Chapter 10
Self-Concept Clarity, Self-Regulation,
and Psychological Well-Being

Alysson E. Light

Abstract Previous research finds a robust positive relationship between self-
concept clarity and well-being. However, the causal direction and mechanism of
this relationship remains ambiguous. I propose that self-concept clarity may foster
well-being by facilitating successful self-regulation and goal pursuit. This chapter
outlines the role of the self-concept in several prominent theories of self-regulation,
and details how, given these mechanistic roles, an unclear sense of self might under-
mine self-regulation and goal pursuit. Focusing on self-regulation may help to dif-
ferentiate self-concept clarity from its close correlate, self-esteem, as low self-esteem
and low self-concept clarity are associated with unique predictions in the domain of
goal pursuit. I argue that thinking about the mechanisms linking self-concept clarity
to positive outcomes can help us to better understand self-concept clarity more
generally.
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From its origination, self-concept clarity—the subjective sense of clarity and cer-
tainty about one’s self-beliefs—has been understood to be closely linked to psycho-
logical well-being (Campbell, 1990; Campbell et al., 1996). Indeed, self-concept
clarity was first identified as a means of understanding the behavior of its close cor-
relate, self-esteem. Since the development of the construct and methods for measur-
ing it, subsequent research has repeatedly demonstrated that people who feel clear
and confident in their self-definition feel more positively about themselves (Campbell
et al., 1996), experience greater subjective well-being (i.e., happiness; Ritchie,
Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Gidron, 2011) and less social anxiety (Stopa, Brown,
Luke, & Hirsch, 2010), report higher trait emotional stability (Campbell, Assanand,
& Di Paula, 2003; Campbell et al., 1996), perceive greater purpose and meaning to
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their lives, and experience fewer depressive symptoms (Bigler, Neimeyer, & Brown,
2001). Moreover in my own research, I have found that people with high self-con-
cept clarity report better physical health, lower levels of loneliness (Light & Visser,
2013), more frequent experience of positive emotions and less frequent experience
of negative emotions, and are higher in trait resilience and more likely to be psycho-
logically “flourishing” (Light & Visser, unpublished data). With such a glowing
record, one might be tempted to run out and buy one of the many self-help books
purporting to increase self-knowledge in the hopes of gaining some of the benefits of
high self-concept clarity!

Of course, one of the difficulties of studying trait-like individual differences like
self-concept clarity concerns identifying the causal mechanism(s) underlying its
association with life outcomes. The vast majority of studies looking at key outcomes
of self-concept clarity have used cross-sectional correlational designs that do not
provide empirical evidence regarding causal direction (e.g., Bigler et al., 2001;
Campbell et al., 1996, 2003; Diehl & Hay, 2011; Hanley & Garland, 2017; Ritchie
etal., 2011). It is also relatively easy to hypothesize a range of causal models regard-
ing these associations—having clarity about oneself may make people happy, happi-
ness may make people feel more confident in their beliefs about themselves, or both
may occur in an iterative, upward spiral. In addition to these cross-sectional studies,
a few longitudinal studies have used cross-lagged panel designs to explore the tem-
poral dynamics of self-concept clarity’s relationship to adaptive functioning. Two
studies focusing on self-concept dynamics in adolescents found that self-concept
clarity prospectively predicted levels of anxiety (Schwartz, Klimstra, Luyckx, Hale,
& Meeus, 2012) and depression (Schwartz et al., 2012; van Dijk et al., 2014) at later
time points, consistent with the hypothesis that higher self-concept clarity improves
(and that lower self-concept clarity erodes) well-being. However, in addition to con-
cerns that results with this younger sample may not generalize to other age groups,
these study designs cannot rule out the possibility that associations with self-concept
clarity are driven by other related variables, such as self-esteem.

Although further research using such longitudinal designs will certainly help to
clarify the role of self-concept clarity in relation to well-being, another complemen-
tary approach is to explore the social, behavioral, and cognitive consequences of hav-
ing high (vs. low) self-concept clarity in order to flesh out theory regarding the
mechanisms by which self-concept clarity might impact well-being. In this chapter, I
will discuss one possible pathway through which self-concept clarity may impact
well-being—namely, through fostering strong self-regulation. In elaborating on this
particular proposed mechanism, I do not mean to suggest that this is the only possible
pathway by which self-concept clarity impacts well-being. Indeed, given the centrality
of the self-concept to human cognition, the consequences of lacking clarity about
oneself are likely to be diverse and far reaching. Thus there are likely to be multiple
mechanisms linking self-concept clarity to well-being to be explored in future research.

The causal model I propose suggests that having a clear, confident, and consis-
tent sense of self fosters effective self-regulation and, conversely, that experiencing
uncertainty and confusion about oneself undermines self-control and the process of
goal pursuit. While limited empirical work has directly addressed this hypothesis,
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numerous theories of self-regulation have posited a central role for the self-concept
in self-regulation (e.g., Duval & Wicklund, 1972; Higgins, 1987; Markus & Nurius,
1986), suggesting that disruption to the self-concept—in the form of uncertainty
and doubt about the contents of the self-concept—would have deleterious conse-
quences for self-control and goal pursuit, and that maintaining high self-concept
clarity would thus be necessary for one to effectively self-regulate.

Effective self-regulation in turn (a) improves psychological well-being by facili-
tating the balancing of multiple goals, which improves affect and reduces stress
(Hofmann, Luhmann, Fisher, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2014), and increasing goal
attainment, which increases positive affect and subjective well-being (Emmons,
1996; Sheldon, Jose, Kashdan, & Jarden, 2015); (b) improves social well-being by
fostering pursuit of relationship goals (Brunstein, Dangelmayer, & Schultheiss,
1996), reducing conflict and smoothing daily interactions (Vohs, Finkenauer, &
Baumeister, 2011), inhibiting aggression (DeWall, Finkel, & Denson, 2011), and
facilitating constructive responses to close others’ negative behavior (Finkel &
Campbell, 2001); and (c) improves physical health by increasing consumption of
nutritious food, promoting engagement in physical activity (Wills, Isasi, Mendoza,
& Ainette, 2007), fostering medication adherence (de Bruin et al., 2012), and
decreasing the use of unhealthy coping strategies, such as the use of drugs/alcohol
(Boals, vanDellen, & Banks, 2001). Thus if high self-concept clarity does indeed
facilitate effective self-regulation, this pathway may explain many of the positive
outcomes associated with possessing clarity about the self.

In the following chapter, I will discuss existing evidence supporting an associa-
tion between self-concept clarity and self-regulation. I will review the role of the
self-concept in several prominent theories of the process of self-regulation and goal
pursuit; based on these theories, I will describe the mechanisms by which having
high (vs. low) self-concept clarity might foster (vs. hinder) self-regulation. Finally,
I will discuss predictions regarding how the social environment might facilitate or
hinder self-regulation for people with high vs. low self-concept clarity, thus poten-
tially moderating the link between self-concept clarity and well-being.

As previously described, the bulk of research on potential consequences of self-
concept clarity has used correlational designs, making it difficult to identify the
mechanistic processes linking self-concept clarity to positive outcomes. However,
some of the behavioral correlates of self-concept clarity suggest a link to self-
regulation—for example, low self-concept clarity is associated with self-
handicapping (Thomas & Gadbois, 2007), endorsement of passive and avoidant
coping strategies (Smith, Wethington, & Zhan, 1996), and higher levels of aggres-
sion after experiencing failure or self-threat (Stucke & Sporer, 2002), all of which
are similarly linked to poor self-control (Boals et al., 2001; Denson, DeWall, &
Finkel, 2012; Uysal & Knee, 2012). Finally, measures of self-concept clarity have
been found to correlate highly with measures of grit (Fite, Lindeman, Rogers,
Voyles, & Durik, 2017) and trait self-control (Light & Hoyle, unpublished data).
This evidence is bolstered by the fact that the self-concept features prominently in a
number of central theories of self-regulation, indicating that self-concept clarity
may actively impact self-regulated behavior.
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Placing the Self in Self-Regulation

How, mechanistically, might feelings of uncertainty about the self-concept under-
mine self-regulation? To answer this question, it is useful to consider what active role
(if any) the self-concept plays in self-regulation and goal pursuit. In structuring such
an inquiry, it is useful to consider the process of self-regulated goal pursuit as encom-
passing four distinct phases—the predecisional phase, in which the individual com-
pares and evaluates possible goals; the postdecisional/preactional phase, in which the
individual considers hows to implement the adopted goal; the actional or goal-striv-
ing phase, in which direct action is taken to achieve the goal; and the postactional
phase, in which the individual evaluates the outcome of their goal pursuit (Heckhausen
& Gollwitzer, 1987). While the predecisional, postdecisional, and actional phases
have been well described in previous work, discussion of the postactional phase in
the literature is limited and as such is not discussed further in this chapter.

The self-concept may first begin to influence the process of goal pursuit at the
predecisional phase in which specific goals are chosen. In their discussion of “pos-
sible selves,” Markus and Nurius (1986) described desired and undesired end-
states—that is, approach goals and avoidance goals—in terms of representations of
the self. In this model, goals themselves are conceptualized as representations of the
self. A goal to improve one’s athletic performance involves imagining the “self as a
superior athlete,” and the goal to finish college involves imaging the “self as gradu-
ate.” While it could be argued that not all goals represent such a complex and self-
relevant image (e.g., the goal of washing the dishes needn’t involve imagining the
“self as dishwasher”), such lower-order goals that seem less relevant to the self may
themselves be organized by higher-order goals that reflect possible selves to a
greater degree (e.g., a goal to avoid being the undesired “self as slob”), and indeed
Markus and Nurius argue that it is the association with personal desired or feared
outcomes that motivates effort toward routine, lower-order goals. Not all possible
selves are adopted as personal goals, but they represent the pool of options that an
individual considers when selecting goals to pursue. While possible selves inher-
ently involve some degree of imaginative thinking, they are still heavily influenced
by representations of the current, actual self. For example, the salience of success or
failure impacts the positivity of possible selves (Ruvolo & Markus, 1992), and rep-
resentations of one’s ethnic group can constrain the kinds of possible selves one
generates (Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman, & Stone, 2008).

Once a set of possible goals has been constructed, the individual must choose a
specific goal (or goals) to pursue. This process of selecting an appropriate goal has
often been described as the deliberative or predecisional phase of goal pursuit
(Heckhausen & Gollwitzer, 1987), but the processes by which it unfolds can also be
considered under a decision-making framework. With that in mind, there are many
ways in which the self-concept can influence the process by which specific goals are
adopted. Goals may be evaluated in terms of their expected value, which is com-
prised of the value associated with attaining the goal and the likelihood of its
attainment, as well as their appropriateness for the individual. An assessment of
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either dimension requires reflection on the self-concept, either as it relates to the
individual’s personal ability to attain the goal (i.e., their self-efficacy; Bandura,
1986) or the extent to which an action is consistent with their sense of self, and thus
identity appropriate (Case, Sparks, & Pavey, 2016). Thus typically the self-concept
is used as a guide in selecting which goals to actually pursue.

After selecting an appropriate goal to pursue, an individual must determine what
means they intend to use to pursue that goal. This process of planning one’s goal
pursuit may take place immediately after goal setting or periodically throughout the
process of goal pursuit. While relatively little empirical research has addressed the
issue, it seems plausible that reflection on the self-concept would play an important
role in deliberation and planning prior to goal striving, as the individual decides
what means are most appropriate for him/her. An awareness of one’s strengths,
weaknesses, preferences, and personality more broadly might aid the individual in
selecting goal pursuit strategies that play to his/her strengths. Supporting this notion,
inducing a deliberative mind-set (vs. implemental mind-set)—that is, motivating
participants to think about how to pursue their goals (vs. motivating them to begin
striving for their goals)—increases preference for accurate information about the
self over positive illusions, though only among participants with high self-esteem
(Bayer & Gollwitzer, 2005). Presumably accurate information about the self is val-
ued during deliberation because it allows the individual to construct an effective and
realistic plan for goal pursuit, whereas positive illusions are valued in an implemen-
tal state because they increase goal expectancy, thus increasing motivation. Thus
although research in this area is somewhat limited, preliminary evidence suggests
that the self-concept is actively involved in the planning stage, as well.

After the planning phase, the individual begins to actively exert effort on the goal
in the actional phase of goal pursuit. This is often referred to as the process of goal
striving, and many of the theories that elaborate on goal striving focus on the signals
that indicate that effort is needed on a specific goal. A few major theories on goal
striving and self-control identify specific roles for the self, generally as a metric of
position relative to goals and personal standards. The majority of these theories are
based around the claim that motivation is sparked by perceptions of a discrepancy
between one’s current state and one’s goal or personal standard. In Objective Self-
Awareness Theory (Duval & Wicklund, 1972), the motivating discrepancy is
described as being between one’s self-concept and one’s standards. Such a discrep-
ancy would only motivate action, however, if it became salient, which the theory
describes as occurring when attention is focused on the self. Attending to such dis-
crepancies would evoke negative affect, which in turn would motivate action to
reduce this negative affect, either by acting to reduce the discrepancy (i.e., through
goal pursuit, thus modifying the self to be more similar to one’s standards) or by
escaping from self-awareness.

Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1989) similarly highlights the role of the
self-concept in self-regulation but additionally states that personal standards often
take the form of desired selves—that is, representations of what one’s self-concept
could be like. Higgins further differentiated these self-standards into two primary
representations—the ought self and the ideal self. While they originate from differ-
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ent developmental experiences and evoke different kinds of negative affect when
discrepancies are identified, the overall model functions similarly to objective self-
awareness theory, with salient discrepancies between the actual self and either the
ought or the ideal self evoking aversive negative affect, which in turn motivates
efforts to reduce the discrepancy.

Control Theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982) can be thought of as a generalized form
of such discrepancy-based models, which describes the process of self-regulation in
terms of linear feedback loops in which a reference point is set, input as to the cur-
rent state is received, the distance between the input and the reference point is
assessed, and some output occurs either in the form of continued self-regulation (in
the event that there is a remaining discrepancy between the current state and the
reference point) or in the form of exiting the feedback loop (in the event that no
discrepancy remains). This broader form of the discrepancy model allows for
description of instances in which self-regulation occurs without reference to the
self-concept, without conscious awareness, and even without a mind, as in the case
of mechanical self-regulating systems like thermostats.

In models of self-regulation in which the self is compared to goals or standards,
an assessment of one’s self-concept is a necessary precondition for self-regulating
behavior to be initiated. In these models, feelings of uncertainty and confusion
about the self-concept would undermine the individual’s ability to clearly assess
their distance from the goal. One potential consequence of the lack of a clear signal
of discrepancy between self and standards is that such discrepancies will go uniden-
tified, and action to reduce the discrepancy will never be initiated. Consider a person
who desires to be patient with others. To the extent that she is not sure how patient
or impatient she is, the goal of being a patient person is never activated, and thus she
does not exert effort toward that goal. Thus one way that low self-concept clarity
may undermine self-regulation is by making the self-discrepancies that typically
motivate self-regulated behavior less accessible.

Notably, unlike Objective Self-Awareness and Self-Discrepancy Theory, Control
Theory does not specify that either the current state or the reference point be defined
in terms of the self. Indeed, it is quite possible for people to pursue goals that are not
relevant to the self, for which an evaluation of the self-concept is not necessary to
monitor progress. Consider the example of a worker filing papers. The worker may
assess his progress by counting the number of papers left to file, knowing that the
reference point he is ideally trying to reach is zero. In this case, progress toward the
goal is clearly assessed, distance from the goal is easily quantified, and neither
dimension is central to the self-concept.! In such cases, a lack of clarity about the
self seems unlikely to interfere with effective self-regulation. However, for more

! Although such lower-order, concrete goals are likely distally linked to the self-concept by virtue
of being connected to higher-order goals with greater relevance to the self, such as the goal of
being a productive worker, it seems likely that the impact of the self-concept on the pursuit of a
particular goal (and vice versa) will depend on the goal’s position in a hierarchically organized
system of goals, with goals that are more closely linked to the self-concept having a stronger bidi-
rectional relationship to the self (e.g., Emmons, 1986).
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abstract, self-defining goals and standards, the self-concept is the most likely input
to compare to the desired reference point. Thus confusion about the self-concept is
more likely to undermine pursuit of long-term, abstract, self-relevant goals than
goals that are more short-term and concrete.

Differentiating it somewhat from other goal discrepancy theories, Objective
Self-Awareness Theory also posits an additional role for the self-concept. Namely,
motivation to reduce discrepancies between the self and the goal is initiated when
the self becomes the object of attention. According to Duval and Wicklund (1972),
this self-focused attention automatically initiates self-evaluation processes, which
in turn brings discrepancies between the self and one’s standards and goals into
conscious awareness. Although research on Objective Self-Awareness Theory has
typically focused on aspects of the situation that might result in the self becoming
the object of attention—such as placing a mirror in the room—researchers have
explored the possibility that individual differences may also lead people to focus
more attention on themselves (e.g., Silvia, Eichstaedt, & Phillips, 2005).

In Self-Discrepancy Theory, the standards against which the current state is
judged are also defined in terms of the self-concept, namely, as the ought self and
ideal self. As specific types of possible selves, the ought self and ideal self are asso-
ciated with yet distinct from the actual self-concept, meaning that how they are
affected by self-concept clarity is potentially complex. It is possible for an individ-
ual to have a clearer sense of who he would ideally like to be or who he ought to be
than who he believes himself to actually be. However, to the extent that possible
selves are rooted in representations of oneself in the past and present (Markus &
Nurius, 1986), beliefs and metacognition about the current self-concept are likely to
influence both the ideal self and ought self. Thus in Self-Discrepancy Theory, the
self-concept impacts the process of self-regulation both by potentially serving as a
marker of one’s current position relative to the goal and also by shaping one’s stan-
dards for behavior themselves.

To summarize, discrepancy-based theories suggest three mechanisms by which
the self-concept facilitates self-regulation during the process of goal striving: (a) by
serving as an indicator of the current state, (b) by serving as a basis for conceptions
of one’s goals, and (c) by initiating motivational processes when the self becomes
the object of attention. In addition, other theoretical accounts suggest that the self-
concept may be involved in the process of goal setting and planning.

Self-Concept Clarity and Goal Pursuit

As has been illustrated, theories of self-regulation and goal pursuit describe the self-
concept as playing an active role throughout the process of self-regulated behavior.
This suggests that disturbances to the self-concept in the form of reduced clarity and
increased confusion about the self have the potential to undermine self-regulation.
Beginning with the role of the self-concept in the predecisional phase of goal pur-
suit, as is clearly illustrated in the discussion of possible selves (Markus & Nurius,
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1986), the self-concept can be used both to generate and to evaluate the value of
possible goals. Lacking clarity about the self-concept may undermine the individu-
al’s ability to generate possible goals, leading to a diminished set of options that are
considered, thus increasing the likelihood that the individual will adopt a subopti-
mal goal (Gollwitzer, Heckhausen, & Steller, 1990). Alternatively, to the extent that
the self-concept is used as a template for generating desired and undesired possible
selves, a lack of clarity about the (actual) self-concept may translate into vaguely
defined goals. According to goal-setting theory, this should place individuals with
low self-concept clarity at a disadvantage, as greater specificity in set goals is asso-
ciated with higher levels of goal commitment (Wright & Kacmar, 1994) and higher
and more consistent levels of performance (Locke, Chah, Harrison, & Lustgarten,
1989; Mento, Steel, & Karren, 1987). Moreover, the self-concept is often used as
standard in decision-making, wherein options are evaluated based on their perceived
fit with the self (i.e., self-to-prototype matching). Empirical evidence suggests that
low self-concept clarity reduces the use of self-to-prototype strategies (Setterlund &
Niedenthal, 1993). It is unclear what people do when such decision-making strate-
gies are not available to them—they may default to another heuristic (e.g., confor-
mity, salience, etc.) or may simply choose to delay decision-making (Anderson,
2003). The latter outcome is particularly problematic, as it suggests that people with
low self-concept clarity may be unable to move to the postdecisional and actional
phases of self-regulation, meaning that goal pursuit will never actually occur. Thus
individuals stand to benefit from having a relatively clear self-concept in that it may
facilitate the identification of personal goals, whereas people with low self-concept
clarity may find the process of selecting goals to pursue more difficult.

After identifying goals to be pursued, people typically spend some amount of
time planning how to pursue the goal in the postdecisional/preactional phase of goal
pursuit. During this phase, the individual ideally considers the best available strate-
gies to pursue the goal and develops a workable plan of action. While relatively little
research has explored how people choose strategies to pursue their goals, as
described previously, this stage of goal pursuit is associated with a desire for accu-
rate—rather than enhancing—information about the self, suggesting that the self-
concept serves as a guide in planning for goal pursuit. As such, low self-concept
clarity would be particularly distressing and detrimental during this planning phase.
Uncertainty about one’s strengths and weaknesses would make it difficult to assess
which strategies are most personally efficacious and appealing. In the absence of
clear information about one’s strengths, weaknesses, and preferences, the individual
may default to imitating how others have pursued similar goals or may simply fail
to construct a clear plan for implementing action toward the goal. Indeed, motiva-
tional styles associated with less self-determination (and thus less relevance of the
self-concept to goal pursuit) are associated with lower likelihood of spontaneously
forming implementation intentions (Brickell & Chatzisarantis, 2007). Thus it is
plausible that experiencing uncertainty about the self-concept will reduce the likeli-
hood that an individual will spontaneously construct specific plans for pursuing his
or her goals. Given the overwhelming evidence that forming implementation inten-
tions increases the likelihood of success (Gollwitzer, 2014), this would place people
with low self-concept clarity at a clear disadvantage for achieving their goals.
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Once a plan for action has been made, a goal pursuer enters the actional phase of
goal pursuit or the act of goal striving. This is the phase of goal pursuit in which
effort is put into closing the distance between one’s current state and the goal.
Notably, goal striving often does not occur all at once—rather, many goals are pur-
sued over periods of days, weeks, months, or even years, and active striving occurs
in spurts over time. It is within this context of on-again/off-again striving toward
long-term goals that most discrepancy models of goal pursuit are positioned. Within
these models, the perception of a discrepancy initiates motivation to put active effort
into a pre-existing goal; thus detection of discrepancies activates goal striving.
However, as described previously, the self-concept likely plays a role in the detec-
tion of discrepancies. To the extent that one’s current state is influenced by judg-
ments of the self, people with low self-concept clarity are likely to feel less certain
about their current distance from the goal. As a result, discrepancies between one’s
current state and the goal should be more difficult to detect. Thus people with low
self-concept clarity may be less likely to identify situations in which they need to
put effort into their goals, resulting in the goals never being actively pursued.

In contrast to other discrepancy-based theories of self-regulation, objective self-
awareness theory posits an eliciting condition under which discrepancies are likely
to be noticed—specifically, when the self becomes the focus of conscious attention.
Self-concept clarity might be expected to predict the frequency of self-focused
attention; indeed, self-concept clarity is negatively correlated with the self-reflection
subscale of the private self-consciousness scale and negatively correlated with rumi-
nation, a form of self-focused thought (Campbell et al., 1996). Thus people who feel
less clear and certain about themselves report spending more time analyzing and
ruminating about themselves, which could conceivably foster greater detection of
self-discrepancies. However, studies specifically testing the hypothesis that trait
rumination and reflection are forms of self-focused attention that can kick-start self-
regulation suggest that people who tend to ruminate and reflect about themselves
are not more likely to be the subject of their own attention (Silvia et al., 2005). Thus
low self-concept clarity is unlikely to make up for the hindrances it poses to goal
pursuit by increasing the likelihood that self-discrepancies are noticed.

What Guides the Unclear Self?

Thus far I have described the elements of the process of goal pursuit during which
the self-concept typically plays a role and suggested that a lack of clarity about the
self may undermine goal pursuit at these points in the process (or that, conversely,
having a clear sense of self will facilitate the process). But in the absence of a clear
self-concept to guide action at these points, what will determine behavior? I propose
that control over behavior will shift away from internal cues (such as the self-con-
cept and personal standards) and toward external cues (such as actions primed by
the environment or social influence). This follows from the observation that low
self-concept clarity implies that beliefs about the self are metacognitively “weak’ in
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ways that are analogous to the relative strength and weaknesses of attitudes
(DeMarree, Petty, & Brifiol, 2007). Attitudes that are relatively strong—i.e., clear,
certain, unambivalent, mentally accessible, etc.—are better predictors of behavior
than are attitudes that are relatively weak, that is, unclear, uncertain, ambivalent, and
less easily called to mind (Holland, Verplanken, & van Knippenberg, 2002). When
attitudes are weak, behavior is less likely to be consistent with attitudes but instead
more likely to be determined by situational cues (Fazio & Olson, 2014). Similarly, I
suggest that the metacognitive “weakness” of self-beliefs that defines low self-con-
cept clarity will result in behavior being determined by situational factors.

Mechanistically, such an outcome could unfold from processes similar to those
described in social cognition models of social priming. In the Situated Inference
Model of priming (Loersch & Payne, 2011), priming is essentially a process of
misattributing the primed concept to one’s own thoughts about a specific target. As
such, the way in which priming influences perception and behavior depends on the
target object the individual is focusing on when the primed construct is made acces-
sible and features of the object itself that influence interpretation of the primed
construct. Relevant to predictions about self-concept clarity, the situated inference
model suggests that people are more likely to assimilate to primes (that is, alter their
judgment or behavior to be more similar to attributes of the prime) when the object
of attention is ambiguous with regard to the primed construct—for example, prim-
ing the concept of “speed” is more likely to lead to assimilative judgments of
ambiguous targets (e.g., humans) and contrasting judgment of unambiguous targets
(e.g., cheetahs, turtles). Since self-concept clarity renders the self-concept ambigu-
ous with regard to most constructs, this suggests that people with low self-concept
clarity are particularly likely to misattribute primed constructs to their judgments of
themselves and their personal motivations.

Consistent with this hypothesis, people with low self-concept clarity show
greater evidence of internalizing cultural ideals (Chap. 11 this volume), are more
compliant to overt external recommendations in decision-making contexts (Lee,
Lee, & Sanford, 2010), shift their behavior and self-ratings more based on social
interactions (Cuperman, Robinson, & Ickes, 2014), and yet are less likely to under-
take more purposeful self-changes like self-expansion (Emery, Walsh, & Slotter,
2015). Along with a number of related constructs like traitedness and self-
monitoring, Dalal et al. (2015) recently proposed that self-concept clarity be under-
stood as a moderator of the impact of situational influences: when self-concept
clarity is low (and thus in Dalal’s terms, personality is said to be weak), the influ-
ence of situational factors on behavior will be stronger, holding constant the strength
of the situation. Thus although relatively little research has focused on the effects of
self-concept clarity on goal-directed behavior specifically, available evidence is
consistent with the hypothesis that behavior is more likely to be determined by the
situation when self-concept clarity is low.

Such a claim is consistent with the observation that self-control and external
control appear to be substitutable and hydraulic—when external constraints on
behavior are strong and consistent with one’s goals, individuals do not need to exert
as much self-control in order to pursue their personal goals. Indeed, external sources
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of control—such as effective parenting—seem to diminish the effect of trait differ-
ences in self-control on important outcomes like body mass index (Connell &
Francis, 2014). In some cases, the presence of external control or support for goal
pursuit leads individuals to withdraw self-control effort, presumably to conserve
self-regulatory resources (Fishbach & Trope, 2005; Fitzsimons & Finkel, 2011).
Moreover, people often take steps to create external controls when they are con-
cerned that their self-control will not be sufficient to keep them away from tempta-
tions, for example, choosing a seat that is far from a tempting dessert table or by
installing apps on their phones that prevent them from using Facebook during work
hours (e.g., Ainslie, 1975; Ariely & Wertenbroch, 2002; Rachlin, 2000). Thus exter-
nal cues and constraints often substitute in guiding goal pursuit when self-control is
weak. This implies that the deficits to self-regulation that people with low self-
concept clarity experience may be buffered to the extent that their social environ-
ments prominently feature cues that can guide behavior back to their personal goals.

Indeed, the scaffolding effects of a supportive social environment could poten-
tially account for an obvious boundary condition of the link between self-concept
clarity and well-being. While low self-concept clarity is associated with poorer out-
comes for people in independent cultures, people with interdependent or relational
self-construals tend to exhibit little or no correlation between self-concept clarity
and various indicators of well-being (Campbell et al., 1996; English & Chen, 2011;
Hannover, 2002). While this has typically been explained as resulting from differing
cultural ideals—an independent ideal in which a consistent, coherent, and confident
self is desired and an interdependent ideal in which a flexible, varied, and responsive
self is desired (e.g., Spencer-Rodgers, Boucher, Mori, Wang, & Peng, 2009)—the
present model suggests an additional mechanism by which culture may moderate
the outcome of self-concept clarity. Specifically, the social environments cultivated
in interdependent cultures may provide more cues consistent with goal pursuit that
can provide external sources of control. While there may be a broad variety of ways
in which social environments can be “culturally engineered” to scaffold goal pursuit,
one notable example is the level of goal-focused support provided by significant
others. Research both across and within cultures has noted that an interdependent or
relational self-construal is associated with both offering (Chen, Kim, Mojaverian, &
Morling, 2012) and receiving higher levels of goal support from others (Gore, Cross,
& Kanagawa, 2009). Thus the link between self-concept clarity and well-being may
be weaker among people with an interdependent or relational approach because
their significant others do a better job of supporting and scaffolding their goal pur-
suit, leading to higher levels of goal attainment and thus greater well-being.

Distinctions Between Self-Concept Clarity and Self-Esteem

To summarize, I propose that low self-concept clarity (as compared to high self-
concept clarity) undermines goal pursuit by (a) hindering the ability to identify
clear, optimal, self-concordant goals, (b) reducing the extent to which one’s strengths



188 A.E. Light

vs. weaknesses are taken into account when planning how to pursue the goal, and
(c) reducing the salience of discrepancies between the self and goal such that active
goal striving is less likely to occur. These hypotheses can potentially distinguish the
consequences of low self-concept clarity from low self-esteem—while self-esteem
certainly impacts goal pursuit (e.g., Di Paula & Campbell, 2002), it likely does so
through quite different mechanisms. For example, underestimation of one’s efficacy
due to low self-esteem is generally associated with setting lower goals (Erez &
Judge, 2001; Tang & Reynolds, 1993) which in turn likely lead to lower levels of
achievement (Locke & Latham, 1990). Moreover, while difficult goals are typically
associated with higher levels of achievement, it is also possible for goals to be set
too high, and indeed high self-esteem is associated with setting unattainable, risky
goals, especially following ego threats (Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1993).
Thus high self-esteem does not necessarily lead to setting optimal goals—especially
under conditions of threat. While the consequences of self-esteem for goal setting
appear to be primarily limited to a direct correlation to the level at which goals are
set, low self-concept clarity, by contrast, may result in setting goals that are subop-
timal for a variety of reasons—they may be as likely to be too high as too low, may
lack appropriate specificity, and may be poorly calibrated to the individual’s values
and preferences.

Similarly, while I propose that self-concept clarity will reduce the extent to
which means that are selected to pursue the goal fit with the individual’s strengths
and personal preferences, it less clear how low self-esteem alone would lead to a
similar outcome. Some evidence links high levels of self-criticism to lesser adoption
of implementation intentions (Powers, Milyavskaya, & Koestner, 2012), which the
authors suggest is due to ruminative concerns about failure that presumably under-
mine motivation and co-opt cognitive resources. In addition, interventions in which
participants are given implementation intentions are more effective when self-
efficacy is high (Wieber, Odenthal, & Gollwitzer, 2010), again suggesting that posi-
tive beliefs about the self are associated with more effective planning for goal
pursuit. More theoretical and empirical work is needed to elucidate the mechanisms
linking negative self-beliefs like self-criticism and low self-efficacy to reduced effi-
cacy of implementation intentions. At present, it is worth noting that high self-
esteem does not seem to be immediately connected to the higher levels of specificity,
and “fit” in action plans that I have hypothesized may be consequences of high
self-concept clarity.

Finally, although I have described how low self-concept clarity may reduce the
likelihood that self/goal discrepancies are identified and acted upon, it is not clear
that low self-esteem would lead to the same outcomes. Rather, the relationship
between self-esteem and identification of such discrepancies is likely to be more
complex. The initiation of goal striving in response to discrepancies between the
self and goals/standards depends both on the individual attending to the discrepancy
and identifying the discrepancy as a signal that effort needs to be exerted to move
the self closer to the goal. Work on the detection of discrepancies has primarily
taken the form of research under the umbrella of Objective Self-Awareness Theory,
in which features of the person or the situation lead the individual to focus attention
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on him—/herself, thereby drawing attention to any potential discrepancies. While it
seems plausible that people with positive opinions of themselves might be more
comfortable thinking about themselves (thus leading to greater self-focused atten-
tion), evidence typically suggests that higher levels of self-reflection are in fact
associated with lower self-esteem (Conway & Giannopoulos, 1993). Thus existing
evidence does not support the contention that high self-esteem would aid in the
detection of discrepancies between the self and goals/standards, which is in contrast
to my hypothesis that greater self-concept clarity would increase the likelihood that
such discrepancies are detected.

Thus while self-esteem undoubtedly influences self-regulation and goal pursuit,
it is not clear that self-esteem alone would lead to the same predictions I have out-
lined for self-concept clarity’s influence on self-regulation. As researchers explor-
ing these two interrelated constructs seek to clarify their unique contributions to
affect, behavior, and cognition, more empirical work on how the two variables
impact self-regulation may aid in distinguishing the constructs.

The Mechanisms Are Key

In this chapter, I have outlined a model in which clear, coherent, and accessible self-
knowledge serves as a resource for goal pursuit, leading to higher levels of goal
attainment for people with high self-concept clarity and subsequently improving
health and happiness. Much research still remains to test this model. For example,
it is worth noting that the majority of evidence linking self-concept clarity to self-
regulation is itself correlational and thus ambiguous for interpretations regarding
causality and mechanism. As research in this area moves forward, we should strive
to incorporate research designs that enable greater clarity regarding causality, such
as growth curve analysis in hierarchical linear modeling with longitudinal designs
(e.g., Duckworth, Tsukayama, & May, 2010) or experimental designs. The former
method focuses on relationships between short-term changes in variables within
subjects, thus eliminating the influence of time-invariant individual differences that
may confound analyses (e.g., trait neuroticism). This approach has already been
used to provide further evidence that self-concept clarity increases meaning in life
(Shin, Steger, & Henry, 2016) and in the future could be used to explore cognitive,
affective, and behavioral consequences of changes in self-concept clarity. The
experimental approach presents additional challenges, as manipulations of various
facets of self-concept clarity (e.g., self-uncertainty) can sometimes be perceived as
threats to the self and are met with defensive conviction (e.g., McGregor & Marigold,
2003), thus masking the effects of lowered self-concept clarity. However, programs
of research that both manipulate and measure self-concept clarity across studies can
help to triangulate the consequences of having low vs. high self-concept clarity.
Moreover, careful manipulations targeting the mechanisms of associations between
self-concept clarity and well-being variables can provide further causal evidence
regarding these mechanisms (e.g., DeMarree & Rios, 2014).
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In addition to presenting my model linking self-concept clarity to self-regulation,
my hope is that this chapter persuades the reader that any research into understand-
ing the underlying processes linking self-concept clarity and well-being are vital to
an enhanced understanding of this construct. A better understanding of these mech-
anisms will help to elucidate its unique effects apart from close associates like self-
esteem and insecure attachment style. Moreover, as the model I propose
demonstrates, a mechanistic approach may generate new empirical questions about
cultural differences related to self-concept clarity. While the challenges of applying
social cognitive approaches to understanding trait-like individual differences
remain, I hope that future work in this area will clarify our understanding, lend
coherence to the literature, and increase our confidence in research on self-concept
clarity!
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