects with low self-esteem practiced
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Self-esteem

High

Low

Tabtol
Mean Diuation of Practice

Success

275 5(11)
215 8 (9)

Experiment 1

Initial outcome

No feedback

131 2(9)
412 5(11)

Note Numbers represent mean number of seconds practiced by subjects Numbers in

parentheses = cell n 's

sigmficantly less if they had received success feedback for the task
than if they had received no feedback, ?(36) = 2 69, p < 05, whereas
for subjects with high self-esteem there was a margmally significant
reversal of that pattem, f (36) = 1 98, p < 10

Altematively, pairwise compansons could be performed withm feed-
back condition and between seff-esteem levels When subjects were
not given any feedback, individuals with high self-esteem practiced
significantly less than individuals with low self-esteem, t{36) = 3 85,
p < 01, but after being given success feedback there was a nonsignifi-
cant reversal of that pattem

Males and females were randomly distnbuted across cells (m roughly
equal pattems); no gender differences were found

DISCUSSION

The results of Expenment 1 supported the hypothesis that mitial success
feedback interacts with dispositional self-esteem to determme how long
the person practices for an upcommg evaluation When subjects were
not given any fieedback, persons with high self-esteem practiced less
than those with low seff-esteem, suggestmg that people with high seff-
esteem may generally be more hkely to self-handicap for the sake of the
attnbutional benefits Once lmtial success had been achieved, however,
the effects of self-esteem were ehnunated In short, the results of Ex-
penment 1 support the view that people with high self-esteem are most
prone to engage m self-handicappmg, particularly under conditions of
high performance uncertamty

We had also predicted a mam effect for success f^back on duration
of practice, but this prediction was not confirmed We had reasoned
that lUK^ertainty produces self-handicappmg, so imtial success feedback
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should eliminate the motive to self-handicap, resulting m generally
longer practice times This pattem was obtained only among subjects
high m self-esteem, subjects low m self-esteem showed a significant
reversal of that pattern, that is, they practiced less after success than
when no initial feedback was received

One hkely explanation for this reversal is that people with low self-
esteem did not wish to nsk following up their initial success with
a subsequent failure that might discredit the initial success In other
words, success may have elicited a self-protective response from them
People with low self-esteem presumably have experienced relatively
few successes and lack confidence that they can repeat and sustam such
successes In such a context, each success would be highly welcome,
and one would not want to jeopardize it by trymg to duplicate it This
reasonmg is consistent with past evidence that people with low self-
esteem tend to withdraw effort after lmtial success (Baumeister & Tice,
1985) People with high self-esteem, of course, would not be subject to
the same lnsecunty, for their presumably high level of confidence would
lead them to expect that they could indeed repeat an lmtial success

A related possible explanation for the reduced effort among people
with low self-esteem following success was that they may have regarded
It as an atypical and possibly noncontmgent expenence Shrauger (1975)
proposed that people are most prone to beheve feedback that is con-
sistent with their self-concepts (see also Swann, Gnffin, Predmore, &
Games, 1987), and so people with low self-esteem may be doubtful or
suspicious of highly positive feedback They may be prone to suspect
that It was a result of luck or chance (unlike people with high self-
esteem, who presumably expect to succeed and view favorable feedback
as yet another confirmation of their high competence) Noncontmgent
success has been identified as a major cause of self-handicappmg (Ber-
glas & Jones, 1978, Jones & Berglas, 1978), and so perceptions of
success as noncontmgent would help explam why people with low self-
esteem appeared to withdraw effort followmg lmtial success Insofar
as we have no data bearmg on attnbutions for the success made by
people with low self-esteem, this explanation remams speculative Still,
Berglas and Jones reported that they found it quite difficult to mduce
subjects to perceive success as noncontmgent, even when it really was
noncontmgent Because no procedures (similar to Berglas and Jones's)
were used to foster the pereeption of noncontii^ency, it seems doirt)tfiil
that the present results were mediated by this perception, although it
carmot be ruled out
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One ambiguity about these results concemed whether practice dura-
tion was caused by inner confidence or by strategic, self-handicapping
motives Individuals with low self-esteem may have practiced for a
long time in the no-feedback condition because they lacked confidence
that they could perform well, but when they received success feedback
their confidence was raised Subjects with high self-esteem may have
reduced their preparatory effort as a strategic maneuver to discount
the lmphcation of future failure—or they may simply have been more
confident of success at the task and therefore felt less need to practice
than people with low self-esteem The latter explanation does not fully
account for the effects of success feedback, for people with high self-
esteem should have been more confident than others even after success,
and It IS very unclear why initial success would have reduced the con-
fidence of people with high self-esteem Still, Experiment 1 was not
designed to distinguish between the strategic and the confidence hy-
potheses, and someone might argue that success feedback somehow
altered levels of confidence so as to yield the pattem of results we
observed Expenment 2 attempted to address this issue

Experiment 2: PubUc Venus Private Practice

The second expenment was concemed with why subjects with high
self-esteem practiced less than subjects with low self-esteem under con-
ditions of no feedback Two explanations are possible Subjects with
high self-esteem may have reduced their preparatory effort as a self-
presentational ploy m order to preserve a public image of competence
Altematively, they may have practiced for a shorter time simply because
they were more confident If they were practicing less than subjects with
low self-esteem because they were more confident, they should prac-
tice less in pnvate (where no audience is aware of the amount of time
spent practicing) as well as m public (where they are explicitly timed
by the expenmenter), for then: mtrapsychic self-evaluaUon presumably
remams the same even if others are present However, if minimal prac-
tice IS a strategic ploy to protect a pubhc image, then subjects with high
self-esteem should only practice less than subjects with low self-esteem
in a pubhc settmg

The broader issue here is whether self-handicappmg is designed to
benefit the pubhc self or the pnvate self Berglas and Jones (1978)
found tfiat self-handicapping occurred m pnvate as well as m pubhc,
but Kolditz and Arkm (1982) found it only m a public setting, and they
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suggested that seff-handicapping is a self-presentational strategy ̂  If so,

then the self-handicappmg by people with high self-esteem should only

occur m a public settmg (where the expenmenter knew and recorded

the amount of time the subject spent practicing), and not m a pnvate

settmg (where the amount of time prepanng or practicmg before the

evaluation would be known only to the subject) Expenment 2 was de-

signed to investigate whether the effects of self-esteem depended on

self-presentational factors

METHOD

Thirty-eight students (25 males and 13 females) volunteered to participate in

partial fulfillment of a requirement for introductory psychology We used a 2 x

2 Self-Esteem (high vs low) x Pubhcness of Practice (expenmenter present

dunng practice vs not present) design

When the subject amved the expenmenter reviewed the cover story (on

vahdating a 10-part test of nonverbal mtelhgence, as m Expenment 1) m detail

and demonstrated the Roll Up game Subjects did not perform the game be-

fore practicmg, unlike m Expenment 1 Subjects were told that they would be

given one 2-mmute tnal at the task, and that they could practice the task for as

long as they hked before the tnal

In the pubhc condition, tiie expenmenter was present, watchmg and timmg

the subject while he or SIK practiced The expenmenter tiien left the room

while the subject filled out the Jams and Fidkl (1959) self-esteem question-

naire Subj^^ts were told that the amount of time t h ^ practiced needed to be

recorded for statistical purposes but that they should feel free to practice for as

long as they liked

In the pnvate condition, the subject was not aware that the expenmenter

knew how long he or she practiced To accomplish tiiis, the subject was told

to practice as long as desired, then to fiU out the self-esteem questionnaire,

and then to go to anotiier room to get the expenmenter to administer tiie per-

2 Kolditz and Arkin (1982) replicated tte Berglas and Jones (1978) [nocedure with

unpotant metfiodological changes, which may have resulted in a very different psycho-

logical set and level of involvement fen- tbe subjects These difteences in how tbe

subjects p«iceived die task may well account fin- die ̂ acxtapaaaes in the findings of the

two studies In any case, the {xesent eKpounents do lut attem^ to addiess ibe issue

of wteti^r self-jHesentational concerns are the only reason subjects sdf-handicap It

seems that peo(de may sometimes setf-handic^ for self-iHesentatKmal reasons, pos-

sibly in addtticm to uitra;>sychic reasons 1 ^ article is an attenqM to examine only ti«

se]f-{»esentatKHial cont̂ xment of sieif-baodicapjptBg, while lecf^msng tbat uKfaviduals

msy sonaedmcs sdf-baodicap m {sivate as wdl in ai6a to manage ttor

of tbenudves
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formance tnal Subjects were told that tiie questionnaire took difFerent people
different amounts of time ("anywhere from 3 to 20 minutes") to complete
Thus, from the subject's pomt of view, even if the expenmenter did notice
how much time el^>sed before the subject came to get her, the expenmenter
would not know how the subject had divided this time between practicing the
task and filbng out the questionnaire

Unhke the anticipated performance measure, which was descnbed as a pub-
licly performed task, subjects were asked not to identify themselves on the
wntten measures This was done so that subjects would not use the written
measures to comment on, modify, or explam their practice or anticipated per-
formance on the task Subjects were told not to practice again after filhng out
tiie scale and to get the expenmenter from the next room when they were
finished

Unbeknownst to subjects m the pnvate condition, the expenmenter was
momtormg their duration of practice Tte sound of the apparatus was clearly
audible m the next room, which made it possible to obtam a highly unobtrusive
measure of practice duration

When the subject retneved the expenmenter, a mampulation check was ad-
ministered, which completed the procedure Subjects were debnefed, thanked,
and dismissed

SKULTS

Manipiilation Checlcs

Ratmgs confirmed that subjects m the public condition believed that

they were being timed while they practiced, M = 1 2, where 1 = very

much so, 5 = not at all, but in the pnvate condition subjects generally

were not aware that the expenmenter knew how long they practiced,

4 35,p < 001

Duration ol Practice

The results of this study are presented m Table 2 Analysis of variance

revealed a significant mam effect for pubhcness, mdicatmg longer prac-

tice tuiKS m the jwivate tiian m the pubhc condition, F( l , 34) = 27 42,

P < .01. Hus was quahfiied, however, by a significant mteraction be-

tween ^ U c n e s s and self-esteem, F( l , 34) = 5 06, p < 05 Withm

the pubhc coiuiition subjects with high self-esteem practiced signifi-

cantly less Umi subject witii low self-esteem, r(34) = 2 22,p < 05

I trend was iKiiis^nifiicantly reversed m Ute pnvate coruhtion,
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Self-esteem

High

Low

Table 2
Mean Dvuation of Practice Experiment 2

Pubhc

122 8(12)
256 9 (8)

Pnvate

447 9 (8)
386 6 (10)

Note Durations are measured in seconds Numbers m parentheses = cell n 's

subjects With high self-esteem practicmg longer than subjects with low
seff-esteem

Self-esteem scores m Expenment 2 ranged from 33 to 80, with a
median of 59 5 No significant differences were found m self-esteem
scores in the public versus the private condition Males and females
were randomly distnbuted across cells (m roughly equal pattems), no
gender differences were found

DISCUSSION

The results of Expenment 2 supported the self-presentational explana-
tion rather than the differential confidence explanation for the tendency
of people with high self-esteem to nummize preparatory effort Under
public conditions, subjects with high self-esteem practiced less than
subjects with low self-esteem, replicating the finding in the no-feedback
condition m Expenment 1 This difference disappeared m the pnvate
condition, however, even showmg a (nonsignificant) trend in the reverse
direction This effect of pubhcness apparently contradicts the hypothe-
sis that the differences obtained m Expenment 1 arose from diffenng
levels of confidence, for the subject's mtrapsychic level of confidence
should have been the same in both conditions Rather, it appears that
the reduction of preparatory effort by subjects with high self-esteem
(m the pubhc condition) was a strategic, self-presentational ploy de-
signed to maximize attnbutional benefits of performance outcomes
Reduced practice would mcrease their credit for success and discount
the lmphcations of failure

Tlie mam effect for pubhcness suggests that all subjects self-handi-
capped for self-presentational reasons to some extent, but diat people
with high self-esteem did so more than people with low self-esteem
Although nervousness or aversiveness caused l^ the experimenter's
presence may have contnbuted to the mam effect for pubhcness, it can-
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not easily explam the interaction between pubhcness and self-esteem
(see below) The interaction between pubhcness and self-esteem sig-
nifies the greater tendency of people with high self-esteem to self-
handicap under public conditions than people low in self-esteem,
supporting previous findmgs indicating that individuals with high self-
esteem are more aggressive than individuals with low self-esteem in
using self-presentational tactics to enhance their images (Baumeister,
1982)

As an altemative explanation, it might be suggested that practicing
m the presence of the expenmenter made the subjects nervous or em-
barrassed, which caused them to stop practicmg sooner m public than
m pnvate, m order to terminate an aversive experience To explain the
present findings, one might propose that subjects with high self-esteem
found the experience more aversive than those with low self-esteem, so
they practiced less in pubhc However, it seems implausible that they
found the experimenter's presence during practice more aversive than
the subjects with low self-esteem because several of the items on the
self-esteem scale ask subjects to rate themselves in similar situations
(e g , "When you are trying to win m a game or sport and know that
other people are watchmg you, how rattled or fiustered do you usually
get'' How often do you feel self-conscious"^ When you have to talk in
front of a class or a group of people, how womed do you usually get''"),
with low evaluative concem scored as the high self-esteem response
Usmg other measures of self-esteem, Greenwald, Bellezza, and Banaji
(1988) found significant negative correlations between social anxiety
and self-esteem Thus, although nervousness or discomfort caused by
the expenmenter's presence may have contnbuted to the main effect
for pubhcness, it presumably would have had a greater effect on people
with low self-esteem, so it carmot easily explain the interaction

GENEKAL DISCUSSION

Reduced, minimal, or madequate practice for an upcommg perfor-
mance IS conceptually similar to self-handicq)pmg It protects one from
the unphcations of failure but enhances one's credit for success The
perfrarmer thus benefits reganlless of whether the outcome is success or
feilure The drawback, however, is that inadequate practice increases
tlte pxtbabihty of failure In this researeh, a positive correlation was
found between duration of practice and quahty of subsequent perfor-
mance, which suggests that lesser pr^:tice did indeed tend to lead to
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poorer performance Thus, deliberate reduction of practice duration
would qualify as a self-defeating behavior The present results bear on
the issue of when people will sabotage their perfonnance quahty for the
sake of attnbutional benefits

Implications of Present Kesxilts

Both expenments showed self-handicapping to be affected by disposi-
tional level of self-esteem, and each time it was the people with high
self-esteem who employed strategic reductions of preparatory effort
The fact that self-esteem predicts self-handicapping signifies that self-
handicappmg, or in this case the reduced duration of practice, is cen-
trally concemed with how the mdividual regards him or herseff It is
therefore appropnate and even necessary to invoke self-regard in ex-
plammg how much preparatory effort people exert Based on our re-
sults, the withdrawal of preparatory effort can be regarded as a strategy
used by highly self-confident individuals to enhance their potential
credit for success or to escape potential blame for failure

The effect of pubhcness suggests that it is often the public self,
rather than the pnvate self-concept, that is the mam focus of self-
handicappmg This does not contradict our previous conclusion that
self-esteem is centrally implicated in self-handicappmg, for different
levels of trait seff-esteem may be closely linked to typical self-pre-
sentational strategies (Baumeister et al , 1989) Indeed, m a recent
review we argued that self-esteem measures may be more closely and
directly linked to self-presentational pattems than to mtrapsychic self-
evaluations (Baumeister et a l , 1989) The withdrawal of preparatory
effort by mdividuals with high self-esteem is apparently a strategy de-
signed to make them look good to other people

Self-esteem effects were mainly evident under conditions of perfor-
mance uncertamty (i e , m the absence of initial success feedback)
This IS consistent with previous evidence that chrome uncertamty of
self-evaluation (Hams & Snyder, 1986) and msecunty created by non-
contmgent succ^s (Berglas & Jones, 1978) produce self-handicappmg
Tliere IS Immd evidence that personahty traits have dieir sttongest effects
wten situational pressures are weak or and}iguous (see West, 1983, cf
Tice & Baumeisto-, 1985), and hence tte present effects of trait self-
esteem were strongest m uncertam conditKms When the anticipated
performance is hig^y <mc«tam, people may Ml back on their self-
esteem and ttma habitual strategic to deade how to prepare for it In
the iniesent studies, people with high self-esteem responded to tl^ un-
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certainty by usmg a strategic response (l e , reduced preparatory effort)
that would make them look good regardless of what then* actual level of
performance would tum out to be The effects of self-esteem were elimi-
nated, however, by either initial success (Expenment 1) or situational
pnvacy and anonymity (Expenment 2) Thus, the effects of self-esteem
on self-handicappmg appeared strongest m unstructured situations that
invoked self-presentational concems but that lacked initial evidence
about ability

The ongmal exposition of self-handicapping theory portrayed it as a
means by which insecure people could protect their self-regard (Jones
& Berglas, 1978) Our results si^gest two modifications in that view
First, It appears that it is high self-esteem, rather than msecunty or
low self-esteem, that is associated with this self-defeating withdrawal
of preparatory effort Insofar as people with high self-esteem are more
lnchned toward self-enhancement than self-protection (Baumeister et
al , 1989), the emphasis m self-handicq)pmg theory should perhi^s
be shifted from protectmg to enhancing the image of self Second, we
found that the strategic withdrawal of effort by people with high self-
esteem occurred only m a pubhc setting This is consistent with other
evidence suggesting that self-handicappmg theory should emphasize the
pubhc self rather than the pnvate self-concept (Kolditz & Arkm, 1982)

Alternative Explanations

We have interpreted reducmg one's practice duration as a self-handi-
cappmg strategy because it jeopardizes objective success m the service
of attnbutional benefits It is conceivable, however, that practice dura-
tion might reflect other motives Subjective confidence seems the most
likely, for a confident person presumably feels that less practice would
be necessary to achieve success, as compared to an msecure person
It may be, for example, diat people with high seff-esteem are simply
more confident and therefore do not think that they have to practice as
much as others do

T\vo of our findings are particularly difficult to explam on the basis of
differential confidence First, mitial success presumably should mcrease
confidence, and so it should reduce practice time, but Expenment 1
showed the opposite lmtial success mcreased the practice durations
of people widi high self-esteem. Second, the shorter practice tunes of
pec^le with high self-esteem occurred only m pubhc and not m pnvate
conditKins (m Expenment 2)—but mtrapsychic, subjective confidence
should have been the same m both conditions, because the presence
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of others should not alter the perceived task difficulty (It is conceiv-
able, however, that social facihtation may have affected the findings,
in that the presence of the audience was necessary to facilitate the
dominant response of high confidence for individuals with high self-
esteem ') Thus, some of our findings are consistent with a confidence
explanation, but others are not, and it seems most parsimomous to re-
gard reduced practice as a strategic self-presentational ploy designed to
maximize attnbutional benefits

Another view might suggest that subjects reduced their practice times
as a means of shortemng the expenment, possibly m order to escape the
situation From this perspective, the findmgs of Expenment 1 would
mean that success makes people with low self-esteem want to escape
the situation faster but has the opposite effect on people with high self-
esteem (cf Baumeister & Tice, 1985) The findings of Expenment 2
would mean that the presence of others makes everyone, but especiaUy
people with high self-esteem, want to escape faster This last finding is
difficult to reconcile with that alternative explanation, for (as noted
earlier) it is people with low rather than high self-esteem who are most
adversely affected by the presence of an audience This view also makes
the questionable assumption that subjects find it so appealing to save
a few minutes by shortening the expenment that they are willing to
nsk an embarrassing failure—whereas past work suggests that people
are strongly motivated to make a favorable impression even on total
strangers, and they will subordinate their outside goals to the immediate
situation (cf Brown, 1968, Brown & Garland, 1971)

CONCLUSION

This research found that self-handicapping by means of reduced prepa-
ratory effort was more charactenstic of people with high rather than low
self-esteem This appeared to be a self-presentational strategy designed
to maximize their pubhc attnbutional outcomes, for the difference ob-
tamed only when the practice duration was known to others Further, the
difference obtamed mainly in response to relatively unstructured situa-
tions, for It was eliminated by mitial performance feedback * "Hius, this

3 We would like to tfiank an anonymous reviewer for proposing this alternative ex-

planation

4 Experiment showed this effect fen' succ^s feedback In another, un][Hibhshed ex-

penn^nt, we leplicitfed that effect fcM: success and found it also for lmtial failure

feedback
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form of self-handicappmg appears to be a self-presentational strategy
used by highly confident people in uncertain situations Individuals
with high self-esteem may be especially concemed with managing the
impressions others form of them, and they may self-handicap (m our
studies, practice less before an evaluation) in an attempt to control those
impressions and present themselves most positively However, if the
testing condition is pnvate, there is no opportunity to impress an audi-
ence and so the motivation to self-handicap is reduced In addition, if
the audience is aware of an earlier success, then the individual may have
already accomplished the desire to impress and need not use strategic
ploys such as self-handicappmg to create the desired impression

Self-handicapping is a self-defeating behavior pattem In these stud-
ies, practicing less meant performing worse In that context, our results
suggest that high self-esteem may often bring a troublesome or even
destructive burden of egotism The ovemding concem with sustaining
a highly favorable view of self m the mmds of others led many of our
subjects to reduce their preparatory efifort In the long run, this pur-
suit of reputation may cause individuals with high self-esteem to fail to
perform up to their potential
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