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Attempts to organize, summarize, or explain one’s own behavior in a particular
domain result in the formation of cognitive structures about the self or self-
schemata. Self-schemata are cognitive generalizations about the self, derived
from past experience, that organize and guide the processing of the self-related
information contained in an individual’s social experience. The role of schemata
in processing information about the self is examined by linking self-schemata
to a number of specific empirical referents. Female students with schemata in
a particular domain and those without schemata are selected and their per-
formance on a variety of cognitive tasks is compared. The results indicate that
self-schemata facilitate the processing of information about the self (judgments
and decisions about the self), contain easily retrievable behavioral ewidence,
provide a basis for the confident self-prediction of behavior on schema-related
dimensions, and make individuals resistant to counterschematic information.
The relationship of self-schemata to cross-situational consistency in behavior
and the implications of self-schemata for attribution theory are discussed.

The quantity and variety of social stimu-
lation available at any time is vastly greater
than a person can process or even attend to.
Therefore, individuals are necessarily selec-
tive in what they notice, learn, remember, or
infer in any situation. These selective ten-
dencies, of course, are not random but depend
on some internal cognitive structures which
allow the individual to process the incoming
information with some degree of efficiency.
Recently, these structures for encoding and
representing information have been called
frames (Minsky, 1975), scripts (Abelson,
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1975), and schemata (Bobrow & Norman,
1975; Stotland & Canon, 1972; Tesser &
Conlee, 1975).

The influence of cognitive structures on the
selection and organization of information is
probably most apparent when we process in-
formation about ourselves. A substantial
amount of information processed by an indi-
vidual (some might even argue a majority of
information) is information about the self,
and a variety of cognitive structures are nec-
essarily involved in processing this informa-
tion. Yet in research on the self, in the per-
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sonality area for example, there has been a
notable lack of attention to the structures
used in encoding one’s own behavior and in
the processing of information about one’s
own behavior. Research on self-perception
(Bem, 1967, 1972) and research on seli-
monitoring (Snyder, 1974; Snyder & Mon-
son, 1975) clearly suggests that the individual
is an active, constructive information proces-
sor, but no specific cognitive structures have
yet been implicated in this theorizing and
research.

It is proposed here that attempts to orga-
nize, summarize, or explain one’s own be-
havior in a particular domain will result in
the formation of cognitive structures about
the self or what might be called seli-schemata.
Self-schemata are cognitive genmeralizations
about the self, derived from past experience,
that organize and guide the processing of
self-related information contained in the indi-
vidual’s social experiences. The main purpose
of the present studies is to examine some
functions of self-schemata in the processing
of information about the self.

Self-schemata include cognitive representa-
tions derived from specific events and situa-
tions involving the individual (e.g., “I hesi-
tated before speaking in yesterday’s discus-
sion because I wasn’t sure I was right, only
to hear someone else make the same point’)
as well as more general representations de-
rived from the repeated categorization and
subsequent evaluation of the person’s be-
havior by himself and by others around him
(eg., “I am very talkative in groups of
three or four, but shy in large gatherings,”
“T am generous,” “I am creative,” or “I am
independent”).

Self-schemata are constructed from infor-
mation processed by the individual in the
past and influence both input and output of
information related to the self. They repre-
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sent the way the self has been differentiated
and articulated in memory. Once established,
these schemata function as selective mecha-
nisms which determine whether information
is attended to, how it is structured, how much
importance is attached to it, and what hap-
pens to it subsequently. As individuals ac-
cumulate repeated experiences of a certain
type, their self-schemata become increasingly
resistant to inconsistent or contradictory in-
formation, although they are never totally in-
vulnerable to it.

Self-schemata can be viewed as a reflection
of the invariances people have discovered in
their own social behavior. They represent
patterns of behavior that have been observed
repeatedly, to the point where a framework
is generated that allows one to make infer-
ences from scant information or to quickly
streamline and interpret complex sequences
of events. To the extent that our own be-
havior exhibits some regularity or redun-
dancy, self-schemata will be generated be-
cause they are useful in understanding in-
tentions and feelings and in identifying likely
or appropriate patterns of behavior. While a
self-schema is an organization of the repre-
sentations of past behavior, it is more than a
“depository.” It serves an important process-
ing function and allows an individual to go
beyond the information currently available.
The concept of self-schema implies that in-
formation about the self in some area has
been categorized or organized and that the
result of this organization is a discernible
pattern which may be used as a basis for
future judgments, decisions, inferences, or
predictions about the self.

There is substantial historical precedent
for the schema term and for schemalike
concepts, and it would entail a very lengthy
discussion to trace the history of the term
(cf. Bartlett, 1932; Kelley, 1972; Kelly,
1955; Piaget, 1951). In social psychology,
schema-like concepts (e.g., causal schemata,
scripts, implicit personality theories) have
generally been vaguely defined heuristics with
no real empirical moorings. Despite their
assumed cognitive consequences, they have
been viewed primarily as epiphenomena, in-
ferred on the basis of behavior or invoked in
various post hoc explanations. The investiga-
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tion of self-schemata requires examining the
hypothesized functions of schemata for their
particular empirical implications. To date
this has not been done.

Recent work in the general area of cogni-
tion suggests a number of ways of investigat-
ing self-schemata. This work provides models
of information processing (e.g., Anderson &
Bower, 1973; Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968,
Erdelyi, 1974), indicates the possible func-
tions of cognitive structures, and makes use
of a variety of measures (recognition, recall,
response latency, etc.) and techniques (signal
detection, chronometric descriptions of infor-
mation flow, etc.) capable of empirically
identifying these functions. The experimental
work in this area, however, has concentrated
largely on the processing of neutral or non-
sense material. With the exception of some
recent work (Mischel, Ebbesen, & Zeiss,
1976) there has been little empirical work on
the influence of cognitive structures on the
selective processing of significant social in-
formation (e.g., information about important
aspects of one’s self).

The idea of self-schemata as cognitive gen-
eralizations about the self has a number of
implications for the empirical work on per-
sonality and cross-situational consistency.
For example, an endorsement of a trait ad-
jective as self-descriptive or an endorsement
of an item on a self-rating scale may reflect
an underlying, well-articulated self-schema.
It is equally possible, however, that the mark
on the self-rating scale is not the product of
a well-specified schema, but is instead the
result of the favorability of the trait term,
the context of the situation, the necessity
for a response, or other experimental de-
mands. Only when a self-description derives
from a well-articulated generalization about
the self can it be expected to converge and
form a consistent pattern with the individu-
al’s other judgments, decisions, and actions.
Thus, a person who does not really think
about herself as conscientious, yet would not
object to labeling herself as such, cannot be
expected to react to being late for an ap-
Pointment in the same way as one who ac-
tively conceives of herself as conmscientious,
who can readily describe numerous displays
of conscientiousness in the past, and who

ons

can enumerate the way she insures future
conscientious behavior on her part.

To demonstrate the construct validity of
the concept of self-schemata, a number of
empirical referents can be specified. If self-
schemata are built up from cognitive repre-
sentations of past experiences, individual dif-
ferences in self-schemata should be readily
discovered because individuals clearly differ
in their past experiences. If a person has a
developed self-schema, he should be readily
able to (a) process information about the
self in the given domain (e.g., make judg-
ments or decisions) with relative ease, (b)
retrieve behavioral evidence from the domain,
(c) predict his own future behavior in the
domain, and (d) resist counterschematic in-
formation about himself. If a person has had
relatively little experience in a given domain
of social behavior or has not attended to
behavior in this domain, then it is unlikely
that he will have developed an articulated
self-schema.

Consistency in patterns of response on a
number of self-description tasks, as well as
convergence in results from a number of di-
verse cognitive tasks involving self-judg-
ments, should provide evidence for the ex-
istence of an organization of knowledge about
the self on a particular dimension of behav-
ior, or a self-schema. To the extent that
individuals do not possess an articulated self-
schema on a particular dimension of behavior,
they will not exhibit consistency in response.
Nor will they display the discrimination nec-
essary for the efficient processing of informa-
tion and the prediction of future behavior
along this dimension.

The procedure of the first study is to select
a dimension of behavior, to identify indi-
viduals with schemata and those without
schemata on this dimension, and then to
compare their performance on a variety of
cognitive tasks. Several tasks utilizing self-
rating, self-description, and prediction of be-
havior are combined to determine whether
the processing of information about one’s self
varies systematically as a function of self-
schemata. The second study investigates the
selective influence of self-schemata on the
interpretation of information about one’s own
behavior. Individuals with articulated self-
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schemata (along a specific behavioral dimen-
sion identified in the first study) and indi-
viduals without such schemata are induced
to engage in behavior that is potentially diag-
nostic of this dimension. The impact of this
information is evaluated for both groups.

Study 1

This study is concerned with the impact of self-
schemata on the selection and processing of infor-
mation about the self. Individuals with self-schemata
along a particular dimension of behavior are com-
pared with individuals without such self-schemata.
Also compared are individuals with different seli-
schemata along the same dimension of behavior
Specifically, it is hypothesized that a self-schema
will determine the type of self-judgments that are
made and that these judgments will vary in latency
depending on the presence and content of self-sche-
mata. Also, individuals with self-schemata should
find it easier to describe specific behavior that is
related to their schema and should be relatively
more certain about prediction of their behavior
along this dimension than individuals without sche-
mata.

Method

To gain a preliminary idea of each subject’s self-
schema on various dimensions, a number of seli-
rating scales were administered in introductory psy-
chology classes. The most appropriate pattern of
variation in self-ratings was found on the inde-
pendence-dependence dimension and thus 1t was
selected as the dimension for {further study. From
among the individuals completing this questionnaire,
48 were selected to participate individually in the
laboratory sessions.

The first laboratory session consisted of three
separate cognitive tasks designed to assess the in-
fluence of self-schemata about independence on the
processing of information about the self. These in-
cluded:

1. Content and latency of self-description. Sub-
jects were given a number of trait adjectives associ-
ated with independence and dependence and were
asked to indicate for each whether it was self-
descriptive or not. Response latency was recorded
for each judgment.

2. Supplying behavioral evidence for self-descrip-
tion. Subjects were asked to select trait adjectives
that were self-descriptive and then to cite instances
from their own past bebavior to support their en-
dorsement of a particular adjective as self-descrip-
tive.

3. Predicting the likelikood of behavior. Subjects
were given a series of descriptions of independent
and dependent behavior and were asked to judge
how likely it was they would behave in these ways.

Subjects

Fpr the questionnaire phase of the experiment,
subjects were 101 female students in introductory

psychology classes at a large university. Subjects
for the first laboratory sessions were 48 students
selected from this group. Only female students were
used in this study because the distribution of self-
ratings on various dimensions appears to differ with
sex. Using male and female students would have
required selecting more dimensions.

Materials and Procedures

Initial questionnaire. Individuals in introductory
psychology classes were asked to rate themselves on
the Gough-Heilbrun Adjective Check List (Gough
& Heilbrun, 1965) and on several semantic differen-
tial scales describing a wvariety of behavioral do-
mains. On the latter measure, subjects were also
asked to rate the importance of each semantic
dimension to their self-description. From these re-
spondents, three groups of 16 subjects each were
sclected to participate in the experimental sessions.

1. Independents Individuals who rated them-
selves at the extreme end (points 8-11 on an 1i-
point scale) on at least two of the following se-
mantic differential scales: Independent-Dependent,
Individualist-Conformist, or Leader-Follower, and
who rated these dimensions as important (points
8-11 on an ll-point scale), and who checked them-
selves as ‘‘independent” on the adjective check list
were termed Independents.!

2. Dependents. Individuals who rated themselves
at the opposite end (points 1-4) on at least two of
these scales, and who rated these dimensions as im-
portant (points 8-11 on an 11-point scale), and who
checked themselves as “dependent” on the adjective
check list were termed Dependents.

3. Aschematics. Individuals who rated themselves
in the middle range (points 5-7) on at least two of
these three scales, and fell in the lower portion of
the distribution on the importance scale, and did
not check themselves as either “independent” or
“dependent” on the adjective check list were termed
Aschematics. The term aschematic is used here to
mean without schema on this particular dimension.?

Invoking the importance criterion conjointly with
the extremity criterion made it possible to avoid

1 Although subjects were selected on the basis of
their “extreme” scores on these self-rating scales,
only 2 subjects of the 48 actually used the endpoints
11 or 1 in their self ratings on the semantic differ-
ential scales.

2 Another indicator of a subject’s self-schema
about independence was her score on the Autonomy
scale of the Gough-Heilbrun Adjective Check List
(ACL). The Autonomy scale is one of the ACL’s 24
empirically derived scales designed to correspond to
dimensions of the California Psychological Inven-
tory and Murray’s need-press system. Autonomy 1S
defined as the tendency to act independently of
others or of social values and expectations, Subjects
selected as Independents in this study were among
the 25 with highest scores on this measure, and
those selected as Dependents were among the 25
with lowest scores. Aschematics scored in the middle
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confusing Aschematics with persons who act (and
think of themselves) as independent in some classes
of situations and as dependent in other classes of
situations, and do so consistently. Making such fine
discriminations would lead these individuals to
develop a fairly well-articulated conception of the
independence domain of social behavior, and thus it
would be incorrect to classify them as Aschematics.
However, if these people had a well-articulated
conception of themselves as both dependent and
independent, they would no doubt be quite sensi-
tive to social behavior in the domain of indepen-
dence and would consider it to be a sigmificant and
important area. Hence, they would not be classified
as Aschematics according to our criteria. Among the
Aschematics the average importance rating on the
three semantic differential scales was 6.4, while
among the Schematics it was 9.5.

Three to four weeks after the questionnaire was
administered, the 48 subjects were called individually
to the laboratory and received identical treatment.
They were not informed of a connection between
this session and the questionnaire, and it is unlikely
that they could have inferred such a connection
since different experimenters were used.

Task 1: Content and latency of self-description.
Sixty-nine trait adjectives were prepared on 2 X 2
inch (§X 5 cm) slides, 15 had been previously
judged (by another group of 50 subjects) to be
related to independence and nonconformity (inde-
pendent words) and 15 were judged to be related
to dependence and conformity (dependent words).
These 30 words were the critical schema-related
stimuli.3 Thirty other words, included for compari-
son with the schema-related adjectives, clustered
around the notions of creativity and noncreativity
and were used as control words. In each group of 30
words, 10 were negatively rated, 10 were positively
rated, and 10 neutral, according to Anderson’s
(1968) list of the hkableness of 5§55 trait adjectives.
The words were either of high frequency or mod-
erate frequency (according to the norms of Carroll,
Davies, & Richman, 1971). The remaining 9 words
were 3 practice adjectives, 3 adjectives which nearly
all subjects had indicated were self-descriptive on
the initial questionnaire (honest, intelligent,
friendly), and 3 adjectives which nearly all sub-
jects had indicated were not self-descriptive (rude,
obnoxious, unscrupulous).

Each of these 69 adjectives was presented on the
screen for 2 seconds by a slide projector activated
by the experimenter. Following the presentation of

range on this measure It is important to note that
all of the subjects who would be labeled autono-
mous on the basis of this measure (that is, they
were among the 25 highest scorers) also rated
themselves extremely (points 8-11) on at least two
of the semantic differential scales. Those who would
be labeled nonautonomous or dependent on the basis
of this measure also rated themselves extremely
(points 1-5) on the three semantic differential
scales, <z
X

~

a word, the subject was required to respond by
pushing a me button if the word was self-descrip-
tive, or a not me button if the word was not self-
descriptive. The response stopped an electronic clock
which began with the presentation of the stimulus.
The subject had to respond with one of the two
buttons before the next stimulus would appear. For
each word the experimenter recorded both response
latency and the choice of me or net me. Subjects
were not aware that response latency was being
measured Four different randomly determined or-
ders of presentations were used for the slides, with
12 subjects in each order. In addition, for half of
the subjects the me button was on the right side of
the panel and for the remaining half on the left side.
To insure that individuals were associating similar
types of behaviors to the trait adjectives, a particu-
lar context was specified for the self-judgments. The
instructions were

When you are making these decisions about
yourself, try to imagine yourself in a typical group
situation, one that might occur for example, in a
classroom, in the dorm lounge, or at a meeting in
a friend’'s home. You are together to discuss an
important and controversial 1ssue and to make
some decisions about it. Many of the people in
the group you know or are familiar to you, while
others are not.

Task 2: Supplying behavioral evidence for self-
descriptions. After the categorization task, each
subject received a booklet containing 16 words (1
on each page) from the set described in Task 1.
Seven of these words were from the set of inde-
pendent words and 7 were from the set of dependent
words. Two additional words were from the cre-
ative/noncreative set. Of the 16 words, 4 were posi-
tively rated for likableness, 4 were negatively rated,
and 8 were neutral. The order of the adjectives in
each booklet was randomly determined. Subjects
were given written instructions to circle each adjec-
tive they considered to be self-descriptive and were
also asked the following:

Immediately after you circle an adjective, list
the reasons you feel this adjective is self-descrip-
tive. Give specific evidence from your own past
behavior to indicate why you feel a particular
trait is self-descriptive. . . . List the first kinds of
behaviors that come to your mind. Do not worry
about how other people might interpret a par-
ticular behavior; use your own frame of reference.
(Several examples were given.)

3 The independent adjectives were: individualistic,
independent, ambitious, adventurous, self-confident,
dominating, argumentative, aloof, arrogant, egotisti-
cal, unconventional, outspoken, aggressive, assert.ve,
uninhibited. The dependent adjectives were: depend-
able, cooperative, tactful, tolerant, unselfish, impres-
sionable, conforming, dependent, timid, submissive,
conventional, moderate, obliging, self-denying, cau-
tious.
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Task 3: Predicting the likelihood of behavior.
The third task utilized a series of specific behavioral
descriptions taken from a large number of descrip-
tions that had been rated by a separate group of 40
introductory psychology students as characterizing
either independence and nonconformity or depen-
dence and conformity. This outside group of sub-
jects was asked to decide how they would label or
categorize each act if they saw 1t or if they heard
someone describe themselves in these terms. The
final list included 10 pairs of behavioral descriptions
matched in content but differing in the way the
behavior would be categorized, for example, “You
hesitate before commenting, only to hear someone
else make the point you had in mind” (rated de-
pendent) and “You speak up as soon as you have
some comments on the issue being discussed” (rated
independent). Several filler items also were included.
A context for the behavioral descriptions similar to
the one 1n Task 1 was provided and then the sub-
jects were given written instructions which read:

Listed below are a number of behaviors and
reactions that might be true of you in a gather-
ing like this. For each one, indicate how likely

Subjects T T
DDependenvs EAschemancs .lndependems
14
;o
£ o
Q
g g or
i
EX 4T
2 2t
T
[ Judged selt-descriptive
-
25+
é r ——
[} p—
3 2 o- %
c .
> 1
?_, F Judged not self -descriptive
s —
2 5+

Dependent adjectives independent adjectives

Figure 1. Top panel: Mean number of independent
and dependent adjectives judged as self-descriptive.
Bottom panel. Mean response latency for indepen-
dent and dependent adjectives judged as self-descrip-
tive and as not self-descriptive.

or how probable it is that you would behave or
react in this way. You may assign each item any
number from O to 100. A 0 means that this could
not be true of you, that it is extremely unlikely
that you would act or feel this way A 100 means
that this could very well be true of you, that it
1s likely that you would act or feel this way.

Results

For the purpose of analysis, subjects were
divided into three groups labeled Indepen-
dents, Dependents, and Aschematics, as de-
scribed in the Procedure section.

Task 1: Content and latency of self-de-
scription. As shown in the top panel of Fig-
ure 1, the three groups of subjects clearly
differed in the average number of the 15 de-
pendent words judged as self-descriptive,
F(2,45) = 14.89, p < .001. The three groups
also differed in the average number of the
15 independent adjectives judged as self-
descriptive, F(2,45) = 9.27, p < .001. Using
? < .05 as a criterion, Newman-Keuls com-
parisons showed that Dependents judged sig-
nificantly more dependent words as self-de-
scriptive than did Independents, and con-
versely, Independents judged significantly
more independent words as self-descriptive
than did Dependents.

The bottom panel of Figure 1 presents the
average response latencies for self-descrip-
tive judgments (me) and for not self-descrip-
tive judgments (7ot me) for the independent
and dependent adjectives. Dependent sub-
jects were reliably faster at making me judg-
ments for dependent words than for inde-
pendent words, £(15) = 2.63, p < .01.* Con-
gruently, Independent subjects were reliably
faster at making me judgments for indepen-
dent adjectives than for dependent adjectives,
t(15) = 2.72, p < .01. The Aschematics,
however, did not differ in response latency for
independent and dependent words.

When the top and bottom panels of Figure
1 are considered together, a number of other
points about the self-categorization of these
three groups of subjects can be made. A me
response to a particular adjective may be
the result of an individual labeling her be-

s Except where specified, all ¢ tests are two-tailed.






