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Abstract
Self-handicapping, the creating or claiming of obstacles to one’s performance to inXuence explanations given for subsequent outcomes, has been shown to have a host of attitudinal and behavioral consequences. Given the wide ranging impact of self-handicapping, it is important to understand the conditions under which self-handicapping is more or less likely to occur. Accordingly, the
present study tested the hypothesis that people will be less likely to engage in self-handicapping if they have previously engaged in
self-aYrmation. The results of this study found that self-aYrmation was more eVective in reducing self-handicapping behavior when
individuals experienced non-contingent success than when they experience contingent success. Theoretical contributions to the selfhandicapping and self-aYrmation literatures are discussed, as are practical implications.
 2005 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

The fact that individuals handicap their chances of
success is not a new or rare phenomenon. As early as
1929, the renowned psychoanalyst Alfred Adler
observed that patients seemingly engaged in self-defeating behavior (Higgins, 1990). Moreover, anecdotes
abound in the popular press regarding “how smart people do dumb things” to undermine their performance
eVectiveness (Feinberg & Tarrant, 1995; Fisher, 1996).
Self-handicapping is deWned as the act of claiming or
creating obstacles to inXuence the explanations given for
subsequent outcomes (Berglas & Jones, 1978). According to Berglas and Jones (1978), an individual is motivated to self-handicap out of a desire to protect one’s
self-esteem. In the event that s/he performs poorly, the
act of self-handicapping is expected to obscure the link
¤
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between performance and evaluation. As a result,
observers cannot conclude that the poor performance is
a direct result of the individual’s lack of ability; instead,
it appears that the handicap contributed to the negative
outcome. By self-handicapping, the individual hopes to
preserve the image of competence and self-worth in his/
her eyes as well as in the eyes of others (Berglas & Jones,
1978; Tice & Baumeister, 1990). Thus, self-handicapping
is posited to stave oV the threat to the self that may arise
as a result of poor performance.
Self-handicapping is intriguing for several reasons.
First, those who engage in it are willing to call attention
to, or place obstacles in the way of successful performance, in exchange for the opportunity to protect their
ego from the esteem-threatening implications of failure.
Second, self-handicapping has been shown to have a
variety of behavioral and attitudinal consequences. For
example, self-handicapping may enhance or deXate task
performance (e.g., Frankel & Snyder, 1978; Leary &
Shepperd, 1986; Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986). In addition, self-handicapping may lead to more or less favorable
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judgments of the parties who engage in it (e.g.,
Luginbuhl & Palmer, 1991). Moreover, Greenberg
(1996) found that claiming a handicap negatively
aVected the evaluations of the self-handicapper if
observers perceived that they were adversely aVected by
such behavior. More recently, Siegel and Brockner
(2005) found that the claiming of handicaps by organizational leaders had a negative eVect on Wrm value and,
under some conditions, the leaders’ own compensation.
Given the wide-ranging implications associated with
the phenomenon, it behooves researchers to better
understand the conditions under which self-handicapping is more or less likely to occur. Whereas a number of
studies have sought to identify those factors that trigger
self-handicapping behavior (e.g. Greenberg, 1985; Harris
& Snyder, 1986; Tice & Baumeister, 1990), surprisingly
little attention has focused on identifying those factors
that reduce individuals’ tendencies to self-handicap. In
this regard, studies by Rhodewalt, Saltzman, and Wittmer (1984) and Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Paisley
(1985) serve as noteworthy exceptions. Rhodewalt et al.
(1984) found suggestive evidence that team membership
may reduce an individual’s tendency to self-handicap
due to fear of group sanctions. In addition, Greenberg et
al. (1985) found evidence that the presence of large monetary incentives diminished individuals’ tendencies to
engage in self-handicapping.
The present paper draws on a theoretically derived
process, self-aYrmation, in an attempt to delineate one
of the factors that may help reduce individuals’ tendencies to self-handicap. In so doing, we seek to make several important contributions. First, the application of
self-aYrmation theory to the self-handicapping literature may provide further evidence of the motivational
basis for self-handicapping and shed light on its boundary conditions. Second, the exploration of self-aYrmation in the context of self-handicapping is expected to
extend our knowledge of self-aYrmation theory and
broaden the contexts in which the theory is applicable.

Self-aYrmation theory
Self-aYrmation theory suggests that individuals strive
for self-integrity; that is, they are motivated to see themselves as “competent, good, coherent, unitary, stable,
capable of free choice, capable of controlling important
outcomes, and so on” (Steele, 1988, p. 262). Said diVerently, individuals desire both esteem (i.e., feeling good
about oneself) and eYcacy (i.e., feeling competent and
capable of controlling important outcomes). Nevertheless, a variety of circumstances may arise that threaten
the individual’s self-integrity (Steele, 1988; Tesser & Cornell, 1991). It is this threat to self-integrity that inXuences
individuals’ attitudinal and behavioral reactions. For
example, Steele and Liu (1983) used self-aYrmation

theory to explain the eVects of cognitive dissonance.
Whereas Festinger (1957) posited that the inconsistency
between behavior and attitude prompts individuals to
change their attitude to be congruent with their behavior, Steele and Liu (1983) argued that it was not the
inconsistency per se that led to attitude change, but
rather the threat to the individual’s self-integrity. In
other words, the experienced disconnect between behavior and attitude caused the individual to feel less stable
and coherent. Attitude change was thus in the service of
restoring self-integrity. Similarly, whereas Seligman’s
(1975) learned helplessness theory proposed that individuals experienced negative emotion when they were
exposed to uncontrollable events, Liu and Steele (1986)
argued that it was the threatened self-integrity elicited by
the experience of uncontrollability—and not the feeling
of uncontrollability itself—which caused the negative
emotion.
In addition, self-aYrmation theory posits that negative reactions to threats to one’s self-integrity may be
eliminated by “aYrming some other aspect of the self
that reinforces overall self-adequacyƒthus, in response
to a particular threat, one has the option of leaving the
threat unrationalized—that is, accepting the threat without countering it or its implications—and aYrming
some other important aspect of the self that reinforces
overall self-adequacy” (Steele, Spencer, & Lynch, 1993,
p. 885). Indeed, the opportunity to self-aYrm—even in a
domain unrelated to the source of the speciWc threat and
even without removing the threat itself—has been found
to attenuate the negative eVects associated with those
factors believed to threaten self-integrity (e.g., Liu &
Steele, 1986; Steele, 1988; Tesser & Cornell, 1991).
In the organizational domain, Wiesenfeld, Brockner,
and Martin (1999) recently evaluated the role of selfaYrmation in survivors’ reactions to an organizational
downsizing. Arguing that perceptions of procedural
unfairness would threaten individuals’ self-integrity and
therefore, result in negative reactions to a downsizing
(Tyler, DeGoey, & Smith, 1996), they found that individuals exposed to a procedurally unfair downsizing reacted
less negatively when they were given an opportunity to
self-aYrm than when they were not, particularly among
those whose attention was self-directed. Taken together,
the results of various studies suggest that having an
opportunity to engage in self-aYrmation helps to reduce
negative reactions to various sources of threat to selfintegrity (cognitive inconsistency, uncontrollability, and
unfair treatment).

Self-aYrmation: A proposed determinant of
self-handicapping
Given that an individual is theorized to claim or create
handicaps to stave oV negative ability attributions in the

