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Abstract
This chapter describes emerging theory and evidence on the relational self
from the personality and social psychology literatures. Broadly speaking,
the relational self refers to aspects of the self associated with one’s rela-
tionships with significant others (e.g., romantic partners, parents, friends).
In this chapter, we review multiple theoretical perspectives on the relational
self, starting with our recent integrative conceptualization of the relational
self (Chen, Boucher, & Tapias, 2006). According to our model, the rela-
tional self (1) is self-knowledge that is linked in memory to knowledge about
significant others; (2) exists at multiple levels of specificity; (3) is capa-
ble of being contextually or chronically activated; and (4) is comprised of
self-conceptions and a constellation of other self-aspects (e.g., motives, self-
regulatory strategies) that characterize the self when relating to significant
others. After describing each of these facets of our model, we review theory
and research on the social-cognitive phenomenon of transference in detail, as
this body of work served as the primary foundation for our broader model.
From there, we describe several other theoretical perspectives on the self
and significant others (i.e., relational schemas, attachment theory, inclusion
of other in the self, relational-interdependent self-construal), and compare
and contrast each of these with the transference perspective on the rela-
tional self and, in turn, our broader conceptualization. Finally, we discuss
relations between the relational self and other aspects of identity (e.g., cul-
tural identity, gender identity), as well as some important directions for future
research.
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In this chapter, we describe emerging theory and
evidence on the relational self within the social
and personality psychology literatures. As will
become apparent, there is some variation in these
literatures in how the term “relational self” is
used, but broadly speaking, the relational self
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refers to aspects of the self associated with one’s
relationships with significant others (e.g., roman-
tic partners, parents, friends). To preview, in the
first part of our chapter, we delineate the key
assumptions of our recent, integrative conceptu-
alization of the relational self (Chen et al., 2006).
In developing this conceptualization, we have
drawn from several theoretical perspectives on
the self and significant others, but most notably
from a transference perspective (Andersen &
Chen, 2002). As such, in the second part of our
chapter, we describe this particular perspective
in detail, while including a range of supporting
evidence.

In the third part of our chapter, we review sev-
eral other prominent theoretical perspectives on
the self and significant others, with an empha-
sis on their points of convergence with and
divergence from the transference perspective
and, in turn, our integrative conceptualization
of the relational self. First, we describe work
on relational schemas and attachment theory,
both of which offer unique contributions to
our broader conceptualization. We then turn to
work on inclusion of others in the self and the
relational-interdependent self-construal, two the-
oretical perspectives that provide a useful point
of comparison for our conceptualization of the
relational self. In the final part of our chapter, we
discuss relations between the relational self and
other aspects of identity (e.g., cultural identity),
as well as some important directions for future
research.

An Integrative Conceptualization
of the Relational Self

In a recent review article, we offered an inte-
grative conceptualization of the relational self
aimed at bringing together the unique facets of
several different theories on the self and signif-
icant others (Chen et al., 2006). This conceptu-
alization draws especially heavily not only from
social-cognitive work on transference, but also
from work on relational schemas and attachment
theory. According to our conceptualization, the

relational self reflects who a person is in relation
to his or her significant others. Put differently, we
propose a “self-within-relationships” viewpoint
on the relational self, which contrasts with other
perspectives, to be discussed in later sections,
that take a more “relationships-within-the-self”
viewpoint on the self and significant others.

Our integrative conceptualization can be sum-
marized in four key assumptions: (a) the rela-
tional self is comprised of knowledge about the
self when relating to significant others, where this
knowledge is linked in memory to stored infor-
mation about significant others; (b) the relational
self exists at multiple levels of specificity (i.e.,
relationship-specific, generalized, global); (c) the
relational self is capable of being contextually
or chronically activated—that is, accessed from
memory; and (d) the relational self is composed
of self-conceptions as well as a constellation
of other self-aspects (e.g., goals, self-regulatory
strategies) that characterize the self when relating
to significant others (Chen et al., 2006). Below,
we elaborate on each of these assumptions.

Linkages Between Stored
Self-Knowledge and Significant-Other
Knowledge

Our integrative model is grounded in basic social-
cognitive theory and research on knowledge
representation and use (e.g., Higgins, 1996a).
Specifically, we propose that relational selves are
composed of people’s stored knowledge about
the self in the context of their relationships with
significant others (e.g., who I am when relating
to my brother) that is distinct from, but linked
in memory to, people’s stored knowledge about
their significant others.

The view that relational-self and significant-
other knowledge are distinct is important
because, as noted above, it sets our view of the
relational self as the self in relation to signifi-
cant others apart from theories, to be discussed
below, that posit the incorporation of aspects
of significant others into the self-concept (e.g.,
Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). To illus-
trate, a person may be submissive around her
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mother—in other words, this person’s relational
self with her mother may be characterized by
submissiveness—but this need not imply that
submissiveness is an attribute of the person’s
mother that has been incorporated into the per-
son’s self-concept. Indeed, the person’s mother
may or may not be submissive.

Multiple Levels of Specificity

Consistent with a large social-cognitive literature
indicating that abstract, general social knowl-
edge, as well as highly specific forms of social
knowledge, are stored in memory (e.g., Smith
& Zárate, 1992), we maintain that most peo-
ple possess multiple relational selves and that
these selves exist at varying levels of speci-
ficity. A relationship-specific relational self des-
ignates the self in relation to a specific significant
other (e.g., the self in relation to one’s father),
whereas a generalized relational self is akin to
a summary representation of the self in the con-
text of multiple relationships. These relationships
may involve either a single, normatively defined
relationship domain (e.g., the self when relat-
ing to one’s family members) or idiosyncratic
groupings of relationships (e.g., the self when
relating to one’s book club friends). Finally, peo-
ple may possess a global relational self which
denotes conceptions and aspects of the self in
relation to significant others as a general class of
individuals.

Although different theoretical perspectives
on the self and significant others have tended
to examine different levels of specificity of
relational selves, results reflecting relationship-
specific, generalized, and global working models
generally converge, thereby increasing the like-
lihood of parallels in the responses associated
with relational selves at different levels of speci-
ficity (e.g., Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh-
Rangarajoo, 1996; Mikulincer & Arad, 1999).
Nonetheless, maintaining distinctions between
different levels of specificity is important inso-
far as the particular content of a given per-
son’s relational selves may vary widely across
different levels of specificity (e.g., a person’s

relational self with his spouse may differ sharply
from his relational self with significant others
in general). Thus, the predictions one can make
about a given relational self can only be as spe-
cific or broad as the particular relational self in
question.

Paralleling the different levels of specificity
possible for relational selves, the significant-
other knowledge to which relational-self knowl-
edge is linked may also vary in specificity.
Thus, relational-self knowledge may be linked
in memory to knowledge about a specific sig-
nificant other (e.g., one’s oldest sister), knowl-
edge abstracted from experiences with mul-
tiple significant others to whom the self
relates similarly (e.g., all of one’s siblings
to whom one relates in a similar manner),
or knowledge about significant others in gen-
eral. Regardless of level of specificity, because
relational-self knowledge is linked to significant-
other knowledge, when significant-other knowl-
edge is activated, this activation should spread
by association to the relevant relational-self
knowledge.

Activation of Relational Selves

In terms of when relational selves are activated,
our conceptualization draws on the notion of the
working self-concept (Markus & Kunda, 1986),
or the set of self-aspects that are accessible from
memory in the current context. Thus, not all
self-knowledge is accessible at the same time;
rather, only a subset of one’s overall pool of self-
knowledge is accessible in any given context.
Our model posits that cues in the immediate con-
text that denote the actual, imagined, or symbolic
presence of a significant other, or the relational
dynamics between the self and this other, should
alter the content of the working self-concept, just
as other contextual cues do (e.g., McGuire &
Padawer-Singer, 1976). Specifically, such cues
should shift the working self-concept toward the
relevant relational self. For example, a phone
call from a significant other, a whiff of his or
her cologne, or facing circumstances (e.g., threat)
that call for the other’s support, may all serve
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as contextual activators of relevant relational-self
knowledge.

Alongside these working self-concept
assumptions, we adhere to the principle that
repeated, frequent activation of any stored
knowledge construct increases its baseline or
chronic level of accessibility; that is, its activa-
tion readiness (e.g., Higgins, King, & Mavin,
1982). The higher the chronic accessibility of a
construct, the less contextual cueing is required
to activate it (Higgins & Brendl, 1995). Thus,
although the activation of relational selves
is influenced by immediate, contextual cues,
frequent contextual activation of a relational
self should result in its chronic accessibility,
rendering it more likely to be activated even in
the absence of contextual cueing (e.g., Andersen,
Glassman, Chen, & Cole, 1995).

Content of Relational Selves

Finally, our integrative model assumes that rela-
tional selves are composed of attribute-based
(e.g., fun-loving) and role-based (e.g., author-
ity figure) conceptions of the self in the con-
text of the relevant significant others. These
attributes and roles are derived idiographically
(from unique experiences) as well as from nor-
mative, cultural role prescriptions that are similar
across people (Clark & Mills, 1979; Fiske, 1992).
Importantly, relational selves are also thought
to contain affective material, goals and motives,
self-regulatory strategies, and behavioral tenden-
cies. That is, they include positive and negative
evaluations of the self in relation to a given sig-
nificant other, the affect one experiences when
relating to the other, the goals one pursues in
the relationship with the other, the self-regulatory
strategies one uses in interactions with the other,
and the behaviors one enacts toward the other.
Thus, for example, a person’s relational self with
his critical mother may be composed of concep-
tions of the self as inferior, feelings of rejection,
and the goal to please.

To summarize, drawing from various per-
spectives on the self and significant others (to
be reviewed below), we propose that relational

selves refer to conceptions and aspects of the
self specifically in the context of relationships
with specific or multiple significant others, or
with significant others in general (Chen et al.,
2006). Due to linkages between relational-
self and significant-other knowledge, relational
selves can be made accessible through activating
significant-other knowledge. Reflecting working
self-concept notions, relational selves are acti-
vated by contextual cues, although the chronic
accessibility of a relational self increases its like-
lihood of being activated across contexts. When a
relational self is activated, a person not only con-
ceives of and evaluates himself or herself as when
relating to the relevant significant other(s), but he
or she also exhibits associated affective, motiva-
tional, self-regulatory, and behavioral responses.

The Relational Self:
A Transference-Based Perspective

As noted, our conceptualization reflects an inte-
gration of several theories on the self and sig-
nificant others, but draws the most from theory
and research on transference. As such, in this sec-
tion we review the transference perspective on the
relational self in detail.

Transference refers to the phenomenon
whereby aspects of past relationships re-surface
in encounters with new others. Clinicians (Freud,
1958; Sullivan, 1953) view transference as a tool
that therapists use to encourage clients to transfer
their thoughts, feelings, and habitual patterns
of behavior with significant others onto the
therapist, as a means of fostering client insight
into, and improvement of, maladaptive relational
patterns. In contrast, the social-cognitive model
of transference (Andersen & Glassman, 1996;
Chen & Andersen, 1999, 2008) specifies the cog-
nitive structures and processes that account for
the occurrence of transference in everyday social
interactions. Below we describe this model,
flesh out the role of the relational self within
it, and offer a sampling of evidence in support
of the transference approach to the relational
self.
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The Social-Cognitive Model
of Transference

The social-cognitive model of transference
(Andersen & Glassman, 1996; Anderson & Cole,
1990; Chen & Andersen, 1999, 2008) assumes
that mental representations of past and current
significant others—such as a parent, roman-
tic partner, close friend, or sibling—are stored
in memory. These representations are akin to
warehouses of knowledge about these important
individuals, including beliefs about their phys-
ical and personality attributes, as well as their
internal states, such as their thoughts and feel-
ings (Andersen, Glassman, & Gold, 1998; Chen,
2003). Given that many of our goals, thoughts,
and feelings hinge on significant others, represen-
tations of these individuals are laden with affect
and motivation.

According to the social-cognitive model of
transference, transference occurs when a per-
ceiver’s representation of a significant other is
activated in an encounter with a new person—for
example, due to the person’s physical resem-
blance to the significant other, or the overlap of
his or her personality attributes or role vis-à-vis
the self with those of the significant other. Upon
such activation, the perceiver interprets the new
person in ways consistent with the knowledge
stored in his or her representation of the relevant
significant other, and responds to the person in
ways derived from his or her relationship with
the specific other. Although the activation and use
of significant-other representations reflect nomo-
thetic processes, or processes that operate simi-
larly across people, the content and meaning of
significant-other representations is thought to be
idiographic.

Research has shown that significant-other rep-
resentations are chronically accessible, indicating
that they are in a constant high state of activa-
tion readiness, or readiness to influence social
perception, judgment, and behavior (e.g., Higgins
& King, 1981). Nonetheless, transient or tempo-
rary cues in the environment—such as cues based
on priming specific features of one’s significant
other—further increase the accessibility of these
representations (Andersen et al., 1995). In each

case, the “match” between stored knowledge
and the present cues heightens the likelihood of
knowledge activation and use (Higgins, 1996a).
In most research on transference, the to-be-
interpreted stimulus person has been described
as having some of the attributes of the rele-
vant significant other as a way of increasing
the accessibility of the corresponding significant-
other representation (e.g., Andersen & Baum,
1994; Chen, Andersen, & Hinkley, 1999). In
other words, the attribute-based resemblance of
the stimulus person to the significant other elicits
transference.

The research paradigm that has been used to
empirically examine transference involves two
sessions. In the first, pretest session, participants
name a significant other (e.g., parent, romantic
partner), and then generate descriptors about this
person. Several weeks later, in an ostensibly unre-
lated session, participants are led to believe there
is another participant with whom they will later
have an interaction (in most studies, the other
participant does not actually exist). Participants
then go through a learning phase in which they
are presented with descriptors allegedly about
their upcoming interaction partner. For partici-
pants in the “Own Significant Other” condition,
some of these descriptors are derived from those
that they previously generated about their sig-
nificant other. That is, their interaction partner
is described as resembling their own significant
other, thus eliciting transference. Participants in
the “Yoked Significant Other” condition, on the
other hand, are shown descriptors about the sig-
nificant other of another participant in the study,
and thus transference is not elicited. “Own” and
“Yoked” participants are randomly paired on a
one-to-one basis so that the descriptors used
across “Own” and “Yoked” conditions are iden-
tical, but they are significant only to participants
in the “Own” condition.

After the learning phase, transference is
assessed using one or both of two standard mea-
sures. One is a recognition-memory test that mea-
sures representation-derived inferences about the
interaction partner. Such inferences are indexed
by participants’ confidence that they learned
descriptors about the partner that are true of their
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significant other, but that were not actually pre-
sented in the learning phase. Thus, this measure
taps how much participants use stored knowledge
about their significant other to make inferences
about the partner. The other measure, which asks
participants to evaluate their interaction partner
based on what they have learned about them in
the learning phase, assumes that the positive or
negative affect associated with significant others
is elicited upon the activation of a significant-
other representation (Fiske & Pavelchek, 1986).
Evidence for transference on this measure takes
the form of “Own” participants evaluating the
interaction partner significantly more positively
(negatively) when the partner resembles their
own positively (negatively) evaluated significant
other, with no such difference observed among
“Yoked” participants. In short, this measure taps
how much participants’ evaluations of their part-
ner are influenced by evaluations of their signifi-
cant other.

Nearly two decades of research has doc-
umented transference using these measures.
Included in this body of work is evidence
that transference may occur automatically (e.g.,
Glassman & Andersen, 1999). In other words,
perceivers need not consciously draw analo-
gies between significant and newly encoun-
tered people for transference to occur. Indeed,
given the chronically high activation readiness
of significant-other representations, it is likely
that transference typically occurs automatically
(Andersen, Reznik, & Glassman, 2004; Chen,
Fitzsimons, & Andersen, 2006). Importantly, in
addition to inferences and evaluations of new
others derived from significant-other represen-
tations, transference elicits a myriad of conse-
quences for the self. In the following section,
we summarize transference effects reflecting peo-
ple’s responses when relating to their significant
others—in other words, responses reflecting rela-
tional selves.

Transference and the Relational Self

Expanding on the social-cognitive model
of transference, Andersen and Chen (2002)

presented a theory of the relational self in which
they posited that every individual possesses a
repertoire of relational selves, each reflecting
aspects of the self when relating to a particular
significant other. Moreover, as reflected in our
broader conceptualization (Chen et al., 2006),
we argued that significant-other representations
and relational selves are linked in memory by
knowledge reflecting the typical patterns of
relating to the significant other. Because of such
linkages, when a significant-other representation
is activated, this activation spreads to the relevant
relational self. In working self-concept terms,
transference elicits a shift in the self-concept
toward the person one is when relating to the
significant other. Thus, just as non-significant-
other contexts (e.g., the office) elicit shifts in the
self-concept toward aspects of the self relevant
to the particular context (e.g., job-related aspects
of the self), significant-other contexts elicit shifts
toward relational aspects of the self.

As in our integrative conceptualization,
Andersen and Chen (2002) maintain that
relational-self knowledge includes both attribute-
and role-based aspects of the self with significant
others. That is, relational selves include the pos-
itive and negative self-evaluations, affect, goals,
self-regulatory strategies, and behaviors that are
typically experienced or exhibited in relation to
significant others. Finally, like significant-other
representations, the content of relational selves
is not only thought to be largely idiographic,
unique to each individual, but also includes
socially shared facets, such the role enacted with
significant others (e.g., parent).

Evidence for the Relational Self
in Transference

Below we present a sampling of findings from
research on transference and significant-other
representations more generally that provide sup-
port for the transference perspective on the rela-
tional self (for additional evidence, see Chen &
Andersen, 2008; Chen et al., 2006).

Self-definition and self-evaluation. As noted,
the transference perspective predicts that when a
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significant-other representation is activated, the
working self-concept should be infused in part
with associated relational-self knowledge. Thus,
the perceiver should define and evaluate his/her
self in line with the relational self that has been
activated. For example, participants in one study
were asked to perform five different feature-
listing tasks in the pretest session of the transfer-
ence research paradigm described above (Hinkley
& Andersen, 1996). First, they were asked to
list features to describe themselves as a baseline
self-concept measure. They then listed features to
describe both a positively and negatively regarded
significant other, after which they listed fea-
tures to describe themselves when relating to
each significant other, as a baseline measure of
each relational self. In the ostensibly unrelated
second session of the transference paradigm, par-
ticipants were presented with descriptors about
a new person who either did (“Own” condi-
tion) or did not (“Yoked” condition) resemble
the positively or negatively evaluated significant
other they described in the pretest session. They
then listed descriptors to characterize themselves
at that moment—as a measure of their work-
ing self-concept—and classified each descriptor
as positive or negative—as a measure of their
self-evaluation.

To assess shifts in the working self-concept
toward the relational self, Hinkley and Andersen
(1996) first calculated the overlap between the
features listed in participants’ baseline work-
ing self-concept and in each relational self.
Controlling for this pretest overlap, participants
in the “Own” condition, for whom transference
should be elicited due to the new person’s resem-
blance to one of “Own” participants’ significant
others, showed a greater shift in their working
self-concept toward the relevant relational self,
relative to “Yoked” participants—a finding that
held for both positively and negatively evalu-
ated significant others. Turning to self-evaluation,
Hinkley and Andersen summed the positive and
negative classifications that participants ascribed
to those features listed in the second session
that overlapped with their pretest relational self.
“Own” but not “Yoked” participants evaluated
these overlapping descriptors more positively

when the new person resembled their positive,
rather than negative, significant other. Hence,
when transference occurs, both self-definition
and self-evaluation shift to reflect the relevant
relational self.

Other researchers have documented self-
evaluative processes associated with relational
selves simply by activating a significant-other
representation. For example, research has shown
that activating a significant-other representation
leads people to stake their self-worth in domains
they believe are valued by the significant other
(Horberg & Chen, 2010). As a result, successes
and failures in these domains lead to rises and
drops, respectively, in people’s momentary self-
esteem. Importantly, these self-esteem effects
only occur for people who desire closeness to
the significant other, presumably because link-
ing one’s self-esteem to one’s performance in
domains valued by a significant other is ulti-
mately in the service of maintaining the relation-
ship.

Expectations of acceptance or rejection.
Numerous theories emphasize the role that peo-
ple’s expectations of significant others’ accep-
tance and rejection play in their relationships
(e.g., Downey & Feldman, 1996). Like any
other aspect of significant-other relationships,
such expectations should be stored in the link-
ages binding relational-self and significant-other
knowledge. Hence, when a significant-other rep-
resentation is activated, these expectations should
play out in interactions with new others. Indeed,
research on transference has shown that partic-
ipants in the “Own” but not “Yoked” condition
expect more acceptance from an upcoming inter-
action partner when the partner resembled a
positively, rather than negatively, evaluated sig-
nificant other (Andersen, Reznik, & Manzella,
1996).

In another study examining physically or psy-
chologically abusive family members, Berenson
and Andersen (2006) arranged for female par-
ticipants with and without an abusive parent to
anticipate an interaction with a partner who did
(“Own” condition) or did not (“Yoked” condi-
tion) resemble this parent. The results showed
that “Own” but not “Yoked” participants with an
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abusive parent expected more rejection from the
upcoming interaction partner than did their coun-
terparts without an abusive parent, once again
demonstrating that acceptance/rejection expecta-
tions held by the relational self are activated in
transference encounters.

Goals and motives. Significant others enable
people to satisfy the fundamental need for
belonging (Andersen, Reznik, & Chen, 1997;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This desire to
connect with others should be stored in the
linkages binding relational selves and significant-
other representations, and therefore activated in
transference. Indeed, several transference studies
have shown that “Own” but not “Yoked” partic-
ipants were more motivated to be emotionally
open with, and not distant from, a new person
who resembled a positively rather than negatively
evaluated significant other (e.g., Andersen et al.,
1996; Berk & Andersen, 2000).

Research has also explored self-evaluative
motives, such as self-verification motives, pur-
sued when relational selves are activated. Self-
verification refers to the desire to have oth-
ers view the self in a manner consistent with
one’s pre-existing self-views (Swann, 1990).
Self-verification theory argues that when others
see us like we see ourselves, this bolsters our
sense of prediction and control by assuring us that
we hold sensible beliefs about ourselves and that
others’ expectations of us are appropriate—and
thus that interactions with others should proceed
smoothly (Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler,
1992).

Traditionally, research on self-verification has
focused on people’s efforts to seek verification
of their global self-views. However, some recent
studies have examined self-verification strivings
directed at more contextualized self-views, such
as people’s views of themselves in the context
of their relationships—in other words, people’s
relational self-views (Swann, Bosson, & Pelham,
2002). Given research suggesting that people
seek self-verifying appraisals from significant
others (e.g., Swann, De La Ronde, & Hixon,
1994), Kraus and Chen (2009) hypothesized
that self-verification motives are activated along
with relational selves in transference encounters.

Supporting this, a transference study showed that,
relative to “Yoked” participants, “Own” partic-
ipants wanted an upcoming interaction partner
to evaluate them more in a manner that verified
their core relational self-views (i.e., self-views
that they rated as highly defining of the rele-
vant relational self), regardless of the positivity
or negativity of the self-views. Another study
showed that the transient activation, or priming,
of a significant-other representation, relative to
priming a representation of an acquaintance, led
participants to provide more favorable ratings
of feedback that verified the relevant relational
self, compared to other forms of feedback (e.g.,
self-enhancing).

Other researchers have similarly found evi-
dence for goal-related elements of relational
selves by activating a significant-other repre-
sentation. For example, one study showed that
subliminal exposure to the name of a significant
other leads people to behave in line with goals
associated with this other (Fitzsimons & Bargh,
2003). Moreover, activation of a significant-other
representation increases the accessibility of the
goals associated with the other (e.g., achievement
goals), as well as goal commitment and persis-
tence, especially when participants are close to
this other and believe he or she values the goal
(Shah, 2003a). Finally, significant others’ expec-
tations about one’s goal attainment affect one’s
own appraisals of the difficulty of goal attainment
(Shah, 2003b).

Elicitation and disruption of affect. According
to Andersen and Chen (2002), the affect-laden
nature of significant-other representations means
that the emotions associated with significant oth-
ers should be elicited as part of the relational self
in transference. In one test of this, participants’
facial expressions of emotion while reading each
descriptor about an upcoming interaction partner
in the learning phase of the transference paradigm
were covertly videotaped (Andersen et al., 1996).
Judges’ ratings of the pleasantness of partici-
pants’ facial expressions showed that “Own” but
not “Yoked” participants expressed more pleas-
ant facial affect when the representation of their
positively rather than negatively evaluated signif-
icant other had been activated. Thus, transference
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elicits the affect associated with the significant
other.

Affect reflecting the overall emotional tone of
a relationship tends to be chronically experienced
by the self in the context of the relationship.
However, perceivers’ external and internal cir-
cumstances may disrupt this affect, which should
be detectable in transference. To illustrate, results
of one transference study indicated that negative
affect is elicited when the representation of a pos-
itively regarded significant other is activated with
a new person whose role in relation to the self
is incongruent with the significant other’s role;
for example, the new person is in the role of
a “novice” whereas the significant other’s role
is typically that of an “authority figure” (Baum
& Andersen, 1999). Such role violations dis-
rupt the positive affect typically enjoyed in pos-
itive significant-other relationships, presumably
because they signal that the goals one pursues in
the significant-other relationship are not likely to
be met (e.g., Martin, Tesser, & McIntosh, 1993).

Self-regulation. Two forms of self-regulation
have been studied in transference contexts. The
first pertains to efforts to meet significant-other-
related standards, and the second pertains to
strategic responses aimed at defending the self
and one’s relationship in the face of threat (see
also Gregg, Sedikides, & Gebauer, Chapter 14,
this volume).

An example of the first form of self-
regulation comes from recent work drawing on
self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). Self-
discrepancy theory maintains that people are
aware of the standpoints of significant others on
their actual, ideal, and ought selves (in addi-
tion to their own standpoints). The actual self
is comprised of attributes that the individual
believes he/she actually possesses, whereas the
ideal and ought selves are comprised of, respec-
tively, attributes that the individual wishes to
possess and attributes he/she feels it is his/her
duty or obligation to possess. Significant-other
standpoints on these different selves are likely to
be stored as part of relational selves. As such,
the activation of a relational self should acti-
vate the ideal and ought self-guides held by
the relevant significant other. To the degree that

actual-ideal discrepancies exist, dejection-related
affect should ensue, whereas actual-ought dis-
crepancies should elicit agitation-related affect.

To test these predictions, Reznik and Andersen
(2007) asked participants with either an ideal or
ought self-discrepancy from the standpoint of a
parent learn descriptors about an upcoming inter-
action partner who did (“Own” condition) or did
not (“Yoked” condition) resemble this parent.
Activating the parent representation should acti-
vate the associated relational self, including the
ideal or ought self-discrepancy from the parent’s
standpoint. Indeed, ideal-discrepant participants
in the “Own” but not “Yoked” condition reported
more dejection-related affect, whereas their
ought-discrepant counterparts reported more
agitation-related affect.

Regulating the self with respect to ideal stan-
dards reflects a promotion regulatory focus (a
focus on attaining positive outcomes), whereas
self-regulation in the service of ought standards
reflects a prevention focus (a focus on preventing
negative outcomes) (e.g., Higgins, 1996b). If acti-
vating a parent representation activates the self-
discrepancy from this parent’s standpoint, the
regulatory focus with respect to this significant
other should also emerge in transference. In the
research described above, then, ideal-discrepant
participants in the “Own” condition should show
greater-approach tendencies toward their part-
ner, whereas their ought-discrepant counterparts
should show more avoidance. Supporting this,
ideal-discrepant “Own” participants reported less
motivation to avoid their partner in anticipation
of meeting him or her, relative to after learn-
ing the meeting would not occur (at which point
promotion was no longer relevant). In contrast,
ought-discrepant “Own” participants reported
more avoidance motivation before relative to after
learning the meeting would not occur (at which
point prevention was no longer relevant). Such
results were not observed among “Yoked” partic-
ipants.

Research on the second form of self-
regulation, which involves strategic responses
aimed at defending the self or one’s relation-
ship in the face of threat, has documented both
self- and relationship-protective responses. For
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example, regarding the research on shifts in self-
definition and self-evaluation toward the rela-
tional self, the reader may recall that participants
learned about an upcoming partner who did or did
not resemble a positively or negatively evaluated
significant other (Hinkley & Andersen, 1996).
Afterward, “Own” participants described them-
selves with features that overlapped with ones
they listed earlier to describe the relational self
with this significant other, and evaluated these
relational-self features in line with their evalua-
tion of the significant other. In addition, however,
“Own” participants in the negative significant-
other condition evaluated the non-relational-self
features of their working self-concept more favor-
ably than participants in all other conditions—a
finding that could be interpreted as a defensive
response to the threat incurred by the shift toward
the negative relational self.

Regarding relationship-protective self-
regulation, in the study assessing facial affect
(Andersen et al., 1996), regardless of whether
their upcoming partner resembled a positive
or negative significant other, participants were
shown both positive and negative descriptors
about him or her. Being confronted with neg-
ative descriptors about an upcoming partner
that were derived from a positive significant
other poses a threat to participants’ positive
views of this other, and thus should prompt a
self-regulatory response aimed at curbing this
threat. Indeed, “Own” participants responded
to negative descriptors about their partner with
more pleasant facial affect relative to participants
in any other condition and, moreover, relative to
positive descriptors about this same significant
other. Hence, “Own” participants buffered them-
selves against the negative descriptors about their
positive significant other by expressing more
positive facial affect, in line with the evaluative
tone of the significant-other representation—a
finding suggesting a relationship-protective
response (for related findings, see Murray &
Holmes, 1993).

Interpersonal behavior. As noted above,
Andersen and Chen (2002) posit that when
the relational self is activated, this includes
expectations regarding the significant other’s

acceptance or rejection. Such expectations should
have implications for behavior in transference
encounters. Indeed, research on the self-fulfilling
prophecy shows that perceivers’ expectations
about a target person are often fulfilled by
virtue of perceivers’ tendency to act in line
with these expectations and by the target’s ten-
dency to respond in kind (e.g., Snyder, Tanke, &
Berscheid, 1977). Such a self-fulfilling cycle has
also been demonstrated in transference.

In this work, participants (perceivers) were
exposed to descriptors about another participant
(target) with whom they then had an audiotaped
conversation (Berk & Andersen, 2000). The tar-
get resembled the perceiver’s own (or a yoked
participant’s) positively or negatively evaluated
significant other. The pleasantness of the affect
expressed in participants’ conversational behav-
ior was coded. It was hypothesized that the rela-
tional self associated with the positive or negative
significant other should be activated in trans-
ference in such a way that people behave in
line with their positive or negative assumptions,
respectively, thus eliciting confirmatory behavior
in the target. Indeed, the target expressed more
pleasant affect when he or she resembled the
perceiver’s own positive rather than negative sig-
nificant other; no such effect was seen in the
“Yoked” conditions.

Another example of the behavioral conse-
quences of activated relational selves in trans-
ference comes from a set of studies examining
affiliative behavior (Kraus, Chen, Lee, & Straus,
2010). Participants were exposed to descriptors
about their upcoming partner; in the “Own” con-
dition, the partner was described as resembling
the participants’ own positively evaluated signif-
icant other, whereas in the “Yoked” condition
the partner resembled someone else’s positive
significant other. Across “Own” and “Yoked”
conditions, the partner was described as either
an in-group or out-group member (e.g., liberal
or conservative). Affiliative behavior was mea-
sured as the distance participants chose to move
their chair to the one that they thought was
going to be occupied by their upcoming partner
(e.g., Burgoon, Buller, Hale, & DeTurck, 1984).
Regardless of the group status of the partner,
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“Own” participants pulled their chair closer to
the chair of their anticipated interaction partner
than did “Yoked” participants, reflecting the kind
of affiliative behavior they presumably exhibit in
relation to their positive significant other.

Summary

In sum, the transference perspective on the
relational self (Andersen & Chen, 2002)
formed the primary basis for our integrative
conceptualization of the relational self (Chen
et al., 2006). This social-cognitive perspective
on transference and the relational self maintains
that when a significant-other representation is
activated in an encounter with a new person, a
broad constellation of processes and phenomena
come to reflect the self one is when relating
to the relevant significant other—an assertion
supported by a growing body of research not
only on transference, but also on significant-other
representations more generally. As noted from
the outset, however, in addition to work on
transference, our conceptualization was also
grounded in several other prominent perspectives
on the self and significant others, to which we
now turn.

Other Theoretical Perspectives
on the Self and Significant Others:
Points of Convergence and Divergence

In this section, we describe four other prominent
theoretical perspectives on the self and significant
others. For each, we will highlight points of con-
vergence with and divergence from the transfer-
ence perspective on the relational self, and then
discuss ways in which the perspective adds to or
serves as a point of comparison for our broader
conceptualization. Two of the perspectives, rela-
tional schemas and attachment theory, converge
with the transference perspective in a number of
respects, yet at the same time add unique ele-
ments to our integrative model. The other two
perspectives, inclusion of others into the self and
the relational-interdependent self-construal, offer

a viewpoint on relational selves that diverges
from our conceptualization. We will discuss this
divergence, and also suggest ways that these per-
spectives may offer complementary rather than
conflicting insights.

Relational Schemas

According to Baldwin (1992), a relational
schema consists of three components: schemas of
the self and the significant other in the self-other
relationship, and an interpersonal script. The
script consists of if–then contingencies of inter-
action between the self and significant other—for
example, “If I seek support, then my mother will
provide it.” Such if–then contingencies embody
expectations about how significant others will
respond to the self, built on the basis of past expe-
riences with these individuals. Baldwin (1992,
1997) further argues that people derive rules of
self-inference and self-evaluation from repeated
exposure to if–then contingencies of interaction.
To illustrate, the contingency “If I make a mis-
take, then others will criticize and reject me” may
give rise to the self-inference rule “If I make a
mistake, then I am unworthy” (Baldwin, 1997, p.
329).

Considerable research on relational schemas
has focused on the self-evaluative outcomes that
result when a relational schema is activated.
For example, when the relational schema asso-
ciated with a critical or disapproving signif-
icant other is activated, people exhibit more
self-critical responses (e.g., Baldwin, Carrell, &
Lopez, 1990; Baldwin & Holmes, 1987). Such
responses reflect the self-evaluations that have
presumably been derived from repeated experi-
ence with critical or disapproving feedback from
the relevant significant other. Another strand of
research on relational schemas has focused on the
particular types of relational schemas associated
with individual differences such as self-esteem.
For example, research has shown that people who
are low but not high in self-esteem tend to possess
relational schemas in which success is associated
with acceptance, whereas failure is associated
with rejection (Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996).
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How does the relational-schema approach
relate to the transference perspective and our
broader model of the relational self? The
relational-schema perspective is compatible with
the transference perspective on the relational
self in several key respects. First, the self-
schema component of relational schemas fits
with the transference view that relational-self
knowledge reflects knowledge about the self
when relating to significant others, which is dis-
tinct from knowledge about significant others. In
addition, the interpersonal script component of
relational schemas fits the assumption that link-
ages exist in memory between relational-self and
significant-other knowledge. Once again, posit-
ing such linkages is important because it dis-
tinguishes the kind of “self-within-relationships”
viewpoint on the relational self put forth by trans-
ference researchers and our broader conceptu-
alization from the “relationships-within-the-self”
viewpoint put forth by other researchers to be
described below. Whereas the former views the
relational self in terms of the self in relation to
significant others, the latter views the relational
self in terms of the incorporation of aspects of
significant others into the self-concept.

Theory and research on relational schemas are
also compatible with transference work in that
relational-self knowledge is thought to be acti-
vated by either transient or chronic sources of
accessibility. That is, it has been argued that,
when immediate cues in the environment acti-
vate the significant-other schema component of
a relational schema, this in turn activates associ-
ated if–then rules that shift one’s views of the self
toward self-conceptions in the relevant relation-
ship (Baldwin, 1997). Research has also shown
that relational schemas may be chronically acces-
sible (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1996), implying that
transient cueing is not always needed to activate
these schemas and their associated self-elements.

Despite the considerable compatibility of the
relational-schema and transference approaches
to the relational self, studies based on the two
approaches have tended to differ in emphasis
and methodology. For example, although both
assume that relational-self knowledge arises from
repeated patterns of interaction with significant

others, relational-schema research offers partic-
ular precision regarding the mechanisms under-
lying the formation of this self-knowledge.
Specifically, as noted above, self-inferences and
self-evaluations are thought to be derived from
the repeated use of if–then rules, which refer to
procedural knowledge structures that dictate the
self-inferences and self-evaluations that follow
from particular responses from significant others
(Baldwin, 1997). Such if–then rules can, how-
ever, be readily incorporated into the transference
view of the relational self and, in turn, our broader
model. Specifically, when a significant-other rep-
resentation is activated, if–then self-inference
rules (derived from repeated interactions with
the relevant significant other) are activated, thus
leading to a shift toward relevant relational self-
aspects.

As another example of differences in empha-
sis, given that transference refers to the re-
surfacing of prior relationships in interactions
with new others, research on the phenomenon has
tended to rely on attribute-based cues in a new
person that match the attributes of a perceiver’s
significant other to activate a significant-other
representation and its associated relational self. In
other words, the activation cues used in research
on transference emanate directly from new peo-
ple themselves. Because the new person’s resem-
blance to the significant other is relatively min-
imal, the activation of transference, as we dis-
cussed above, is fairly implicit. By contrast,
although subliminal exposure to significant-other
faces has been used to activate relational schemas
(e.g., Baldwin et al., 1990), most relational-
schema research has had participants consciously
visualize that they are interacting with an actual
significant other (e.g., Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996).
In other words, relational schemas have been
activated by procedures that refer directly to sig-
nificant others, rather than by cues in a resem-
bling new person. These differences are primar-
ily procedural, not conceptual, in nature—but it
might nonetheless be worthwhile to examine the
consequences of activated relational schemas in
interactions with new people.

Of interest, research on relational schemas
has also shown that novel cues (e.g., auditory
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tones) that are repeatedly paired with elements
of relational schemas can activate these schemas
(e.g., Baldwin & Main, 2001). If–then contin-
gencies can also serve as activation cues in that
harboring expectations about an interaction part-
ner’s responses (Pierce & Lydon, 1998), or being
exposed to an interaction pattern that resem-
bles if–then dynamics with a significant other
(Baldwin, Fehr, Keedian, Seidel, & Thompson,
1993), can activate relational schemas. Applied
to transference, such studies suggest that, in daily
social encounters, transference may be elicited
not only by new people who resemble a signif-
icant other, but also by cues incidentally associ-
ated with a significant other or cues reflecting the
dynamics of the relationship.

In sum, theory and research on relational
schemas largely converges with the transference
perspective on the relational self. Differences
between the two bodies of work—namely the
greater precision with which the relational-
schema approach specifies the mechanism by
which relational-self knowledge is formed, and
the types of cues that have been used to acti-
vate relational schemas and their associated self-
elements—suggest ways to expand the transfer-
ence perspective on the relational self and, in
turn, are useful additions to our broader model of
the relational self.

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory is a broad theoretical frame-
work with evolutionary, ethological, and cog-
nitive underpinnings. The theory is used by
psychologists spanning several sub-disciplines,
including developmental, clinical, personality,
and social psychology. It was originally devel-
oped to understand variations in the emotional
bond formed between infants and their care-
givers (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978;
Bowlby, 1982, p. 2), but in recent decades has
been used to study the bonds formed in any rela-
tionship, such as relationships formed between
adults (e.g., romantic relationships, friendships).

A core assumption of attachment theory, and
one that is particularly relevant to the present

discussion, is that people develop internal work-
ing models of themselves and others in the course
of early interactions with attachment figures, such
as one’s mother (Bowlby, 1982). Caring and
responsive attachment figures foster the forma-
tion of a model of the self as competent and
worthy of love, and of others as caring and avail-
able. Attachment figures who are inconsistently
responsive or are neglectful, on the other hand,
give rise to insecure models—for example, a
model of the self as unworthy of love and of oth-
ers as uncaring. Once formed, internal working
models of attachment are thought to shape
people’s thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. For
instance, a person with an insecure model of
attachment may be more likely to interpret an
ambiguously rejecting response from a romantic
partner as, in fact, rejection, given his/her prior
relationship experiences.

Most comparable to research on the other
theoretical perspectives discussed in this chap-
ter is research on adult attachment conducted by
personality and social psychologists. This liter-
ature on adult attachment is vast and continues
to grow rapidly (for a recent review, see Cassidy
& Shaver, 2008). In broad strokes, the primary
focus of this literature has been on the ways in
which attachment working models of the self and
others predict a wide array of intrapersonal and
interpersonal responses. To give just a handful
of examples, research has examined how peo-
ple with different attachment working models
regulate their emotions (e.g., Mikulincer, 1998a,
1998b), give and receive social support in their
relationships (e.g., Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan,
1992), approach interactions with strangers (e.g.,
Feeney, Cassidy, & Ramos-Marcuse, 2008), and
make attributions about their relationship part-
ners’ behaviors (e.g., Collins, Ford, Guichard, &
Allard, 2006).

How does the attachment perspective com-
pare and contrast with the other theoretical
perspectives on the self and significant oth-
ers? Several points of convergence and diver-
gence exist between the attachment-theoretical
and transference views of the self and significant
others. In terms of points of convergence, early
infant and adult attachment research focused on
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attachment figures, defined as individuals who
serve a specific set of functions (e.g., signifi-
cant others who provide the individual with a
“secure base” from which to explore the world).
However, more recent work on adults has shown
the utility of applying attachment theory to a
broader circle of significant others (e.g., Baldwin
et al., 1996), whether or not they meet all of
the criteria of attachment figures per se. Thus,
working models of the self can reflect attach-
ment figures or significant others more generally,
which fits the focus of the transference theory
of the relational self on the impact of significant
others, attachment figures, or otherwise, on the
self.

As another point of convergence, attachment
theory maintains that working models of the
self and of others are complementary and inter-
twined (e.g., Bowlby, 1973; Collins & Read,
1994), implying that they exert their effects in
tandem. This fits well with the transference per-
spective that linkages exist between relational-
self and significant-other knowledge, although
most attachment research does not explicitly
refer to such linkages. Exceptions are studies
conceptualizing individual differences in attach-
ment working models in terms of relational
schemas, which are explicitly composed of self
and significant-other schemas bound together by
linkages embodying the typical if–then dynamics
between self and other. In such studies, differ-
ences in attachment working models are con-
ceptualized in terms of differences in the nature
of the if–then contingencies stored in relational
schemas (Baldwin et al., 1993).

Consistent with both transference and
relational-schema findings, attachment working
models can be activated by transient or chronic
sources of accessibility (e.g., Mikulincer &
Arad, 1999). In fact, methods for activating
attachment working models often overlap with
methods for activating significant-other repre-
sentations (e.g., Saribay & Andersen, 2007a).
However, attachment theory is unique in positing
that physical or psychological threats in the
environment activate the attachment system,
and thereby activate working models (Bowlby,
1982). A key function of attachment figures is to

provide a safe haven. Thus, people should seek
proximity to these figures in the face of threat.
Indeed, research has shown that threat-related,
semantic stimuli (e.g., separation) increase the
accessibility of representations of attachment
figures among those who are securely attached
(Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002). More
pertinent to the activation of working models of
the self, threat (e.g., failure feedback) has been
shown to polarize the chronic self-evaluations
of insecurely attached individuals such that
those with negative self-evaluations evaluate
themselves even more negatively, whereas
those with positive self-evaluations evaluate
themselves even more positively (Mikulincer,
1998a).

As another unique facet, most adult attach-
ment research has treated attachment as an indi-
vidual differences variable (e.g., Hazan & Shaver,
1987). As a result, working models of the self
are often treated as though they reflect the self-
concept as a whole, and the relational origins
of these models recede into the background. For
example, some research has used global self-
esteem as a measure of attachment working mod-
els of the self (e.g., Griffin & Bartholomew,
1994). Although some attachment experiences
may become so internalized that it may be suit-
able to treat them as general trait characteris-
tics, the transference perspective on relational
selves focuses on self models that derive from
interactions with significant others and that des-
ignate the self in relation to specific significant
others. Consistent with this focus, a growing
body of research suggests that people possess
both general and relationship-specific attachment
models (e.g., Klohnen, Weller, Luo, & Choe,
2005; Overall, Fletcher, & Friesen, 2003; Pierce
& Lydon, 2001). Overlap may exist across lev-
els, but general and relationship-specific work-
ing models may predict different outcomes—
for example, relationship outcomes may be pre-
dicted only by the corresponding relationship-
specific model, and not more generalized models
(Klohnen et al., 2005). In short, there is evidence
to support both the attachment emphasis on gen-
eralized models and the transference emphasis on
specific models.
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That people can have more generalized con-
ceptions of significant others and of relational
selves, as suggested by attachment research, sug-
gests ways in which the scope of the trans-
ference phenomenon can be widened. Namely,
a new person may activate a more generalized
significant-other representation (e.g., of family
members), thus shifting the working self-concept
toward self-aspects experienced with multiple
family members. Research on transference can
also inform adult attachment work. For exam-
ple, recent findings suggest that transference may
constitute a mechanism by which attachment
working models arise in current encounters and
manage to persist over time (e.g., Brumbaugh &
Fraley, 2006, 2007). That is, attachment work-
ing models may persist not only because they are
activated in interactions with attachment figures
themselves, but also because they are activated in
encounters with new people who resemble these
figures.

In sum, there are several points of con-
vergence, as well as divergence, between the
attachment-theoretical and transference perspec-
tives on the self and significant others. However,
rather than suggesting a fundamental incompati-
bility between the two bodies of work, we main-
tain that the differences that exist between attach-
ment and transference perspectives suggest ways
to extend both literatures and, moreover, add
to our broader model of the relational self. For
example, our assumption that relational selves
and their associated significant others vary in
specificity was derived largely from research sug-
gesting that attachment working models of the
self and others vary in specificity.

Including Others in the Self

The inclusion-of-other-in-the-self (IOS) appro-
ach (Aron et al., 1991) is part of a larger con-
ceptual framework known as the self-expansion
model (Aron & Aron, 1986; Aron et al., 2004).
The self-expansion model assumes that a fun-
damental human motivation is expansion of the
self—that is, people are motivated to acquire
resources, perspectives, and identities as a means

of increasing self-efficacy and their ability to
achieve goals. The IOS approach builds on this
assumption by positing that one way that peo-
ple can expand the self is to incorporate the
resources, perspectives, and identities of close
others into the self-concept. Thus, people enter
into and maintain relationships in part out of a
desire to expand the self via including aspects
of relationship partners into the self-concept. For
example, a person may treat his/her relationship
partner’s possessions as his/her own, exhibit the
same cognitive biases as the partner, and view the
self as possessing the same attributes as the part-
ner. According to the IOS approach, the closer a
relationship is, the more the relationship partner
has been included in the self. In social-cognitive
terms, the IOS approach maintains that closeness
in relationships leads to the merging of, or over-
lap in, representations or schemas of the self and
of significant-other representations.

The IOS approach has been supported by
various forms of evidence. In terms of the inclu-
sion of close others’ resources, research has
shown, for example, that people treat close oth-
ers’ resources (e.g., money) as if these resources
are their own such that allocations of resources
to the self versus a close other are more similar
than resource allocations to the self versus a less
close other (the latter allocations favor the self
over the other) (Aron et al., 1991). Importantly,
this effect occurs even when participants were led
to believe that the other would not know that they
were responsible for the allocations. In terms of
the inclusion of close others’ perspectives, stud-
ies have shown, for instance, that the attributional
biases that people typically exhibit with regard
to others but not the self (e.g., blaming nega-
tive actions of others on their internal states) are
less apparent when others are close. In particular,
the actor–observer difference, whereby people
tend to make dispositional attributions for others’
behavior but situational attributions for their own
behavior, is lessened when the other is a close
other (e.g., Aron et al., 1991; Sande, Goethals, &
Radloff, 1988).

Finally, research examining the inclusion of
close others’ identities has typically shown that
people confuse the attributes of close others as
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their own (e.g., Aron et al., 1991; Aron & Fraley,
1999). Specifically, people are faster to make
“me/not me” judgments, and make fewer errors
in these judgments, for attributes on which the
self matches a close other (i.e., the attribute is
either true or not true of both the self and other)
than for mismatching attributes (i.e., the attribute
is true of the self but not the other or vice
versa). In other words, for mismatching attributes
it takes longer to sort out and properly indicate
that an attribute is true of the self and not a close
other (or vice versa) because representations of
the self and the close other are so merged or
overlapping.

How does the IOS approach compare and
contrast with other perspectives on the self
and significant others? The IOS approach dis-
tinguishes self-knowledge from significant-other
knowledge. However, its core assumption that
closeness leads to overlap, or the merging of,
self- and significant-other knowledge sets this
approach apart not only from the transference
perspective on the relational self, but also the
relational schema and attachment perspectives.
The transference and relational-schema perspec-
tives and, in turn, our broader conceptualization,
are especially explicit about treating relational-
self and significant-other knowledge as linked but
separate, reflecting the view that the relational
self designates how the self relates to, rather than
incorporates, significant others.

Research adopting a relational-schema
approach provides a useful illustration of the
above distinction by showing that people’s
self-construals assimilate to their relationship
partners on some dimensions (e.g., affiliation),
but complement their partners on others (e.g.,
control; Tiedens & Jimenez, 2003). Thus,
self-conceptions may be similar to or different
from conceptions of significant others, but
what matters is linkages between self- and
significant-other knowledge—that is, how the
self relates in interactions with significant others.
The IOS approach, on the other hand, focuses
on assimilated or overlapping aspects of the
self and significant others to the exclusion of
complementary ones, which may be equally or
more relevant to the relational self.

Other differences between the transference
and IOS approaches become apparent when one
considers the instrument most commonly used to
measure the degree to which others are included
in the self. This measure consists of seven pairs
of circles, with one circle in each pair designat-
ing the self and the other circle designating a
significant other (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992).
The degree of overlap between the circles varies,
with more overlap indicating greater inclusion
of the other in the self. Respondents are asked
to indicate the circle pair that best reflects their
relationship. Although this measure is usually
administered with respect to a specific significant
other, there is ambiguity as to which “self” is
being assessed. To illustrate, research shows that
entering a new relationship yields self-concept
expansion, due partly to the inclusion of aspects
of the relationship partner into the self-concept
(Aron, Paris, & Aron, 1995). In this research,
participants were asked to describe themselves
with instructions that did not explicitly refer to
the relationship. Thus, it is unclear whether the
“self” here refers to self-conceptions in the con-
text of the relationship or to global conceptions of
the self. In fact, IOS theorizing is relatively silent
on whether contextual variations, relationship or
otherwise, have implications for how much others
are included, whereas variations in the relational
context are central to the transference view of
the relational self and, in turn, to our broader
model.

In sum, IOS researchers assume that signifi-
cant others influence the self by being incorpo-
rated into the general self-concept, whereas trans-
ference and relational-schema researchers main-
tain that significant others prompt the formation
of self-aspects reflecting the self when relating to
these others. Put another way, as noted in prior
sections, whereas our broader conceptualization,
along with the theories in which it is grounded,
put forth a “self-within-relationships” viewpoint
on the relational self, the IOS approach is a
prominent example of a “relationships-within-
self” viewpoint on the self and significant others.
The IOS approach, then, may or may not make
predictions about how an individual will respond
to significant or new others, whereas relational
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selves as conceptualized from the other perspec-
tives discussed thus far provide a clear basis for
making such predictions.

Importantly, although we are drawing a
distinction between perspectives like the IOS
approach that take a “relationships-within-self”
viewpoint on the self and significant others and
perspectives like ours that take a “self-within-
relationships” viewpoint, we are not saying that
one of these types of perspectives is more “cor-
rect” than the other. Instead, we believe both
viewpoints may characterize the nature of the self
and significant others, and may even do so at the
same time, within the same individual. For exam-
ple, it is certainly possible for a person to interact
with significant others (or new others who resem-
ble a significant other) in ways derived from these
others themselves—that is, how the self relates
to others may include some aspects of signifi-
cant others, suggesting these aspects have been
included in the self—but at the same time these
relational selves need not be derived solely from
significant others. As another example, perhaps
the degree to which aspects of a significant other
have been included within one’s sense of self
determines the extent to which aspects of the rela-
tional self become integrated with and infused
into one’s general self-concept. In short, the IOS
perspective on the self and significant others and
broader perspectives like ours can, and likely do,
co-exist.

Relational-Interdependent
Self-Construal

Finally, the relational-interdependent self-
construal (Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000) is
another recent and prominent perspective on
the self and significant others. Individuals
who hold such a self-construal are thought to
define the self primarily in terms of their close
relationships. Cross et al. (2000) developed
the relational-interdependent self-construal
(RISC) scale to index individual differences
in this self-construal primarily among respon-
dents from North American cultures (see

below for a discussion of cultural differences
in self-construal). In this sense, the RISC
construct is in a different category than our
construct of the relational self, which is not
focused on assessing individual-level variation.
However, comparing and contrasting the RISC
perspective and other conceptualizations of the
relational self, including ours, is nonetheless
useful.

Broadly speaking, the thoughts, feelings,
motives, and behaviors of people who score high
on the RISC scale—that is, highly relational
individuals—are more colored by their close rela-
tionships than those of individuals who score
lower on the RISC scale. For example, some key
findings in the literature on the RISC construct
include evidence that, relative to low scorers on
the RISC scale, high scorers are more likely to
consider the needs and opinions of significant
others in their decision-making, and are judged
as more open and responsive by interaction part-
ners after a getting-acquainted interaction (Cross
et al., 2000). High-RISC people also have more
elaborate cognitive networks of close relation-
ships, and have been shown to selectively attend
to, and thus better recall, relational informa-
tion about other people (Cross, Morris, & Gore,
2002). As a final example, high-RISC individuals
are more apt to pursue goals for reasons that take
into account their close relationships (e.g., Gore,
Cross, & Kanagawa, 2009).

How does the RISC construct compare and
contrast with the other perspectives described
above on the self and significant others? Despite
some basic points of convergence, such as the
assumption that self-knowledge and significant-
other knowledge are jointly activated from mem-
ory, several key differences exist between the
RISC construct and the transference perspective.
As noted earlier, a fundamental difference is that
the RISC approach was specifically developed
to index individual differences in defining the
self in relational terms, whereas the transference
approach simply assumes that all people possess
aspects of the self that are linked to significant
others, and that these aspects are influential for
all individuals. Variations undoubtedly exist in
the content and number of relational selves that
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people possess, but these variations have thus far
not been the focus of empirical work emerging
from either the transference perspective or, more
broadly, our integrative model.

Second, unlike relational selves from the
transference and our perspective, knowing a per-
son’s score on the RISC scale does not provide
any information on the precise content (e.g.,
attributes, goals, evaluations) of the person’s
selves in relation to his or her significant oth-
ers, nor then does it allow one to predict which
of the person’s relational self-aspects are likely
to be elicited when a particular significant-other
representation is activated.

Finally, like the notion of including oth-
ers in the self, the RISC construct connotes
the incorporation of significant others into the
self, or puts forth a “relationships-within-self”
viewpoint, rather than the kind of “self-within-
relationships” viewpoint put forth by the other
perspectives discussed in this chapter. That is,
for high-RISC people, “representations of impor-
tant relationships and roles share the self-space
with abstract traits, abilities, and preferences”
(Cross et al., 2000, p. 791). On a somewhat
related note, the RISC construct refers to a global,
higher-order self-structure below which lower-
order, more specific self-schemas exist (Cross
et al., 2002). Relational selves in the transference
approach and, in turn, our broader conceptualiza-
tion, are more akin to lower-order self-schemas
than to the central organizing structure that the
RISC construct—with its explicit focus on index-
ing individual-level variation in self-construal—
is thought to be.

In sum, like the IOS approach discussed
above, the relational-interdependent self-
construal offers a different perspective on the
self and significant others compared to the other
perspectives discussed in this chapter, including
our broader conceptualization. But once again,
we argue that both kinds of perspectives—the
IOS and RISC perspectives, on the one hand, and
the remaining perspectives, on the other hand—
can and likely do co-exist. That is, one kind of
perspective is not more “correct” than the other;
both are potentially accurate characterizations of
the self and significant others.

Moreover, it is not difficult to posit poten-
tial avenues of integration between the RISC
construct and the other perspectives, such as the
transference and relational-schema approaches.
In fact, one recent set of studies examined the
effect of activating a significant-other represen-
tation, and presumably the associated relational
self, on perceivers’ “self-confidence”—that is,
perceivers’ confidence in and comfort with who
they are (Gabriel, Renaud, & Tippin, 2007).
Gabriel et al. found that individuals scoring high
on the RISC scale, or who were manipulated
to hold a relational-interdependent self-construal,
reported greater self-confidence after the priming
of a significant other. Gabriel et al. concluded
that, because high-RISC individuals (or those
manipulated to hold such a self-construal) define
themselves largely in terms of their relationships,
bringing to mind relational selves by activating
a significant-other representation should increase
their self-confidence.

Another possible point of intersection is a
suggestion by Cross et al. (2002) that rela-
tional schemas—and by implication, the rela-
tional self-component of these schemas—may be
activated more often among high-RISC individ-
uals. In other words, relational schemas may be
more chronically accessible among high-relative
to low-RISC individuals, and thus more likely to
color high-RISC individuals’ thoughts, feelings,
motives, and behaviors.

The Bigger Picture: Relations to Other
Aspects of Identity and Future
Directions

One question we have yet to address is how
relational selves from the perspective of our inte-
grative conceptualization (Chen et al., 2006) are
related to other aspects of the self and iden-
tity. In this section, we consider the role of
relational selves in people’s cultural and gen-
der identities, drawing on existing evidence that
speaks to this question. Finally, we discuss possi-
ble directions for future research on the relational
self.
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Relational Selves and Culture

In considering connections between relational
selves and cultural identity, readers familiar with
the cross-cultural literature are likely to won-
der how relational selves are related to Markus
and Kitayama’s (1991) distinction between inde-
pendent and interdependent self-construals (see
also Smith, Chapter 11, this volume). Markus
and Kitayama argued that the traditions, institu-
tions, and practices of North American cultures
promote an independent self-construal, a view of
the self as a separate, autonomous, and bounded
entity. In contrast, East Asian traditions, insti-
tutions, and practices foster an interdependent
self-construal, a view of the self as intercon-
nected with others. Seemingly reminiscent of our
relational-self construct, Markus and Kitayama
(1991) defined the interdependent self-construal
as the “self-in-relation to specific others in spe-
cific contexts” (p. 227). Moreover, they argued
that this self-construal influences a wide array of
psychological processes and outcomes. Does this
mean that one can equate the relational self and
the interdependent self-construal?

We see several reasons why the answer to this
question should be no. First, although both our
view of the relational self and the interdependent
self-construal refer to the self in relation to oth-
ers, they differ in terms of who is specified as
the “others.” According to Markus and Kitayama
(1991), interdependence includes an awareness
of one’s part in a larger social unit, which can
include both significant-other relationships and
group memberships (see Brewer & Chen, 2007).
Thus, minimally, the conceptualization of the
interdependent self-construal is broader in scope
than that of the relational self, which focuses
almost exclusively on the role of significant oth-
ers (for an exception, see Saribay & Andersen,
2007b, described below).

Second, the interdependent self-construal
derives from self-regulatory tasks mandated in
East Asian cultures, particularly that of Japan. In
Japan, “one’s behavior is determined, contingent
on, and, to a large extent organized by what the
actor perceives to be the thoughts, feelings, and
actions of others in the relationship” (Markus &

Kitayama, 1991, p. 227). Indeed, Japanese indi-
viduals are expected to know their place, fit in,
and engage in socially appropriate action (but
see Arnett Jensen, Jensen Arnett, & MacKenzie,
Chapter 13, this volume). It is this active pro-
cess of attending and adjusting to others that
defines the self in relation to others, and success
leads to feelings of being a good cultural member
(Markus & Kitayama, 1994). We are not arguing
that only the Japanese adjust themselves accord-
ing to whom they are with—in fact, our perspec-
tive on the relational self assumes that, across
cultural contexts, different self-aspects are acti-
vated with different significant others. However,
the emphasis of “adjustment” may vary across
different cultures. Specifically, whereas adjust-
ment in Japan emphasizes consideration of oth-
ers’ thoughts, feelings, and needs, adjustment
in North American culture, for example, may
be relatively more self-focused, whereby people
adjust themselves with different significant oth-
ers as part of self-oriented tasks such as defining,
evaluating, or presenting the self.

Lastly, although relational selves have goal
elements, as described in prior sections, the rela-
tional self does not assume any single, overar-
ching motive. In contrast, challenging the idea
that the need for positive regard is a human uni-
versal, so robustly demonstrated among North
Americans, Heine and colleagues have suggested
instead that self-criticism and self-improvement
are chief self-evaluative motives among the
Japanese (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama,
1999; cf. Sedikides, Gaertner, & Vevea, 2005;
for a review, see Boucher, 2010). That is,
the Japanese are hyper-vigilant to their flaws,
continuously seek to improve themselves, and
persevere at whatever tasks they undertake. It
is through such tendencies that people with
an interdependent self-construal promote unity
within and commitment to their relationships
and groups. That is, being aware of one’s short-
comings informs the individual where improve-
ment efforts need to be directed so as to
secure approval from others and, by implica-
tion, to maintain relationship and group harmony.
Overall, then, despite surface similarities, our
view of the relational self is distinct from Markus
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and Kitayama’s interdependent self-construal in
several fundamental respects.

There are, however, potential connections
between relational selves and cultural identity.
For example, English and Chen (2007) recently
examined differences in the consistency of rela-
tional selves across different contexts, as well
as within the same context over time, among
Asian-Americans versus European-Americans.
They found that, consistent with theory and evi-
dence suggesting that individuals of East Asian
descent (i.e., Chinese, Korean, and Japanese
descent) exhibit lower self-concept consistency
(e.g., Cousins, 1989; Suh, 2002) and are espe-
cially likely to tailor the self to different relation-
ships, East Asian Americans showed less consis-
tency in their self ratings across different relation-
ship contexts relative to European-Americans. In
other words, East Asian Americans are espe-
cially likely to form distinct relational selves.
Importantly, however, when consistency in the
self was defined in terms of consistency within
the same context across time, rather than con-
sistency across different contexts, East Asian
and European Americans showed similarly high
levels of consistency. Hence, by examining the
consistency of relational selves across and within
contexts over time, English and Chen (2007)
provided a more nuanced understanding of cross-
cultural differences in consistency in the self.

Relational Selves and Gender

Relational selves may also be related to a person’s
gender identity (see Bussey, Chapter 25, this
volume). There is wide-ranging evidence, based
largely on North American samples, for gen-
der differences in the relational-interdependent
self-construal, such that women tend to define
themselves in terms of their close relationships
more so than men (e.g., Cross & Madson, 1997;
Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; Josephs, Markus, &
Tafarodi, 1992). For example, women tend to
score higher than men on the RISC scale (Cross
et al., 2000). Earlier we described findings show-
ing that the activation of relational selves via
the priming of a significant-other representation

led to higher self-reported self-confidence among
high-relative to low-RISC individuals (Gabriel
et al., 2007). The implication here, then, is that
the activation of relational selves is likely to
have a greater impact on women’s overall self-
confidence than on men’s overall self-confidence.

In a somewhat related vein, researchers have
examined the implications of gender differences
in the degree to which the self is defined in terms
of relationships for self-verification purposes.
Specifically, Chen, English, and Peng (2006)
hypothesized that because women define them-
selves in terms of their close relationships more
so than men, women should be more likely to
seek verification of their relational self-views.
Supporting this hypothesis, Chen et al. found that,
whereas both men and women favored verify-
ing feedback over non-verifying feedback about
a global self-view, only women favored verify-
ing feedback over non-verifying feedback about
a relational self-view.

Future Directions

Finally, we discuss several potential directions
for future research on the relational self, each
prompted by some initial, suggestive findings in
the literature.

Moderators of transference. The research that
we reviewed on transference and the other per-
spectives on the self and significant others sug-
gests that relational selves exert a major influence
in people’s daily interpersonal lives. Nonetheless,
some recent work has identified moderating vari-
ables that make transference and other phenom-
ena associated with the activation of significant-
other representations more or less likely to occur,
and these moderators provide insight into pos-
sible future areas of inquiry on the relational
self.

Specifically, researchers have shown that
transference effects are more likely to occur when
participants are tested during times of “circadian
mismatch”—that is, when people who prefer day-
time activity are tested in the evening and when
people who prefer nighttime activity are tested
in the morning—relative to times of “circadian
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match” (Kruglanski & Pierro, 2008). This circa-
dian difference presumably reflects reduced cog-
nitive resources during times of circadian mis-
match, and hence a greater likelihood of reliance
on existing schemas—in this case, representa-
tions of significant others. In a related vein, Pierro
and Kruglanski (2008) demonstrated that individ-
uals who score high on the need for cognitive
closure, or the desire for “a firm answer to a ques-
tion, any firm answer as compared to confusion
and/or ambiguity” (Kruglanski, 2004, p. 6), are
more likely to exhibit transference effects, reflect-
ing the pronounced tendency of such individuals
to “seize and freeze” on judgments derived from
highly accessible schemas—again, in this case,
significant-other representations.

Other work has documented moderators of the
effects of activating significant-other representa-
tions on goal-related processes. As described ear-
lier, there is evidence that activating a significant-
other representation elicits the pursuit of goals
associated with the relevant significant other
(e.g., Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003; Kraus & Chen,
2009; Shah, 2003a). Does it matter whether the
goals in question reflect perceivers’ own per-
sonal goals, whether they reflect the goals that
significant others hold for perceivers, or both?
Morrison, Wheeler, and Smeesters (2007) found
that, when people share the goal that a significant
other holds for them, then activating the repre-
sentation of this significant other led to pursuit of
this goal. In contrast, when people do not share
their significant other’s goal for them, activating
the representation of this significant other led to
pursuit of the other’s goal only among individu-
als who are high in their motivation to respond
to social cues (i.e., high in self-monitoring or the
need to belong).

Overall, such evidence for moderators of
transference and related significant-other effects
is quite useful, as it adds complexity and pre-
cision to relational-self effects. More broadly,
these initial moderator findings pave the way for
additional research focused on identifying new
dispositional and situational variables that render
relational-self effects more or less likely.

Relational selves and social identity. Another
possible direction for future research on the

relational self has to do with connections between
relational selves and social identities, where
social identities refer to people’s membership in
and sense of belonging to different social groups
(e.g., ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation; see
Spears, Chapter 9, this volume). Some initial
research on transference suggests that informa-
tion about social identities may be stored as part
of relational selves—for example, the fact that
one shares the same social identity as a signifi-
cant other may be stored as part of the relational
self with this important other—and are there-
fore activated along with the relevant significant-
other representation in transference (Saribay &
Andersen, 2007b). In Saribay and Andersen’s
work, participants in the “Own” condition (i.e.,
those anticipating an interaction with a part-
ner who resembled one of their own significant
others) assumed that their upcoming partner pos-
sessed the same ethnic group identity as the
relevant significant other. Moreover, “Own” par-
ticipants showed bias against other ethnic groups
if the relevant significant other lacked an ethni-
cally diverse friendship circle, relative to “Yoked”
participants (i.e., those anticipating an interaction
with a partner who resembled another partici-
pant’s significant other) and to “Own” partici-
pants whose significant others had more diverse
social networks. This inter-group bias finding—
that people tend to discriminate in favor of their
in-group and against out-groups (e.g., Tajfel &
Turner, 1979; Spears, Chapter 9, this volume)—
suggests that perceivers’ social identities are
activated in transference contexts involving a
significant other who shares their same group
identity.

In a different but related vein, some ini-
tial research has begun to examine whether
the positive expectations, attitudes, and behav-
iors that characterize relational selves associ-
ated with positively evaluated significant oth-
ers can be harnessed in inter-group interactions
to improve inter-group relations. For example,
Mikulincer and Shaver (2001) found that, relative
to control participants, those exposed to positive
significant-other relationship primes evaluated
out-group members more positively, presumably
because those participants who were reminded
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of positive relational experiences felt safe and
secure enough to be welcoming toward mem-
bers of other groups. In related transference work,
“Own” participants engaging in a transference
encounter involving a positively evaluated signif-
icant other evaluated a target person positively—
in line with the positive tone of the relevant
significant-other representation—even when the
target belonged to a different social group than
the significant other and the participant (Kraus
et al., 2010; cf. Saribay & Andersen, 2007b).
Overall, this research suggests that positively
toned aspects of relational selves can be used
in social identity contexts as tools for reducing
negative biases toward members of other social
groups (see Moshman, Chapter 39, this volume;
Spears, Chapter 9, this volume).

Relational selves and well-being. Finally,
given the ubiquity of the relational self, an inter-
esting question involves the possibility of using
relational selves to promote well-being. We have
recently conducted some work in this area under
the rubric of self-affirmation theory (Steele,
1988). According to this theory, people defend
themselves from the impact of information that
threatens feelings of self-worth by emphasizing
an unrelated but important aspect of self (see
Gregg et al., Chapter 14, this volume). For exam-
ple, someone may defend against the possibility
of having made a bad choice, and the feelings of
incompetence that ensue, by thinking of his or her
promising career as a scientist (Steele, Hoppe, &
Gonzales, 1986). We argue that relational selves
can serve as a self-affirmational resource in the
same way, by deflecting a threat that is deliv-
ered in an unrelated domain, especially for those
for whom relational selves are important (Chen
& Boucher, 2008). Supporting this prediction,
both women and people who score high on the
relational-interdependent self-construal (RISC)
scale—for whom relational aspects of the self
are especially self-defining, as described in prior
sections—were more likely to emphasize rela-
tional self-aspects after receiving failure feedback
on academic competence tests relative to men and
low-RISC scorers; that is, they were more likely
to spontaneously affirm relational selves in the
face of threat.

Furthermore, the series of studies that we have
conducted has demonstrated that relational self-
affirmation repairs the blow to self-esteem that
occurs after threat. Specifically, in one study,
high- and low-RISC participants received threat-
ening feedback (or not) and were induced to
affirm a relational self-aspect (or not). Threatened
high-RISCs had higher implicit self-esteem (i.e.,
non-conscious or automatic evaluation of the
self) if they were induced to affirm a relational
self-aspect, relative to their low-RISC coun-
terparts; indeed, their implicit self-esteem was
higher than that of high-RISCs who were not
threatened at all. But, even threatened low-
RISCs who were induced to affirm a rela-
tional self-aspect scored relatively highly on the
implicit self-esteem measure (especially com-
pared to threatened low-RISCs who did not
affirm), although the boost they received did
not match that of their high-RISC counterparts.
This research is important because it suggests
that, although low-RISCs may not spontaneously
affirm relational selves after threatening feedback
in the same way as high-RISCs, exhorting even
low-RISCs to do so could serve a self-esteem
repair function.

On a more basic level, one relatively straight-
forward way to promote well-being is to
encourage the activation and use of represen-
tations of positively evaluated significant oth-
ers. As described in earlier sections, when such
significant-other representations are activated,
not only are self-evaluations more positive (e.g.,
Hinkley & Andersen, 1996), but perceivers’
expectations about, and responses toward, oth-
ers are similarly positively toned (e.g., Andersen
et al., 1996).

Summary and Concluding Remarks
In this chapter, we described our recent,
integrative conceptualization of the relational
self (Chen et al., 2006), which puts forth
the view that the relational self captures
aspects of the self specifically in relation to—
that is, in the context of interactions with—
significant others. Our conceptualization was
grounded heavily in social-cognitive theory
and research on transference and the relational
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self (Andersen & Chen, 2002), which we
reviewed in detail. We then described several
other perspectives on the self and significant
others, emphasizing ways in which they are
compatible with and add unique facets to our
broader model, or ways in which they offer
a distinct but nonetheless useful viewpoint on
the link between the self and significant oth-
ers. Finally, we considered relational selves
in a broader context—namely in relation to
cultural and gender identities—and discussed
several potential directions for future inquiry
on relational selves. To conclude, judging
from theory and findings to date, and across
different conceptualizations, relational selves
constitute an important component of an indi-
vidual’s identity, and one that is likely to be
a topic of great interest for self and identity
researchers for decades to come.
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