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a b s t r a c t

We evaluated how self-concepts are represented in memory, testing predictions about how self-relevant
feedback influences mood and self-evaluation. Specifically, we view the self as comprised of multiple self-
aspects (e.g., daughter, sorority sister), each associated with specific attributes (e.g., shy, philanthropy).
Study 1 showed that priming a self-aspect increased the accessibility of attributes idiosyncratically asso-
ciated with the activated self-aspect. In Studies 2 and 3, positive or negative self-relevant feedback was
provided to observe how affect and self-evaluations are mediated by self-concept representation. Study 2
demonstrated that changes in mood were accounted for by how feedback impacted evaluations of the
currently activated self-aspect. Moreover, evaluations of other self-aspects shifted as they shared more
attributes with the self-aspect implicated by feedback. In Study 3, feedback about an attribute also influ-
enced affect, with stronger mood change revealed for attributes associated with a greater proportion of
self-aspects. This work demonstrates that affective experiences resulting from self-relevant feedback are
not determined by one’s self-concept representation in its entirety, but rather, by the impact of that feed-
back on activated self-aspects.

! 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

Upon receiving word of a manuscript’s acceptance, we often
experience elation and feel better about ourselves. On the other
hand, the dissolution of a significant romantic relationship can
bring us great sorrow and diminished self-evaluations. The connec-
tion between self-relevant feedback (e.g., a paper’s publication, a
lover’s betrayal) and resulting changes in affect seem so obvious
as to be self-evident. Yet, how well do we understand the underly-
ing processes involved in such occurrences? Why does praise or
criticism, success or failure, good fortune or bad luck, affect people
in strikingly different ways? Sometimes it seems that feedback
about one domain of our lives can affect our perceptions and reac-
tions in other domains, but is this truly the case, and does it apply
to all people equally? The current work explores how self-concept
organization influences these outcomes, and in particular, it for-
wards that a more specified account of self-concept representation
is necessary to fully address these fundamental psychological
questions.

Although examining the experience of self-relevant feedback is
inherently important from a phenomenological perspective, con-

siderable research has demonstrated that general affect also has
significant consequences for behavior. For example, affect influ-
ences the extent to which people process information in an effort-
ful fashion (e.g., Schwarz & Clore, 1996), reveal creativity in
problem solving (Gasper, 2003), render causal judgments (e.g.,
Keltner, Ellsworth, & Edwards, 1993), report on their physical
health (e.g., Salovey, Detweiler, Steward, & Bedell, 2001), use ste-
reotypes (e.g., Bodenhausen, Kramer, & Süsser, 1994), and recall
events (e.g., Bower & Forgas, 2001). Thus, understanding factors
that shape affective experiences is quite valuable because it speaks
to the processes underlying important behavioral outcomes. In the
current work, we focus on the mediating role of self-concept repre-
sentation in how self-relevant feedback impacts one’s general
affective state.

It is interesting to note that there is little agreement about the
representation of the self (Greenwald & Banaji, 1989). Most view
self-concept as the content of what people believe to be true about
themselves (Baumeister, 1998; Brown, 1998; Forgas & Williams,
2002). But beyond this point, there is less consensus. For example,
is this content about one self or many? Although most would
concur that the self is comprised of multiple selves, how are they
represented in memory and what are the implications of this
organization? In this paper, we test predictions derived from
the Multiple Self-aspects Framework (MSF; McConnell, 2009),
which outlines how self-knowledge is represented in memory. In
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particular, we examine how context activates a subset of self-
knowledge and how self-relevant feedback influences affect and
self-evaluations as anticipated by this framework. Although past
work has long acknowledged that multiple aspects of the self exist
and are not concurrently activated in memory (e.g., Higgins, 1987;
Markus & Nurius, 1986; Sedikides & Brewer, 2001) and some re-
search has even assessed such self-knowledge in idiographic terms
on occasion (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Hinkley & Andersen, 1996), the
MSF builds upon this prior work, extends the focus on idiographic
assessment of the self-concept, and offers the conceptual advance
of a more comprehensive model.

The multiple self-aspects framework

In a review of the self-concept literature, McConnell (2009)
proposed the MSF to articulate how the self is represented in mem-
ory. As Fig. 1 illustrates, the MSF assumes that one’s self-concept is
comprised of multiple, context-dependent self-aspects (the ovals),
representing meaningful aspects of one’s distinct self-relevant
knowledge. In this example, Sarah has four self-aspects, capturing
herself as a girlfriend, daughter, sorority sister, and student. These
self-aspects can be diverse, reflecting roles (e.g., Roberts & Dona-
hue, 1994), goals (e.g., Higgins, 1997), private and public selves
(e.g., Triandis, 1989), and relational and collective identities (e.g.,
Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Self-aspects are represented in long term
memory, yet at any given moment, only a subset of this knowledge
is active and serves to organize Sarah’s experiences and actions
(Bruner, 1957; Hasher & Zacks, 1988; Shallice, 1972). Her environ-
ment and goals (e.g., being in a library, planning to attend medical
school) trigger a relevant self-aspect (e.g., her student self-aspect),
increasing its accessibility while other self-aspects remain rela-
tively inaccessible. As a result, Sarah’s behaviors might differ con-
siderably based on whether she spends her Saturday night at a
Panhellenic function (where her sorority sister self-aspect might
be most accessible) or at the library (where her student self-aspect
might dominate). In general, differential accessibility of self-as-
pects results from contextual factors that activate relevant self-as-
pects and their associated knowledge in memory (e.g., Higgins,
1987; Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004).1

Each self-aspect, in turn, is associated with attributes (the rect-
angles). These attributes can include traits (e.g., shy), behaviors
(e.g., philanthropy), affective responses (e.g., happy), and physical
characteristics (e.g., attractive), as well as other information that
is descriptive of her in a particular context (Schleicher &McConnell,
2005). These attributes vary from individual to individual and may

be derived from many sources, including one’s culture (e.g., Shwe-
der et al., 1998), feedback provided by others (e.g., Mead, 1934),
inferences drawn from one’s own behavior (e.g., Bem, 1967), expe-
riences moving through one’s environment (e.g., Neisser, 1991),
and experienced or simulated bodily states (e.g., Niedenthal, Barsa-
lou, Winkielman, Krauth-Gruber, & Ric, 2005).

Whereas self-aspects reflect organizing contexts of the self that
are contextual (e.g., When I am, Where I am), attributes are the
qualities exhibited by the person in those contexts (e.g., What I
am, How I am). In some cases, attributes may be uniquely associ-
ated with one self-aspect (e.g., shy), while others may be associ-
ated with more than one (e.g., athletic). Thus, self-aspects and
attributes exist in an intricate network of self-knowledge. Tying
her self-aspects together is Sarah’s overarching awareness of her-
self as a person, which is derived from reflexive consciousness
and self-awareness across time (Baumeister, 1998; James, 1890;
McAdams, 1999).

As noted above, contextual factors are assumed to increase the
accessibility of relevant self-aspects, making the impact of their
evaluations especially pivotal in determining the valence and
extremity of one’s currently experienced affect. For instance, if Sar-
ah’s boyfriend telephones her and says she is a great girlfriend, his
phone call should increase the accessibility of her girlfriend self-as-
pect. To the extent that this now accessible self-aspect is viewed
even more positively in the wake of his comments, her mood
should be especially enhanced. Thus, the current framework pro-
poses that her current affective experiences will reflect the va-
lence-related inputs from her self-aspects weighted by their
accessibility (with currently activated self-aspects playing an espe-
cially important role in determining general affective outcomes
such as mood).

Additionally, feedback about a particular self-aspect may also
impact appraisals of other self-aspects that share common attri-
butes. For example, consider the phone call that Sarah received
from her boyfriend. Not only might his comments improve her
evaluation of her girlfriend self-aspect, but his call might also ele-
vate the positivity of her daughter self-aspect because these self-
aspects share two attributes. Through associations existing in
memory, feedback about one self-aspect can implicate others that
share common attributes. Further, one can quantify the extent to
which her evaluations of other self-aspects are implicated by this
self-relevant feedback by computing the proportion of attributes
that each self-aspect shares with the self-aspect implicated by
the feedback. Given the view of the self espoused above, it is antic-
ipated that her boyfriend’s comments would, all things being
equal, have a greater impact on evaluations of her daughter self-as-
pect (50% of its attributes are shared) than on appraisals of her
sorority sister self-aspect (25% of its attributes are shared), which
in turn should be more affected than evaluations of her student
self-aspect (no shared attributes). Thus, the specific representation
of the self-concept stored in memory predicts that feedback about
a self-aspect will influence appraisals of other self-aspects in pro-
portion to the amount of shared attributes.

Fig. 1. Self-concept representation of ‘‘Sarah” in the multiple self-aspects framework.

1 In the current work we assume that frequent activation of particular self-aspects
increases their baseline level of accessibility, making them relatively more influential
(Higgins, King, & Mavin, 1982). Undoubtedly, self-aspects and attributes vary in a
number of important ways (e.g., accessibility, centrality, importance), however in the
current work, we focus on how recent self-aspect activation increases the accessi-
bility of relevant self-knowledge and has implications for affect and self-evaluation
(see also, Brown & McConnell, 2009).
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Finally, in addition to receiving information about one’s self-as-
pects, feedback can also pertain to one’s attributes. For instance,
Sarah’s boyfriend could call Sarah and make comments about her
attributes (e.g., ‘‘you are very attractive,” ‘‘you are a wonderful
woman”). We argue here that feedback about attributes should
have a greater impact on affect when they are associated with a
larger proportion of one’s self-aspects. Thus, all things being equal,
Sarah’s boyfriend saying she is a ‘‘wonderful woman” would im-
prove her mood more (because it is associated with three self-as-
pects) than him saying she is ‘‘very attractive” (an attribute only
associated with one self-aspect). In other words, the influence of
feedback about an attribute on one’s mood should be proportion-
ate to the number of self-aspects associated with it because it is
the evaluation of relatively accessible self-aspects that serve as in-
put to determine general affective states.

The perspective advocated by the MSF is based on a number of
literatures on the self (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Sedikides & Brewer,
2001), and in particular from our on-going work examining self-
complexity (e.g., Brown, Young, & McConnell, 2009; McConnell,
Strain, Brown, & Rydell, in press; McConnell et al., 2005; Renaud
& McConnell, 2002; Schleicher & McConnell, 2005). Self-complex-
ity refers to the extent that one’s overall self-concept is comprised
of many self-aspects with relatively unique attributes (greater self-
complexity) or consists of fewer self-aspects with many redundant
attributes (less self-complexity) (Linville, 1985). Research has
demonstrated that people lower in self-complexity experience
stronger affective responses to life events (Linville, 1985), presum-
ably because events have more impact on people with fewer self-
aspects (because a greater proportion of the self-concept is
implicated) and with self-aspects that share a number of common
attributes (because the attributes shared between self-aspects al-
lows the affect from the focal event to spread throughout the entire
self-concept, hence the name affective spillover). Although there is
considerable debate about the role of self-complexity in mental
health and well-being (e.g., Donahue, Robins, Roberts, & John,
1993; Linville, 1987; McConnell et al., 2005, in press; Rafaeli-Mor
& Steinberg, 2002; Woolfolk, Novalany, Gara, Allen, & Polino,
1995), support for affective spillover is considerable (e.g., Linville,
1985; Renaud & McConnell, 2002; for an overview, McConnell &
Strain, 2007).

Despite the generative nature of self-complexity research, many
questions about the exact structure of self-concept representation
in this work remain. Although it is assumed that the self is repre-
sented in an associative network involving spread-of-activation
principles (Linville, 1985), the specific organization of this struc-
ture has not been directly tested. Because we have predicted
specific principles through which affect-laden feedback is propa-
gated throughout the self-concept, we can make more nuanced
predictions about the processes involved in how self-relevant feed-
back is experienced. In other words, the current work documents
the processes through which affective spillover occurs in greater
detail.

In addition to testing a more explicit account of how the self is
represented in memory, the current work proposes that another
limit in most self-complexity research is that it only considers self
structure and consequences at a ‘‘global” level (i.e., one’s entire
self-concept). Traditionally, self-complexity researchers have re-
lied on a single statistic, H (Scott, 1969), to capture self structure
(both the number of self-aspects and the redundancy in attributes
among them). However, H has been criticized for its ability to as-
sess self-complexity effectively (e.g., Rafaeli-Mor, Gotlib, & Revelle,
1999; Schleicher & McConnell, 2005), and even if one accepts that
H is a reasonable index of self-complexity, it only captures the
structure of one’s entire self-concept and ignores self representa-
tion at a more ‘‘local” level (e.g., at the level of one’s self-aspects).
However, because we articulated a specific arrangement of

associative linkages for self-concept representation, one can con-
sider structural parameters that are more local than global (e.g.,
the proportion of attributes each self-aspect shares with a self-as-
pect implicated by self-relevant feedback). As a result, we examine
more precise predictions about how self-relevant feedback is expe-
rienced and propagated throughout one’s self-concept and expli-
cate processes through which affective spillover occurs.

In addition, focusing on a more nuanced model of the self-con-
cept allows us to consider self-concept implications at a more local
level. Taking a more ‘‘local” approach anticipates that feedback
about a particular self-aspect can impact evaluations of other
self-aspects based on how self-aspects are organized in memory.
Given its focus on the overall structure of the self, research on
self-complexity is silent about such possibilities. And because we
advance a specific organization of self-concept structure, the de-
gree to which such local effects should be observed can be quanti-
fied (e.g., feedback about one self-aspect will impact evaluations of
other self-aspects that share a greater proportion of attributes with
the self-aspect implicated by the feedback). In sum, although our
approach is compatible with how the self is viewed in the self-
complexity literature, its specific structure provides a number of
advantages over past self-complexity work. For example, it ac-
counts for how traditional self-complexity outcomes are realized
at a global level (e.g., spillover effects) by highlighting how changes
in affect result from shifts in evaluations of accessible self-aspects.
One novel implication of this perspective is that people lower in
self-complexity might not reveal spillover effects when feedback
does not alter evaluations of the relevant self-aspect. Also, we offer
new predictions at a local level that have not been anticipated by
previous self-complexity research by employing a more nuanced
understanding of self-concept representation than a global mea-
sure of structure (i.e., H).

More generally, the current framework can be contrasted to
other perspectives addressing how the self is represented in mem-
ory. For instance, mixed models of self-concept representation pro-
pose that the self becomes increasingly represented by traits,
instead of episodic events, as information about the self increases
(e.g., Klein, Loftus, Trafton, & Fuhrman, 1992; Klein, Sherman, &
Loftus, 1996). Although there is good support for this position,
what is not definitively spelled out in this work is how this knowl-
edge is organized.2 Although a number of interesting possibilities
have been suggested (e.g., Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1987; Kihlstrom &
Klein, 1994), the current framework proposes that attributes (which
can include many forms of self-knowledge, including traits) are asso-
ciated with a number of different self-aspects, resulting in a much
more precise description of self-concept representation. For exam-
ple, appraisals of one’s self-aspects are pivotal in one’s affective
experiences. Thus, although activation between attributes and self-
aspects is relatively interchangeable, here general affect (e.g., mood)

2 A similar concern applies to work suggesting the self should be represented in a
connectionist framework comprised of a number of cognition-affect units (Mischel &
Morf, 2003; Mischel & Shoda, 1995, 1998). Although connectionist models in general
provide a number of advantages (e.g., flexibility, neural plausibility), it is unclear how
much behavioral evidence uniquely supports this connectionist account. For example,
the primary piece of evidence offered is that people seem to exhibit ‘‘if. . . then. . .”
situation-behavior relations (e.g., Mendoza-Denton, Ayduk, Mischel, Shoda, & Testa,
2001). Although such findings are compatible with a connectionist account, they do
not mandate one and can be explained by other perspectives including the current
framework (i.e., self-aspects capture situational information and associated attributes
prescribe context-specific behavior, among many other types of responses such as
affect and social identity). At present, the representational details of this connec-
tionist approach are not well specified, making it is difficult to anticipate what
potential predictions it might make with respect to the current work. More important,
to the extent that this or other (e.g., Kashima, Gurumurthy, Ouschan, Chong, &
Mattingley, 2007; Smith & Queller, 2004) approaches anticipate context-dependent
subregions of self-knowledge being activated, the current work can shed light on how
context-specific behavior is exhibited.
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is determined by the evaluation of relatively accessible self-aspects.
Thus, the current work can offer additional refinement to existent
theoretical perspectives on the self and its representation.

The current studies

Our assumptions about self-concept structure are consistent
with a number of viewpoints on the self is the view that the self
is comprised of multiple, context-dependent selves (e.g., Baumei-
ster, 1998; Linville & Carlston, 1994; cf., Allport, 1955; Rogers,
1951). Although there is research that acknowledges the existence
of multiple selves (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986;
Roberts & Donahue, 1994), previous research says little about their
representation and interrelation. Whereas considerable previous
research has examined self-judgments following the priming of
collective pronouns (e.g., Brewer & Gardner, 1996), the priming
of close others (e.g., Hinkley & Andersen, 1996), or based on re-
ported similarity of one’s general traits with those ascribed to one’s
ingroups (e.g., Smith, Coats, & Walling, 1999), the current work fo-
cuses on how one’s idiosyncratic self-knowledge reveals context-
dependent activation across contexts that are not necessarily rela-
tional in nature. Study 1 examines the prediction that placing an
individual in a context that activates a relevant self-aspect should
increase the accessibility of idiosyncratic attributes associated
with that self-aspect but not of attributes associated with other
self-aspects even though they are still part of one’s self-concept.

We also examined additional predictions about how the struc-
ture of the self-concept can impact self-relevant feedback and its
consequences. First, life events (e.g., an accepted manuscript, a
betraying lover) should not only activate a relevant self-aspect
(Study 1), but the extent to which such events impact the individ-
ual overall (e.g., changes in mood) should be determined by how
the feedback reflects on the self-aspect it activates. For instance,
a lover’s infidelity should, all things being equal, be more devastat-
ing to one’s affect if one’s preexisting evaluation of one’s dating
self-aspect was relatively positive instead of already abysmal.
Study 2 examines the prediction that the impact of self-relevant
feedback on affect will be more pronounced to the extent that
the new information changes one’s evaluation of the activated
self-aspect. In other words, changes in affect should be based on
the influence of feedback locally (i.e., at the level of self-aspect).

Moreover, Study 2 examines an intriguing prediction regarding
self-concept structure and feedback about the self. Namely, be-
cause some self-aspects feature attributes associated with other
self-aspects, it is anticipated that feedback about a self-aspect will
impact evaluations of other self-aspects not directly implicated by
the feedback received. For example, returning to Fig. 1, if Sarah’s
parents call and tell her that she is a wonderful daughter, it might
not only improve her self-evaluation of her daughter self-aspect,
but it might also enhance her appraisal of her girlfriend self-aspect
as well because it shares two-thirds of its attributes with the self-
aspect implicated by the feedback from her parents. Based on the
self-concept’s representation in memory, the impact of feedback
on other self-aspects should be proportionate to the degree that
other self-aspects share attributes with the self-aspect directly
implicated by self-relevant feedback.

Finally, Study 3 addresses yet another way in which very spe-
cific, self-relevant feedback can impact one’s overall affect. Rather
than receiving feedback about a self-aspect, people can also obtain
feedback about their attributes. Based on the current framework
for self-concept representation, we can predict that feedback about
an attribute will be especially impactful on overarching affect to
the extent the attribute is associated with a greater number of
self-aspects because general affect is determined by evaluations
of one’s accessible self-aspects. Thus, Study 3 examined how
feedback about an attribute changes one’s mood, evaluating the

prediction that mood changes should be proportionate to the
number of self-aspects associated with the attribute.

To summarize, we conducted three studies to explore the self-
concept organization and how its structure mediates reactions to
self-relevant feedback. Study 1 evaluates the assumption that con-
text activates idiosyncratic attribute knowledge associated with a
relevant self-aspect and not other components of self knowledge.
In Study 2, participants received either positive or negative exper-
imental feedback about a particular self-aspect to examine how
feedback affects mood and evaluations of other self-aspects. In
Study 3, we examined how self-relevant feedback about a single
attribute influences overall affect. Finally, we examine the mecha-
nisms through which people lower in self-complexity show stron-
ger changes in mood in Studies 2 and 3.

Participant prescreening
For these studies, we identified participants who possessed par-

ticular characteristics (e.g., self-aspects, attributes) to ensure that
our instructions and experimental feedback would be self-relevant.
Thus, we developed a pool of individuals from which particular
participants were selected and returned to the laboratory to partic-
ipate in one (and only one) of the three primary studies (to be dis-
cussed). This pool was comprised of 400 Miami University
undergraduates who participated in return for research credit in
their introductory psychology courses.

Procedure. Participants arrived at the laboratory and completed a
computerized version of the self-concept description task used in
past research (e.g., McConnell et al., 2005; Renaud & McConnell,
2002) and validated in the self-complexity literature (e.g., Linville,
1985, 1987). They were presented with a list of 40 traits attributes
(developed by Showers, 1992): 20 positive (e.g., friendly, intelli-
gent), 20 negative (e.g., insecure, irritable).3 They placed the attri-
butes into groups that represented meaningful aspects of their
lives. Using a computer interface, they selected the attributes for
each self-aspect and provided a descriptive label for that self-aspect
(e.g., my student self). Participants were told that they could use as
many traits as they wanted for each self-aspect, could use any par-
ticular trait in more than one self-aspect, and did not have to use
all of the traits provided (instructions were modeled after Linville,
1987). They were told to create as many self-aspects as were mean-
ingful to them and to stop if they felt like they were straining to gen-
erate new ones. Based on their responses in this self-concept
description task, a representation of one’s self-concept similar to
the example shown in Fig. 1 can be produced.

After participants completed the self-concept description task,
they considered each self-aspect that they generated and provided
several judgments about it (e.g., its socialness, importance). Of
interest in the current work were evaluations of self-aspect posi-
tivity, which were assessed for each self-aspect on a scale ranging
from 1 (very negative) to 7 (very positive).

Finally, participants completed a mood measure to provide a
baseline measure of general affect against which changes following
experimental manipulations in the primary studies could be as-
sessed. Following Renaud and McConnell (2002), we assessed gen-
eral affect using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS;
Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). On the PANAS, participants con-
sider 10 positive mood adjectives (e.g., inspired) and 10 negative

3 Although we (e.g., Schleicher & McConnell, 2005) have used a more comprehen-
sive pool of attributes to capture non-trait information (e.g., physical attractiveness,
affective responses, social categories) in past work, we chose to use trait attributes in
the current study because they provided simple-to-evaluate stimuli (e.g., confident,
irritable) instead of more complex items used to capture features such as physical
appearance or affective responses, which was especially important for some of the
measures (e.g., a lexical decision task) used in the current work.
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mood adjectives (e.g., distressed), reporting how strongly they feel
each adjective ‘‘right at that very moment” on scales ranging from
1 (very slightly) to 5 (extremely). The relative amount of positive af-
fect was calculated by computing the mean of the 10 items rele-
vant to positive affect (a = .86) and to negative affect (a = .75)
and then subtracting the negative affect score from the positive af-
fect score. Thus, larger, positive scores indicated relatively greater
positive affect.4 After completing the PANAS, participants were
thanked for their participation, and they provided contact informa-
tion (used for recruitment in the follow-up studies).

Study 1: the self is comprised of multiple, context-dependent
self-aspects

Our account of self-concept structure, as well as several per-
spectives on the self, assumes that the self is comprised of multi-
ple, context-dependent self-aspects, each associated with
idiosyncratic attributes. It is expected that a particular context will
activate a relevant self-aspect, increasing the accessibility of attri-
butes idiosyncratically associated with that self-aspect for each
participant. Study 1 explored this prediction for three reasons.
First, there is an assumption that people can accurately report on
attributes that comprise their self-aspects. However, people’s
self-descriptions may be positively biased (e.g., Greenwald, 1980)
or unable to capture relevant knowledge in memory (e.g., Bargh
& Chartrand, 1999; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Wilson, Lindsey, &
Schooler, 2000). Despite the widespread use of self-concept
description tasks in the literature (e.g., Linville, 1985; McConnell
et al., 2005; Showers, 1992), we are unaware of any work providing
corroborating evidence (in the current study, using lexical decision
tasks) for their validity. Second, the assumption that context would
activate, and only activate, self-knowledge associated with a rele-
vant self-aspect is at the heart of the structure of the self-concept
presented here and the hypotheses evaluated in Studies 2 and 3.
Thus, if such a finding does not obtain, the presumed processes
underlying self-relevant feedback we outlined above could not
operate. Third, it is of interest to examine whether the activation
of one self-aspect inhibits the activation of other self-aspects. Spe-
cifically, one might predict inhibition of nonactivated self-aspects,
based on findings in the stereotyping literature (e.g., Bodenhausen
& Macrae, 1998) and on conclusions one might draw from work
studying people who are members of multiple social group catego-
ries (e.g., Pittinsky, Shih, & Ambady, 1999). Further, work by
Hugenberg and Bodenhausen (2004) found some evidence that
the activation of one self identity led to the inhibition of another
self identity (e.g., inhibition of one’s student self when one’s Greek
self was primed), but it is not clear whether such effects would be
revealed for one’s own idiosyncratic reports of self-concept repre-
sentation. That is, Hugenberg and Bodenhausen and Pittinsky et al.
did not measure participants’ own self-concepts. Instead, they only
assessed general knowledge associated with student and Greek life
or Asians and Women. Thus, exploring the mechanisms underlying

self-aspect activation addresses several important issues related to
self-knowledge in particular.

Method

Participants
A sample of 25 undergraduates selected from the prescreening

pool (hereafter, Session 1) participated in return for additional re-
search credit in their psychology courses (age M = 19.12, SD = 1.20;
15 women). They were selected because their Session 1 self-con-
cept description had a self-aspect related to either being a student
(n = 15) or to dating (n = 10).5

Procedure
Participants returned to the laboratory for Session 2 (at least

2 weeks after Session 1) and were asked to take part in a computer
task that had three parts. In the first part, participants completed a
baseline lexical decision task in which they decided whether a pre-
sented letter string was a word or a nonword using two keys on a
computer keyboard (‘‘d” key or ‘‘k” key, counterbalanced between
subjects). They were told to make these judgments as quickly as
possible while also minimizing mistakes. There were 320 trials in
the baseline session, presented in four blocks of 80 trials each, with
a rest period between each block. In each block, there were 40 trait
words used in the Session 1 self-concept description task and 40
pronounceable nonwords (order was randomized within block).
Thus, each trait attribute from the self-concept description task
was presented 4 times during the baseline session (once per block).
Mean response latencies for each trait word across the four blocks
served as a baseline measure of accessibility for that word.

After completing the baseline lexical decision task, participants
engaged in a writing task to activate their student self-aspect or
their relationship self-aspect, based on their experimental condi-
tion assignment (those who had both student and relationship
self-aspects were randomly assigned to one of the conditions). Spe-
cifically, participants were told (with student self-aspect directions
in italics and relationship self-aspect directions in brackets):

‘‘For the next 5 minutes think about yourself as a student in col-
lege [what you are like in romantic relationships]. On the piece
of paper provided, write down what comes to mind in as much
detail as possible. It is important that you think about what you
are like as a student in college [in romantic relationships] during
this 5 minute period and are as detailed in your description of
your thoughts as possible. A new screen will appear in 5 min-
utes telling you when you should stop writing.”

After 5 min, the computer introduced a second, post-manipula-
tion lexical decision task that was identical to the baseline lexical
decision task. Once again, there were 320 trials presented in four
blocks of 80 trials (40 trait words, 40 nonwords). The critical data
of interest were the mean response latencies for each of the 40 trait
words across the 4 post-manipulation blocks.

Results

Error rate and data exclusion
The overall error rate was low (2.5% of trials) and all incorrect

responses were excluded from the data analyses. In addition,

4 In this work, we focused on changes in mood as our general affect outcome
variable because of its emphasis in a number of relevant literatures (e.g., Bodenhau-
sen et al., 1994; Gasper, 2003; Linville, 1985). As one would expect based on random
assignment, initial mood did not vary between our experimental conditions in our
experiments, Fs < 1. Although there was probably some degree of fluctuation in mood
reports between our prescreening and experimental sessions, the difference score
approach used in the current work allows us to control for some degree of individual
differences in day-to-day affect. We also explored whether self-esteem, as assessed
by the Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem measure, might reveal effects on broader
conceptions of self-worth (this was measured directly before the PANAS). Although
the Rosenberg measure was reliable, change in self-esteem effects were weaker than
change in mood effects and not significant at conventional levels. Thus, no further
discussion of the self-esteem measure is presented.

5 We selected these two self-aspects as ‘‘target self-aspects” in Studies 1 and 2 to
increase the generalizability of our results and because pretesting indicated they were
the two most frequently named self-aspects in our subject population (60% of them
listed a self-aspect that could be clearly identified as a student or dating self-aspect).
Analyses indicated that neither subject sex nor type of target self-aspect (e.g., dating
vs. student) qualified any of the results to be reported. Thus, we collapsed across
these factors in our analyses in these studies.
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correct response latencies that were 3 SD above that participant’s
mean latency for the trials in the baseline session (0.04% of trials)
were excluded from the data analyses.

Accessibility measures
To examine if activating a self-aspect increased the accessibility

of trait attributes associated with it on the self-concept description
task, the 40 trait attributes were, for each participant, divided into
3 types: traits used by the participant to describe the targeted self-
aspect (student or relationship self; targeted traits; for the average
participant, M = 7.64; SD = 3.78), traits used by the participant to
describe other self-aspects but not used in the targeted self-aspect
(nontargeted traits; M = 15.69; SD = 7.89), and those traits not used
by the participant in the self-concept description task at all (irrel-
evant traits; M = 16.67; SD = 7.99). Each participant had traits that
fell into the three categories. The mean response latencies before
and after the writing task manipulation were calculated for each
participant for each type of trait.

The latencies were analyzed with a 2 (time: pre vs. post-manip-
ulation) ! 3 (trait type: targeted, nontargeted, irrelevant) repeated-
measures ANOVA. This analysis revealed a main effect of time,
F(1, 23) = 7.23, p < .02. In line with practice effects, participants
took less time to make lexical decisions in the post-manipulation
trails (M = 612.71 ms) than in the premanipulation trials (M =
651.03 ms). In addition, the predicted interaction was significant,
F(2, 46) = 3.57, p < .04. As shown in Fig. 2, the simple effect of trait
type was not significant for the premanipulation trials, F < 1. How-
ever, for the post-manipulation trials, there was a significant effect
of trait type, F(2, 48) = 6.84, p < .005. Specifically, the response
latencies were faster for the targeted traits than for the nontargeted
traits, t(24) = 2.62, p < .02, and were also faster for the targeted
traits than for the irrelevant traits, t(24) = 3.15, p < .005. No differ-
ences in response latencies between the nontargeted and irrelevant
traits were observed, t < 1. The only reliable effect of time was on
the targeted traits, t(24) = 3.61, p < .001. These data show thatwhen
participants activated a particular self-aspect (through the writing
task), the attributes associated only with that self-aspect became
more accessible.

Discussion

As expected, greater accessibility (i.e., relatively faster latencies
in responding to trait attributes in the post-manipulation period

than the premanipulation period) was observed for attributes
associated with the targeted self-aspect. This suggests that partic-
ipants can report on their self-aspects and associated attributes,
and that the activation of a particular self-aspect (in this case,
by priming) resulted in the increased accessibility of attributes
associated with that self-aspect. In addition, we observed no evi-
dence that attributes for nontargeted self-aspects were inhibited
(i.e., slower response latencies). Perhaps in some circumstances,
inhibition of attributes associated with nontargeted self-aspects
occurs (e.g., a student focusing on her academic studies may need
to actively inhibit sorority sister knowledge to prepare for an
exam). However, in the current work, nontargeted traits did not
differ from irrelevant traits even when those traits were idiosyn-
cratically descriptive for each participant. On the other hand, one
might wonder whether some subtle activation of nontargeted
self-aspects might occur through associations with shared attri-
butes. In all likelihood, a sufficiently sensitive index of attribute
overlap would be needed to observe such an outcome (and Study
2 addresses this issue). And perhaps, there was some concurrent
inhibition and activation of nontargeted self-aspects, producing
offsetting results. At the very least, the current findings provide
strong support for the assumption that activating a self-aspect in-
creases the accessibility of attributes associated with that partic-
ular multiple self.

Study 2: implications of feedback about a self-aspect

Having shown that context activates only a relevant self-aspect
and its idiosyncratic attributes, we now examine what occurs
when one receives feedback about a self-aspect (hereafter, a
targeted self-aspect). Based on a self-concept representation that
focuses on the importance of self-aspects, a number of conse-
quences can be forwarded. First, we would expect that change in
general affect that results from self-aspect feedback should be ac-
counted for by how that self-relevant information impacts apprais-
als of the targeted self-aspect. This leads to the prediction that
although the valence of self-aspect feedback should influence gen-
eral affect (e.g., more positive mood following positive feedback,
more negative mood following negative feedback), this effect
should be accounted for (i.e., mediated) by changes in the evalua-
tion of the targeted self-aspect. Such a finding would underscore
the importance of the evaluation of one’s targeted self-aspect
(i.e., the self-aspect currently activated because of the feedback)
in determining one’s mood. In other words, predicting a global out-
come (i.e., mood change) requires understanding the impact of
self-relevant feedback at the level of the self-aspect.

In addition, two other hypotheses were examined. First, be-
cause we emphasize the role of changes in targeted self-aspect
evaluations in determining affective experiences, we examined
whether changes in appraisals of targeted self-aspects (i.e., the
mediator from the primary analysis) could account for affective
spillover effect in the self-complexity literature. Second, we ex-
pected to replicate the affective spillover effect by observing a va-
lence of feedback by self-complexity interaction in predicting
changes in mood (i.e., those lower in self-complexity having more
negative moods following negative feedback and more positive
moods following positive feedback, replicating past self-complex-
ity findings; Linville, 1985; Renaud & McConnell, 2002). But more
important, we explored whether this interaction could be ac-
counted for by changes in targeted self-aspect evaluation. Such a
finding would once again implicate the importance of appraisals
of activated self-aspects in accounting for general affect (specifi-
cally, the relation between lower self-complexity and stronger
mood swings; Linville, 1985). Although there have been several
demonstrations that those lower in self-complexity experience
stronger affective reactions to self-relevant feedback (e.g., Linville,

Fig. 2. Mean response latencies for lexical decision task in Study 1 as a function of
trait type and time (pre-manipulation vs. post-manipulation).
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1985; Renaud & McConnell, 2002), no study has articulated or
tested a mechanism through which this spillover effect occurs.
We expect that changes in the evaluations of one’s targeted self-as-
pects will determine changes in one’s overall affect, and thus, ac-
count for affective spillover effects. Such a finding would not
only provide a mechanism to account for spillover effects, but it
would also indicate that not all people lower in self-complexity
will experience affective spillover. That is, when feedback has no
impact on one’s self-aspect evaluation at all, even individuals low-
er in self-complexity should not show changed mood. Such an out-
come would provide a novel moderator to the well-established
spillover effect (cf., Linville, 1985).

Finally, we examined another prediction derived from the cur-
rent framework of self-concept representation. That is, self-aspect
feedback should not only determine one’s general affective state,
but it should also impact evaluations of nontargeted self-aspects
(i.e., those not directly implicated by the feedback) via shared attri-
butes. Specifically, self-relevant feedback should alter evaluations
of nontargeted self-aspects more strongly when they share a great-
er proportion of attributes with the targeted self-aspect. This rea-
soning anticipates an interaction between valence of feedback
and proportion of attribute overlap (between the targeted and
nontargeted self-aspects) in predicting changes in evaluations of
nontargeted self-aspects. In other words, by placing importance
on self-aspects and their (sometimes) overlapping attributes, an
index of local self-concept structure (i.e., proportion of attribute
overlap) can be computed and used to predict a novel outcome
of self-relevant feedback (i.e., changes in evaluations of nontarget-
ed self-aspects that are connected in memory through shared
attributes).

Method

Participants
Sixty undergraduates who participated in the Session 1 presc-

reening returned several weeks later for the current study (hereaf-
ter, Session 2), receiving additional research credit in their courses
(age M = 18.88, SD = 1.11; 46 women). As in Study 1, those who re-
ported either having a student self (n = 40) or a dating self (n = 20)
in Session 1 were eligible for participation in the current study.

Upon arriving to the laboratory, participants were asked to
complete a computer task consisting of three components. The first
task was a ‘‘personality test” based on a modified procedure devel-
oped by McConnell, Rydell, and Leibold (2002). Specifically, partic-
ipants were told that they would complete the ‘‘visual personality
test,” which purportedly was accurate in assessing people’s per-
sonalities. The visual personality test presented a series of 24
ambiguous, inkblot-like images, and for each inkblot, participants
indicated which of five responses (e.g., Viking ship, people holding
hands, jeans in a washer) best describes it. Participants responded
to the inkblots at their own pace without any feedback being pro-
vided while responding to them.

After responding to the inkblots, participants received (based on
random assignment) noncontingent feedback about their targeted
self-aspect (relationship self or student self, identified from Session
1). They were told that this feedback was based on the responses
they provided during the visual personality test. In the positive
feedback condition, participants were told (student feedback in
italics, romantic relationship feedback in brackets):

‘‘Based on analyses of your performance on the Visual Personal-
ity Task, your responses indicate that you are a superior college
student [partner in romantic relationships]. In fact, your
responses indicate that you are in the top 10% of college stu-
dents in terms of having success in college [fulfilling romantic
relationships].”

Those in the negative feedback condition were told the same, ex-
cept that ‘‘bottom 10%” replaced the words ‘‘top 10%” and ‘‘infe-
rior” replaced ‘‘superior”. The feedback was presented for 30 s.

During the third computer task, participants rated the positivity
of each of the self-aspects that they produced during the Session 1
self-concept description task. Finally, they completed the PANAS
(positive a = .86, negative a = .75) to assess post-manipulation
affect.

Results

Measures and manipulation checks
Mood difference scores for each session were calculated by

computing the mean response to the 10 positive mood adjectives
and subtracting the mean response to the 10 negative mood adjec-
tives (Renaud & McConnell, 2002). Next, a mood change score was
computed by subtracting the Session 1 and Session 2 mood differ-
ence scores, with larger, positive mood change scores indicating
relatively more positive affect at Session 2 (post-feedback) relative
to Session 1. Although the mood change score was an outcome
variable of interest, it also established the effectiveness of the feed-
back manipulation. As expected, those in the positive feedback
condition reported more positive mood change (M = 2.00) than
those in the negative feedback condition (M = "1.87), t(58) =
2.11, p < .03.

Also, recall that the experimental feedback was about a partic-
ular targeted self-aspect (i.e., student or relationship). As a result,
one can assess the effectiveness of the manipulation on changes
in positivity toward the targeted self-aspect. Thus, the positivity
assigned to the targeted self-aspect at Session 1 was subtracted
from the positivity assigned to the targeted self-aspect at Session
2, producing a targeted self change score (greater scores indicated
that participants felt relatively more positive about the targeted
self-aspect following the feedback). As expected, participants eval-
uated the targeted self-aspect more favorably following positive
feedback about it (M = 0.69) than after receiving negative feedback
about it (M = ".26), t(58) = 2.09, p < .05.

Finally, following previous research (e.g., Linville, 1985, 1987;
McConnell et al., 2005; Woolfolk et al., 1995), a self-complexity
score was computed for each participant using the H statistic
(Scott, 1969), which takes into account the number of self-aspects
generated and the degree to which the distribution of attributes
across self-aspects are unique:

H ¼ log2n" ðRinilog2niÞ=n;

where n is the total number of trait attributes available to the par-
ticipant (40 in this study) and ni is the number of attributes that oc-
cur within each particular group combination (i) across the self-
aspects reported by the participant (for extensive discussion, see
Linville, 1987; Rafaeli-Mor et al., 1999; Woolfolk et al., 1995). Larger
H scores reflect greater self-complexity (i.e., having more self-as-
pects comprised of more differentiated attributes). As expected,
self-complexity did not vary as a function of feedback condition
(M = 2.75; SD = 0.82), t(58) = 0.74, ns.

Changes in mood
Having already observed that the experimental feedback altered

participants’ mood from Session 1 to Session 2, we now turn to
whether changes in evaluations of the targeted self-aspect can ac-
count for (i.e., mediate) this effect (Baron & Kenny, 1986). As noted
previously, valence of feedback (i.e., the independent variable) reli-
ably predicted both the mood change score (i.e., the dependent
variable) and the targeted self change score (i.e., the mediator).
As Fig. 3 shows, the targeted self change score predicted mood
change as well, satisfying the conditions necessary to test for medi-
ation. Thus, we simultaneously regressed the mood change score
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on the valence of the self-aspect feedback (coded +1 for positive
feedback, "1 for negative feedback) and the targeted self-change
score.6 This analysis revealed that the targeted self change score
continued to predict the mood change score, whereas the valence
of feedback did not. Further, a Sobel test indicated that the de-
crease in variance accounted for by feedback valence in predicting
mood change was significant, z = 2.00, p < .05, indicating media-
tion. Thus, changes in evaluations of the activated self-aspect can
account for how the feedback changed participants’ mood, affirm-
ing the importance of relevant self-aspect evaluation in affective
experiences.

Accounting for the self-complexity spillover effect following feedback
about a self-aspect

Because the previous analysis supported the causal role of
changes in evaluation of the targeted self-aspect in determining
how self-relevant feedback impacts one’s mood, we next consid-
ered whether the same mediator could account for affective spill-
over effects (i.e., those lower in self-complexity reporting greater
mood swings in line with the valence of self-relevant feedback).
First, it was necessary to establish that affective spillover occurred
in this study. Thus, a multiple regression analysis was conducted
regressing mood change scores on valence of feedback (coded as
before), self-complexity (H), and their interaction (a product term).
This analyses revealed a main effect of feedback, b = 1.84, t = 4.59,
p < .001, and the predicted interaction between feedback and self-
complexity, b = "1.65, t = 4.11, p < .001.

To ensure that this interaction did indeed reveal a pattern con-
sistent with affect spillover, zero-order correlations between self-
complexity and mood change scores were computed separately
for the negative and positive feedback conditions. As expected,
those lower in self-complexity reported relatively more negative
affect following negative feedback, r = .44, p < .02. And also as
anticipated, those lower in self-complexity reported relatively
greater positive affect following positive feedback, r = ".51,
p < .01. Thus, affective spillover effects were observed in both va-
lence conditions, with those lower in self-complexity showing
stronger mood shifts in a direction consistent with the valence of
the self-relevant feedback they received.

Having replicated affective spillover effects in both the negative
and positive feedback conditions, we next examined whether
changes in the evaluation of the targeted self-aspect could account

for these effects. Thus, two separate mediational analyses (one for
each feedback condition) were conducted. As the top panel of Fig. 4
reveals for the negative feedback condition, simple regressions
showed that self-complexity (the independent variable) predicted
both mood change score (the dependent variable) and the targeted
self change score (the mediator), and the latter predicted mood
change as well. Next, to evaluate the mediational role of changed
evaluations of the targeted self-aspect, the mood change score
was simultaneously regressed on self-complexity and on the tar-
geted self change score. As Fig. 4 indicates, although the targeted
self change score continued to predict mood change, self-complex-
ity no longer predicted mood change. A Sobel test indicated that
the reduction in variance accounted for between self-complexity
and mood change was significant, z = 2.06, p < .04, indicating medi-
ation by evaluations of the activated self-aspect in explaining the
affective spillover effect.

The bottom panel of Fig. 4 presents the mediational analysis for
participants in the positive feedback condition. Once again, simple
regressions revealed that self-complexity (the independent vari-
able) predicted both mood change score (the dependent variable)
and the targeted self change score (the mediator), which also pre-
dicted mood change. To test the mediational role of changes in
evaluations of the targeted self-aspect on affective spillover, the
mood change score was simultaneously regressed on self-com-
plexity and on the targeted self change score. And as Fig. 4 reveals,
although the targeted self change score continued to predict mood
change, the relation between self-complexity and mood change
was no longer reliable (and this reduction in variance accounted
for was significant, z = 2.63, p < .01). Once again, these findings pro-
vide clear evidence for mediation, supporting the prediction that
changes in appraisals of the targeted self-aspect can account for
the affective spillover effect.

The implications of self-aspect feedback for evaluations of other self-
aspects

In addition to self-aspect feedback impacting one’s mood and
one’s evaluation of the targeted self-aspect, evaluations of nontar-
geted self-aspects should also be influenced by the feedback in pro-
portion to the number of attributes they share with the targeted
self-aspect. That is, feedback about a self-aspect should implicate
the attributes associated with it (Study 1), and to the extent those

Fig. 3. Evaluations of the targeted self-aspect mediate the relation between
feedback valence and mood in Study 2. Coefficients in parentheses are parameter
estimates for a regression model containing both effects. **p < .01, *p < .05.

6 In all multiple regression analyses reported, interaction terms were orthogonal to
their constituent variables either because of their coding or through centering (Aiken
& West, 1991). Also, although some predictor variables were correlated to each other,
analyses of variance inflation factors (VIFs) revealed no evidence that multicolline-
arity might provide interpretation concerns (VIFs < 2.0) because they were far below
values that might indicate interpretation issues (i.e., VIFs > 10; see Neter, Kutner,
Nachtsheim, & Wasserman, 1996). Also, it is important to note that an index of
changes in evaluations of the nontargeted self-aspects could not serve as a mediator
in this analysis because it did not meet the criteria for mediation (i.e., it was unrelated
to the independent variable), which serves to underscore the value of considering
changes in evaluations of the targeted self-aspect in understanding the impact of self-
relevant feedback.

Fig. 4. Mediational analyses for negative (top panel) and positive (bottom panel)
self-aspect feedback conditions in Study 2 for self-complexity spillover effects.
Coefficients in parentheses are parameter estimates for a regression model
containing both effects. **p < .01, *p < .05.
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attributes are also associated with other self-aspects, evaluations
of those other self-aspects should be impacted as well.

To assess this prediction,we first calculated a nontargeted self dif-
ference score, which reflects the mean change (Session 2 - Session 1)
in evaluations of the nontargeted self-aspects. Larger values indi-
cated a relativelymore positive evaluationof the average nontarget-
ed self-aspect following the experimental feedback, relative to
Session 1. Next, we computed a proportion of attribute overlap score,
which was the mean proportion of attributes nontargeted self-as-
pects shared with the targeted self-aspect for each participant.
Larger scores indicated that the average nontargeted self-aspect
shared a greater proportion of its attributes with the targeted self-
aspect.With respect to this prediction,we anticipated an interaction
between the valence of feedback and the proportion of attribute
overlap in predicting the nontargeted self difference score. Specifi-
cally, the strongest shifts in evaluations of the nontargeted self-as-
pects should occur for those with greater attribute overlap, with
the direction of those shifts being determined by the valence of
the experimental feedback provided about the targeted self-aspect.

Thus, we simultaneously regressed the nontargeted self differ-
ence score on the valence of the feedback, the proportion of attri-
bute overlap, and their interaction. The only unique predictor was
the interaction term, b = 0.49, t = 2.15, p < .04. To understand this
interaction, we plotted the nonstandardized regression weights
with the nontargeted self difference score on the y-axis, the pro-
portion of attribute overlap (±1SD from the M) on the x-axis, and
lines depicting those in the negative and positive feedback condi-
tions. As Fig. 5 reveals, changes in evaluations of the nontargeted
self-aspects were more reflective of the valence of the experimen-
tal feedback when nontargeted self-aspects shared a greater pro-
portion of attributes with the targeted self-aspects. Thus,
feedback about a particular self-aspect affected evaluations of the
other self-aspects more strongly (and in line with the valence of
the information) when those nontargeted self-aspects shared a
greater proportion of attributes with the targeted self-aspect.

Discussion

The current study provides several significant contributions to
our understanding of the self. First, we saw that how self-relevant

feedback affected one’s mood was determined by how that infor-
mation impacted evaluations of the currently activated (or tar-
geted) self-aspect. Also, we observed that the evaluation of the
targeted self-aspect could account for the affective spillover find-
ing fundamental to the self-complexity literature. Not only does
this work provide a process account for how affective spillover
occurs, this study provides an important moderator for the self-
complexity literature by showing how not everyone lower in
self-complexity will reveal spillover effects. That is, spillover is less
likely when feedback has little impact in changing targeted self-as-
pect evaluations, even for people lower in self-complexity (who,
based on the existent literature, would be expected to show strong
spillover effects in all cases). Overall, the current work indicates
that feedback activates a relevant self-aspect (Study 1) and that
subsequent changes in general affect can be determined by how
evaluations of that self-aspect are impacted (Study 2), reaffirming
that general affective outcomes are determined at a relatively local
level in the self (i.e., by evaluations of activated self-aspects).

Moreover, the current work also demonstrated that feedback
about a self-aspect not only changes evaluations of that context-
dependent self, but it can alter evaluations of other self-aspects that
are also associated with attributes of the targeted self-aspect. Spe-
cifically, we observed that feedback about the targeted self-aspect
impacts other self-aspects via their associationswith common attri-
butes. On the other hand, it was clear that self-relevant feedback did
not change evaluations of self-aspects across the board, but only
those associated with larger proportions of common attributes.

Study 3: implications of feedback about an attribute

Although Study 2 explored how feedback about a self-aspect
impacts one’s general affective state, sometimes people receive
information about their attributes instead of their self-aspects.
Once again, we expected that general affect should be determined
at the local level, by evaluations of one’s currently activated self-
aspects. Thus, all things being equal, feedback about an attribute
should have stronger effects on mood when the attribute is associ-
ated with more self-aspects but have negligible consequences for
mood when the attribute is associated with relatively few self-as-
pects. In our final study, we explored the hypothesis that attribute
feedback would have a greater impact on affect when the attribute
is associated with a greater number of self-aspects. If true, we
would expect to observe an interaction between the valence of
feedback about an attribute and the number of self-aspects associ-
ated with it. Moreover, if affective spillover is observed in the cur-
rent study (i.e., those lower in self-complexity reveal stronger
mood changes following attribute feedback), we could examine if
the number of self-aspects associated with the attribute could
account for the effect.

Method

Participants
A sample of 59 undergraduates from the Session 1 prescreening

returned weeks later in exchange for additional research credit (age
M = 18.98, SD = 0.99; 34 women). To be recruited for Session 2, par-
ticipantsduring theSession1 self-conceptdescription taskhad tode-
scribe at least one of their self-aspects as possessing a targeted trait
attribute, either ‘‘intelligent” (n = 30) or ‘‘outgoing” (n = 29).7

Fig. 5. Two-way interaction of valence of feedback and mean proportion of
attribute overlap with the targeted self-aspect in predicting nontargeted self
difference scores in Study 2.

7 We selected these two targeted trait attributes because participants in our subject
population reported that being ‘‘intelligent” and ‘‘outgoing” were desirable qualities
and because they provided generalizability for our work (i.e., an intellectual trait and
a social trait). Analyses indicated that type of targeted trait attribute (e.g., intelligent
vs. outgoing) did not qualify any of the results to be reported, thus we collapsed
across target trait type in our analyses.
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Procedure
Upon arriving for Session 2, participants were asked to com-

plete a three-part computer task. As in Study 2, they completed
‘‘the visual personality test,” evaluating 24 ambiguous inkblots.
Next, they were randomly assigned to receive noncontingent
feedback about the targeted trait attribute (intelligent or outgo-
ing; if the participant used both traits in their self-concept
description task, they were randomly assigned to either the intel-
ligent or outgoing condition), which was presented on the moni-
tor for 30 s. In the positive feedback condition, they were told that
(with the intelligent feedback in italics and the outgoing feedback
in brackets):

‘‘Based on analyses of your performance on the Visual Personal-
ity Task, your responses indicate that you are a very intelligent
[outgoing] college student. In fact, your responses indicate that
you are in the top 10% of college students in terms of intelligence
[outgoingness]”.

Those in the negative feedback condition were told the same, ex-
cept that ‘‘top 10%” was replaced with ‘‘bottom 10%” and the word
‘‘are” (in the first sentence of the feedback presented) was replaced
with ‘‘are not.” Finally, they completed the PANAS before being
thanked and debriefed.

Results

Manipulation checks
As in Study 2, amood change scorewas computed by subtracting

the Session 1 mood difference score from the Session 2 mood dif-
ference score (positive mood adjectives a = .89, negative mood
adjectives a = .76). Thus, larger, positive mood change scores indi-
cated participants reporting relatively more positive affect follow-
ing attribute feedback in comparison to Session 1. Confirming the
effectiveness of the experimental feedback manipulation, mood
change scores were more positive in the positive feedback
condition (M = 2.45) than in the negative feedback condition
(M = "3.40), t(57) = 3.24, p < .01. Also, as expected with random
assignment, self-complexity (computed using the H statistic de-
scribed in Study 2) did not vary as a function of feedback condition
(M = 2.19; SD = 0.80), t(57) = 0.84, ns.

Changes in mood
Having demonstrated that the feedback manipulation was

effective in changing mood, we next focused on our central
hypothesis: this effect should be especially strong when the tar-
geted attribute is associated with relatively more self-aspects.
Thus, we calculated a proportion of self-aspects measure for each
participant, with larger values indicating that a greater proportion
of one’s self-aspects were associated with the targeted trait attri-
bute (M = 0.44; SD = 0.23). To test the prediction, we simulta-
neously regressed participants’ mood change scores on valence of
feedback (coded +1 for positive feedback, "1 for negative feed-
back), proportion of self-aspects, and their interaction product
term. This analyses revealed a main effect of feedback, b = ".69,
t = 3.14, p < .01, and more important, the predicted interaction,
b = 1.21, t = 5.53, p < .001. To explore this outcome, we plotted
the nonstandardized regression weights with the mood change
score on the y-axis, the proportion of self-aspects associated with
the targeted trait attribute (±1SD from the M) on the x-axis, and
lines depicting those in the negative and positive feedback condi-
tions. Fig. 6 reveals that the nature of the interaction was consis-
tent with predictions. Specifically, self-relevant feedback had the
strongest impact on changing mood (in a direction consistent with
its valence) when a greater proportion of self-aspects were associ-
ated with the targeted trait.

Accounting for the self-complexity spillover effect following feedback
about an attribute

Finally, we examined whether the current findings might shed
light on the self-complexity affective spillover effect. First, we
explored whether the spillover effect was observed in the current
study by simultaneously regressing mood change scores on
valence of feedback (coded as before), self-complexity (H), and
their interaction. This analysis revealed a main effect of feedback,
b = 1.40, t = 4.16, p < .001, and the predicted interaction, b =
"1.07, t = 3.20, p < .01. To examine this interaction in detail, zero-
order correlations between self-complexity and mood change
scores were computed separately for the negative and positive
feedback conditions. As expected, those lower in self-complexity
reported more negative affect following negative feedback,
r = .36, p < .05. Also as anticipated, those lower in self-complexity
reported greater positive affect following positive feedback,
r = ".43, p < .02. Thus, we replicated the affective spillover effect
in both valence conditions using self-relevant feedback about an
attribute instead of a self-aspect (Study 2).

Next, we explored whether the proportion of self-aspects asso-
ciated with the targeted trait attribute could account for this effect.
Thus, we conducted two different mediational analyses (one for
the negative feedback condition, the other for the positive feedback
condition). For each, we examined whether the measure of propor-
tion of self-aspects could mediate the relation between self-com-
plexity (the independent variable) and mood change score (the
dependent measure). As the top panel of Fig. 7 reveals for negative
feedback, simple regressions found that the conditions necessary
to test for mediation were met. Next, the mood change score was
simultaneously regressed on self-complexity and on the propor-
tion of self-aspects score. As Fig. 7 reveals, mood change was still
reliably predicted by the proportion of self-aspects but not by
self-complexity, and the reduction in variance accounted for by
self-complexity was significant, z = 2.03, p < .04. Thus, strong evi-
dence for mediation by the proportion of self-aspects associated
with the targeted attribute was observed.

Similarly, a mediational analysis was conducted for participants
in the positive feedback condition (bottom panel of Fig. 7). Simple
regressions indicated that the conditions for testing for mediation

Fig. 6. Two-way interaction of valence of feedback and proportion of self-aspects
associated with the targeted trait attribute in predicting mean change in mood in
Study 3.
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were met. Thus, the mood change score was simultaneously re-
gressed on self-complexity and on the proportion of self-aspects
measure. Although the proportion of self-aspects continued to pre-
dict mood change, the once-significant relation between self-com-
plexity and mood change was no longer reliable. A Sobel test found
the reduction in explained variance was marginally significant,
z = 1.66, p < .10. This provides evidence for partial mediation by
the proportion of self-aspects score when feedback about the attri-
bute was negative because its inclusion in the regression equation
rendered the link between self-complexity and mood change non-
significant while the mediator still predicted a significant amount
of variance in the outcome variable. Overall, when considering
the negative and positive feedback conditions together, there ap-
pears to be compelling evidence that the degree to which the tar-
geted trait attribute was associated with one’s self-aspects can
provide a reasonable account for how those lower in self-complex-
ity experienced greater affective changes following attribute
feedback.

Discussion

Study 3 once again affirmed the importance of one’s self-aspects
in the experience of affect. Specifically, feedback about a person-
ally-relevant attribute had an impact on one’s mood, especially
when the attribute was associated with a greater proportion of
one’s self-aspects. This finding supports our position that general
affect can be explained by considering self-concept structure at
the level of self-aspects. In addition, the proportion of self-aspects
associated with the critical trait attribute also accounted for self-
complexity spillover effects. Specifically, those lower in self-com-
plexity reported stronger mood swings in line with the valence
of self-relevant feedback, and the number of self-aspects associ-
ated with the targeted attribute could explain this effect. Study 3
provided further insights into how affective spillover effects occur.
Although H attempts to capture both the number of self-aspects
and the degree of attribute overlap among them for the entire
self-concept (cf., Rafaeli-Mor et al., 1999), the calculation of pro-
portion of self-aspects featuring the critical self-aspect provides a
more precise and more local index of this mechanism (i.e., number
self-aspects implicated by self-relevant feedback) by which those
lower in self-complexity reveal greater mood swings. And as in
Study 2, the current findings indicate that spillover effects will

be greatly diminished even for people lower in self-complexity
when self-relevant feedback implicates a relatively smaller propor-
tion of one’s self-aspects.

General discussion

The current work explored the prediction that one’s self-con-
cept is comprised of a number of context-dependent self-aspects,
each of which is associated with attributes reflecting one’s per-
sonal qualities in those contexts. One assumption of our model of
self-structure that focuses on the important of self-aspects, also
echoed elsewhere (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius, 1986), is
that social context activates a subset of self-knowledge, which in
turn serves to guide behavior. Study 1 activated a self-aspect
through priming and found that only idiosyncratic self-relevant
knowledge associated with that self-aspect increased in accessibil-
ity, providing evidence that people possess context-dependent,
multiple selves and that only specific subsets of relevant self-
knowledge are active at any given time.

Another important question that we addressed is how affect re-
flects the evaluation of accessible self-aspects. We found that self-
relevant feedback activates relevant self-aspects (Study 1) and its
influence on general affect is determined in part by how that infor-
mation impacts appraisals of self-aspects. The findings of Study 2
indicate that feedback about one’s self-aspects changed one’s
mood because it altered evaluations of the currently activated (or
targeted) self-aspect. For example, receiving very positive feedback
about one’s student self-aspect improved overall mood to the ex-
tent that it elevated one’s appraisal of that self-aspect. In Study
3, when participants received feedback about an attribute, the
self-relevant information had a greater impact on mood when
the attribute was associated with relatively more self-aspects
(and thus could have a greater impact on overall affect). To sum-
marize, understanding the impact of self-relevant feedback (either
about self-aspects or about attributes) requires considering its
implications for evaluations of one’s activated multiple selves.

The notion that one’s self-concept has implications for the expe-
rience of affect is clearly not new. Indeed, research ranging from
self-regulation (e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1997) to
self-complexity (e.g., Linville, 1985; Renaud & McConnell, 2002)
examines such outcomes. However, self-regulation research fo-
cuses on how affect is experienced with respect to one’s goal selves
(e.g., ought selves, feared selves), but here we consider a much lar-
ger, participant-derived array of self-aspect types. In addition, we
specify a mechanism (i.e., evaluations of activated self-aspects)
that accounts for how self-relevant feedback impacts affect. In-
deed, recent work in our lab (Brown & McConnell, in press) has
demonstrated that people lower in self-complexity in self-regula-
tion situations rely on their affect more strongly (relative to those
greater in self-complexity), and accordingly they either increase
their practice efforts following failure in tasks where they believe
practice will improve performance or reduce self-awareness fol-
lowing failure in tasks where they believe that practice will not
be beneficial.

Turning more specifically to the self-complexity literature, the
current work provides a mechanism for how those lower in self-
complexity reveal affective spillover (i.e., stronger mood swings
following self-relevant feedback). These studies demonstrate how
feedback either about a self-aspect (Study 2) or about an attribute
(Study 3) influences one’s mood by documenting how self-aspects
play a pivotal role in the affective spillover effect. That is, when
feedback either changes appraisals of activated self-aspects (Study
2) or implicates a larger proportion of one’s self-aspects (Study 3),
the consequences of self-relevant feedback for those lower in self-
complexity are considerable.

Fig. 7. Mediational analyses for negative (top panel) and positive (bottom panel)
attribute feedback conditions in Study 3 for self-complexity spillover effects.
Coefficients in parentheses are parameter estimates for a regression model
containing both effects. **p < .01, *p < .05.
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Interestingly, the current work supports a somewhat different
explanation of affective spillover effects. Whereas past self-com-
plexity work has suggested that having fewer selves and having
greater attribute overlap both contribute to stronger affective re-
sponses to life events (Linville, 1985; cf., Rafaeli-Mor et al.,
1999), the current work proposes that the critical determinant of
affect is ‘‘local” (i.e., evaluations of one’s activated self-aspects).
This perspective provides useful insights for self-complexity re-
search. Specifically, the focus in the current work on self-aspects
explores a critical factor involved in the experience of affect (i.e.,
appraisals of activated self-aspects) and suggests new insights for
how those lower in self-complexity experience stronger affective
responses. More broadly, rather than attempting to predict these
outcomes at a global level (e.g., using H, which attempts to take
into account the complexity of the entire self-concept), we argue
that the key to these effects resides at a more local (i.e., self-aspect)
level. We should note that there are probably situations where
top–down, global feedback operates without self-aspects playing
a central role (e.g., being told ‘‘you are an awful person”). In such
cases, overall self-concept structure should still matter greatly
(i.e., those lower in self-complexity will show greater spillover)
and changes in affect may not depend on self-aspect evaluations.
Finally, the current work shows that not all low self-complex peo-
ple will reveal affective spillover. In particular, for those receiving
feedback about self-aspects that do not alter appraisals of those
self-aspects (Study 2) or for those receiving feedback about partic-
ular attributes associated with few self-aspects (Study 3), affective
spillover will be relatively unlikely even for people lower in self-
complexity. Thus, considering people’s self-concept structure pro-
vides an important, and heretofore unconsidered, qualifying condi-
tion for affective spillover by establishing conditions when people
lower in self-complexity are unlikely to reveal affective spillover
effects (cf., Linville, 1985).

In addition to shedding light on the mechanisms underlying
self-complexity spillover effects, the current work also demon-
strated a novel outcome. That is, it showed that feedback about
one self-aspect can have evaluative implications for other self-as-
pects that share relatively more attributes. Although different con-
texts might lead to the activation of distinct self-aspects, the
current work suggests that seemingly unrelated self-aspects can
have evaluative implications for each other when sharing associa-
tions with common attributes.

The current findings suggest that self-concept representation
will have important implications in determining behavior and
information processing that results from one’s general affective
states. As noted previously, it is well established that people in po-
sitive moods often engage in less elaborative thinking such as
using stereotypes more (e.g., Bodenhausen et al., 1994), relying
on heuristics more (e.g., Ruder & Bless, 2003), and showing less
elaborative processing of persuasive messages (e.g., Bless, Bohner,
Schwarz, & Strack, 1990) than do people in sad moods. More
broadly, affect can influence creativity (e.g., Gasper, 2003) and
memory (e.g., Bower & Forgas, 2001). It seems likely that self-con-
cept representation will play an important role in these processes
too. Indeed, future work should explore how self-concept repre-
sentation moderates the many important effects of affect on social
information processing and behavior.

Of course, the current work only represents a starting point. For
example, we made certain initial assumptions about self-aspects
and their attributes, taking an ‘‘all things being equal” approach
to features such as their accessibility, centrality, and certainty
(among others). Yet, it is well understood that these variables have
important implications for behaviors and self-perceptions (see
Baumeister, 1998). Moreover, different types of relational self-
aspects may reveal qualitatively distinctive features as well (Sedik-
ides & Brewer, 2001). At present, a consideration of these issues

awaits future work, but the current findings indicate that the
framework for self-concept representation advanced here provides
a useful starting point for subsequent research.

In sum, the current study explored several important implica-
tions of self-concept representation. In addition to providing strong
support for the nature of self-concept organization that acknowl-
edges the importance of self-aspects, the findings highlight the
critical nature of evaluations of one’s activated self-aspects in
understanding the consequences of self-relevant feedback. Adopt-
ing this framework for the self-concept and its structure can ex-
plain how such feedback is experienced, how feedback about one
self-aspect affects appraisals of other self-aspects, and how those
lower in self-complexity reveal stronger affective responses to life
events. With respect to the self-complexity literature, this work of-
fers insights for both the structure of how the self is represented in
memory and the processes that unfold from that organization. Be-
cause of the importance of the self in affect and the central role of
affect in directing one’s behavior, understanding self-concept rep-
resentation and its implications is extremely important. The cur-
rent work provides insights about the underlying mechanisms
responsible for the important consequences of self-concept repre-
sentation, and it emphasizes the value in recognizing that a num-
ber of phenomena linked to the self may operate at a more local,
rather than global, level.
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