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Four experiments tested the hypothesis that people distance themselves from others who display
characteristics they fear in themselves. In Study 1, participants were given false feedback that they were
high or low in repressed anger and were given information about a person who became angry and
responded in a violent or nonviolent manner. High anger feedback participants distanced themselves only
from the violent person. In Study 2, high anger feedback led to distancing from a violent other but not
a dishonest other, whereas dishonesty feedback led to distancing from a dishonest other but not a violent
other. The results of Studies 3 and 4 replicated and extended the distancing effect with an anger
induction: Participants who were insulted distanced themselves from an angry/violent person, and
verbalizing their emotions about being insulted eliminated this effect. Implications for understanding

defenses against undesirable self-attributions are discussed.

One of the core assumptions of social science is that people have
a strong desire to feel connected to others (e.g., Aronson, 1972;
Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1969; Brewer, 1979; Rank,
1931; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). We are indeed social animals, and
our relationships with other people are unquestionably important
to us. However, despite our desire for connections with others, it
seems clear that people often actively avoid closeness to others
when such associations would have negative implications for the
self. In the studies reported in this article we examined this
tendency to defensively distance oneself from threatening others.
Specifically, we tested the hypotheses that (a) people reduce their
perception of similarity to others who have characteristics that they
fear in themselves, (b) this defensive distancing is produced by
fear of a specific negative characteristic rather than a more general
concern with global self-evaluation, and (c) expressing emotions
related to the feared characteristic reduces or eliminates this ten-
dency to defensively distance from people who exhibit the feared
characteristic.
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Similarity and Connectedness

One way we can feel connected to others is by perceiving
ourselves to be similar to them, whether that similarity is based on
traits, attitudes, ethnicity, nationality, or geography. Heider (1958)
viewed perceptions of similarity as creating a unit relationship
between individuals and posited that such relationships have im-
portant implications for how people react to their own and others’
characteristics. From the perspective of Tesser’s (1988) self-
evaluation maintenance model, the perception of similarity to
another person is a crucial determinant of closeness and one of
three variables that dynamically interact to determine the effect of
social relationships on self-evaluations. A variety of theories and
research findings suggest that judgments and inferences about a
person are strongly influenced by perceptions of that person’s
similarity to others, even when the similarity is on a dimension
unrelated to the judgment in question (e.g., Festinger, 1954; Gilov-
ich, 1981; Kahneman & Tversky, 1972; Kelley, 1967, Wood,
1989). Perceiving ourselves to be similar to a person who has
positive attributes or who engages in laudable behavior implies
that we may have similar attributes or be capable of similar feats.
Thus, by perceiving ourselves to be similar to attractive, success-
ful, or otherwise valuable people we can identify with them and
“bask in their reflected glory” (Cialdini et al., 1976).

Consistent with this reasoning, research has shown that most
people perceive themselves to be especially similar to others who
have positive attributes, such as physical attractiveness and intel-
ligence (Byme & Blaylock, 1963; Granberg & King, 1980; Marks
& Miller, 1982; Marks, Miller, & Maruyama, 1981). Similarly,
Cialdini et al. (1976) showed that when a local sports team is
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successful, people try to enhance their association with the team.
In a related vein, Tesser and his colleagues (e.g., Tesser, 1988)
have shown that people are motivated to perceive high similarity
between themselves and successful others, unless doing so engen-
ders a threatening social comparison on an ego-relevant dimen-
sion. These findings are, of course, generally consistent with social
identity theory, which posits that our social identifications are an
important source of self-worth (e.g., Crocker & Luhtanen, 1990;
Tajfel, 1982).

Although there are many benefits to perceiving similarity and
connection to laudable others, there may be costs to perceiving
similarity to less distinguished exemplars of humanity. Whereas
our connections to some people provide comfort and make us feel
good about ourselves, our connections to other people engender
anxiety and negative feelings about ourselves. Thus, we may want
to perceive ourselves to be dissimilar to others who have qualities
we perceive as negative. In support of this idea, research has
shown that people try to minimize links to unsuccessful sports
teams (Cialdini et al., 1976) and perceive dissimilarity to people
who have negative personal attributes (e.g., Byrne & Blaylock,
1963; Marks & Miller, 1982; Marks et al., 1981). Research has
also shown that people trying to quit smoking decrease their
perceived similarity to the “typical smoker” (Gibbons, Gerard,
Lando, & McGovern, 1991).

Recently, Pyszczynski and colleagues (Pyszczynski, Greenberg,
Solomon, Sideris, & Stubing, 1993; Pyszczynski et al., 1995) have
shown that people also distance themselves from individuals who
are suffering from a life-threatening disease. Specifically, in two
studies in which student participants first saw the alleged person-
ality trait ratings of another student, participants distorted their
own trait ratings to be more dissimilar to the other student if that
student reported having cancer than if the student reported having
a sprained ankle. Presumably, perceiving oneself to be similar to
someone who has suffered a dreadful disease makes one feel more
vulnerable to a similar fate, and people consequently adjust their
self-perceptions to reduce this similarity and thus reduce their
subjective sense of vulnerability.

Distancing and Self-Esteem

The research of Pyszczynski and colleagues (Pyszczynski et al.,
1993, 1995) suggests that people will distance themselves from
others to deny vulnerability to a feared fate. The work of Cialdini
et al. (1976) and Snyder, Lassegard, and Ford (1986) suggests that
distancing from others can also serve to protect self-esteem. Spe-
cifically, Cialdini et al. showed that students increased their school
identity (i.e., by wearing school colors and sports paraphernalia)
when their football team was successful relative to when the team
was unsuccessful. In a conceptual replication of Cialdini et al.’s
research, Snyder et al. (1986) found that people both cut them-
selves off from unsuccessful groups and increase their connection
to successful groups. Together, these studies demonstrate distanc-
ing from groups when groups display undesirable attributes that
could reflect negatively on the individual’s self-esteem. Similarly,
in the interpersonal realm, people may want to distance themselves
from others with undesirable attributes, particularly when they
have reason to fear that they may possess those attributes them-
selves. Presumably, such a strategy would protect self-esteem from
the threat of believing that one has such undesirable attributes.

Consistent with this reasoning, theory and research suggest that
homophobia may be highest among men who fear latent homo-
sexual tendencies in themselves (Adams, Wright, & Lohr, 1996;
Gilgun & Reiser, 1990). Another interesting observation is that
parents and offspring who share similar personality characteristics
often have trouble getting along. This may occur because parents
and children see what they suspect are their own undesirable traits
in each other.

The notion that people psychologically distance themselves
from those who have characteristics they fear in themselves is
related to Carl Jung’s (1951/1959) proposition that we all carry
with us a “shadow,” a negative side of ourselves about which we
have doubts and fears, and that we spend a great deal of energy
working to deny and control this shadow. Markus and Nurius
(1986) proposed a similar notion in their conceptualization of
undesired possible selves. These and other authors have applied
such notions primarily to understanding individual motivation,
affect, and the role of undesired possible selves in self-regulatory
behavior (e.g., Higgins, 1996; Markus & Nurius, 1987; Ogilvie,
1987). However, Jung devoted a great deal of attention to the role
the shadow plays in relationships with others, and he proposed that
one way we try to deny our shadow is by seeing it in others—that
is, by projecting our negative qualities onto others. Jung used this
analysis to help explain aspects of both individual neurosis and
larger social evils, such as the persecution of Jews by the Nazis
(e.g., Jung, 1959/1970).

We, too, are interested in the role of individuals’ fears about
themselves in their orientation toward others. However, we pro-
pose a different form of defense against one’s feared shadow;
specifically, that when people see qualities in others that remind
them of possible negative aspects of themselves, they respond to
this threat by perceiving themselves to be different from such
persons. The primary purpose of the present research was to
investigate the role of fear of undesirable self-characteristics in
distancing from people who possess these characteristics and to
begin examining the processes that underlie this defense.

Distancing From Violent Others to Deny One’s Own
Potential for Violence

One domain in which this defensive distancing phenomenon
may be particularly evident is in the very common experience and
expression of unpleasant emotions such as guilt, jealousy, and
anger. Indeed, Jung (1951/1959) proposed that much of what we
fear about ourselves stems from our emotions:

Closer examination . .. of the inferiorities constituting the shadow

...reveals that they have an emotional nature. ... Affects occur
usually where adaptation is weakest, and at the same time they reveal
the reason for its weakness, namely a certain degree of inferiority and
the existence of a lower level of personality. (pp. 8-9)

In the studies reported in this article we focused primarily on
defensive distancing from violent others to deny the potential for
destructive expression of one’s own anger. We deemed anger-
related experience as ideal for studying defensive distancing, be-
cause although anger is a common emotion that all people expe-
rience, the inappropriate expression of anger often results in
negative personal consequences and social disapproval that might
lead people to fear or deny the potential consequences of their-
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anger. For example, people may worry about the direct social
consequences of telling off their boss or getting into counterpro-
ductive arguments with a lover or friend. In addition to social
costs, people may also wish to deny their potential for acting out
of anger to avoid the social stigma associated with being a “hot-
head” or a “rage-oholic,” which would reflect negatively on their
sense of self. One particularly important way in which anger could
leave one feeling stigmatized is through its association with vio-
lence and aggression. Violent aggression is widely considered the
most evil and socially deplorable of all forms of human behavior.
Given the strong link between violence and anger, the often
horrendous consequences of violence, and the strong social sanc-
tions against such behavior, it is no wonder many people would
rather deny than acknowledge their anger. We suggest, then, that
one reason why people may wish to deny their anger is because of
their fear that their anger has the potential to lead to inappropriate
violent action. If this is the case, then reminding people of their
potential for anger should lead them to strategically distance
themselves from others who respond to anger with destructive
violence but should not lead to distancing from those who respond
to anger in a constructive or socially appropriate manner.

Study 1

If people defend against the fear that their anger may lead to
harmful violence by distancing themselves from people who en-
gage in angry aggression, then leading people to believe that they
harbor a great deal of anger beneath the surface should increase
their tendency to distance themselves from violent others. Further-
more, if it is the potential for violence that underlies the threaten-
ing nature of anger, leading people to believe that they are high in
repressed anger should not lead to distancing from people who
respond to their anger in appropriate, socially sanctioned ways. In
Study 1 we tested this hypothesis by providing participants with
feedback that they had either a large or small amount of repressed
anger and then using a methodology developed by Pyszczynski et
al. (1993, 1995) we assessed their tendency to view themselves as
different from another angry person who expresses his or her anger
in either a socially unacceptable violent or socially acceptable
nonviolent way. We predicted that participants who were led to
believe that they had a latent tendency for anger would psycho-
logically distance themselves from a person whose anger led to
violence by perceiving their own personality traits to be very
different from those of the violent person.

Method

Participants. The participants were 42 introductory psychology stu-
dents (19 men and 24 women) at the University of Colorado at Colorado
Springs who had taken part in a prescreening session in the beginning of
the semester. During this prescreening session, potential participants filled
out a packet of questionnaires, which included the Multi-Dimensional
Anger Inventory (MAI; Siegel, 1986). The purpose of this questionnaire
was to set up the high versus low repressed-anger feedback manipulation
that was administered in the later experimental sessions. Participants were
randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (feedback: high vs. low) X 2 (target:
violent vs. nonviolent) factorial design and then were tested individually or
in groups ranging in size from 2 to 6. Participants received course credit for
completing the prescreening packet and for taking part in the study itself.

Procedure. On participants’ arrival at the experimental session, it was
explained to them that the purpose of the experiment was to learn more

about how people use information to make judgments about others and that
in order to examine this process participants would be asked to look over
some personality information about another student (the target person) and
then make some judgments about that person. The experimenter further
explained that a second purpose of the study was to obtain participants’
opinions and attitudes about a scale measuring people’s tendencies toward
anger and hostility. The experimenter reminded participants of the pre-
screening questionnaires and the MAI they had completed earlier in the
semester. The experimenter then explained that the MAI measured a
person’s repressed feelings of anger and hostility. Participants were told
that because the MAI was a newly developed questionnaire the experi-
menter was interested in getting their opinions about it. To this end, each
participant was given a sealed envelope containing his or her MAI score
and told to open the envelope and look at the score.

Each envelope contained a computer printout titled “Multi-Dimensional
Anger Inventory (MAI) Percentile Ranking Scores,” with the participant’s
name, gender, and date of testing at the top. Below the title was a simple
line graph with a score emphasized directly on the graph in boldface type.
This score was also printed in boldface type and underlined directly below
the graph. Participants in the high anger feedback condition received a
percentile ranking score of 94, and participants in the low anger feedback
condition received a percentile ranking score of 42. At the bottom of the
printout was an interpretation of the score. For participants in the high
anger feedback condition the interpretation read, “This person scores above
the normal range of hostility expression. This score is an indication of
repressed anger or higher than normal feelings of anger or hostility.” For
participants in the low anger feedback condition the interpretation read,
“This person falls within the normal range of hostility expression. This
score is an indication of moderately low to average feelings of anger or
hostility.” After looking at this printout, participants were told to put the
printout back into the envelope and that they would have a chance to
discuss their thoughts about the MAI at the conclusion of the experiment.

Participants then received a packet of information about the target
person. This packet contained some demographic information, a descrip-
tion of an emotional situation, and a personality inventory of the target
person. The purpose of including the demographic information was to set
up an illusion of basic similarity to the target person. The demographic
page presented the target person as a student at the participants’ university
who was 1 year older than the participant, of the same gender, of the same
political orientation (i.e., liberal or conservative), and a college sophomore.

The next piece of information in this packet was a handwritten descrip-
tion of an emotional situation in which the target person had been involved.
This description introduced the violent-nonviolent manipulation. In the
violent condition, the target person wrote:

The other day 1 got home from school and found out that my little
nephew was staying with us for the week. He is usually a pretty well
behaved kid, but when I got home I went into my room to get
something and noticed that he had gotten some markers from my desk
and was drawing animals on the walls in my room. I got angry and
grabbed the markers from his hands and took hold of his arm. I shook
him by the arm until he started crying, and then slapped him. I must
have been pretty pissed off because the next day I noticed a bruise
under his eye where I had hit him.

In the nonviolent condition the beginning two sentences were the same, but
the remainder of the description was as follows:

I got angry and grabbed the markers from his hands and told him to
stop. After dinner, when I was calmed down, I explained to him that
markers are not for writing on walls. Later, I made him help me clean
the walls.

The last piece of information that participants inspected was a bogus
personality inventory of the target person, as was used in Pyszczynski et al.
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(1993, 1995). On this form, the target person was rated on 20 different
personality traits chosen from Alicke’s (1985) list of 362 trait adjectives
that had previously been rated for desirability. The target received a score
on a scale that ranged from O to 100 for each separate trait. This score was
indicated by a vertical line printed along the scale in boldface type. Printed
below each line was the numerical score for that trait. The personality
inventory consisted of 10 moderately desirable traits and 10 moderately
undesirable traits.! To make it easier for participants to distance themselves
in either direction, the target person was always portrayed as falling
between the 75th and 50th percentiles on positive traits and between the
50th and 25th percentiles on negative traits. The same arbitrarily con-
structed personality inventory (within the above guidelines) was used for
all participants. This procedure was similar to that used by Pyszczynski et
al. (1993, 1995).

All participants were given as much time as they needed to read through
the packet of information on the target person. When they finished, the
experimenter began frantically shuffling through some papers. After about
a minute, the experimenter turned to the participants and explained that the
next part of the experiment involved filling out a short personality form but
that the form appeared to be missing. The experimenter asked the partic-
ipants to wait there while he left to find some extra forms in his office.
After about 3 min, the experimenter returned and said that he was unable
to find the appropriate form. The experimenter then informed the partici-
pants that the personality form they were supposed to fill out simply asked
them to rate themselves on the same 20 traits on which the target person
had been rated. Thus, as a solution to the dilemma, the experimenter
instructed the participants to use the target person’s personality inventory
as their own form. The participants were instructed to simply circle a point
on the scale beside each trait indicating how much each trait was descrip-
tive of themselves. This ploy enabled us to keep the target person’s ratings
on the various traits salient while participants made their self-ratings. We
used participants’ self-ratings on these traits to construct a composite
measure of distancing from the target person.

In the final part of the study, participants were asked to fill out a form
containing questions about the target person and the anger feedback (on
9-point scales) that served as manipulation checks. Higher ratings reflected
affirmative responses to the particular items. To check the effectiveness of
the violent-nonviolent manipulation, participants were first asked “How
violent was the person you read about?” As a direct measure of similarity,
participants were asked “How similar do you see yourself to this person?”
The last question in this series served as a check on participants’ overall
liking for the target person and asked “How likable is this person?” As a
second measure of the overall favorability of participants’ impressions,
participants were asked to rate the target person on 20 trait adjectives (10
positive and 10 negative) on a scale ranging from 1 (not very character-
istic) to 9 (very characteristic). The traits used were clearly positive (e.g.,
caring, friendly, honest) and clearly negative (e.g., self-centered, dishonest,
controlling). The addition of this measure was partly intended to offer
additional credence to our cover story that the participants would be asked
to read about another student and then make some judgments about that
student. One final question on this form pertained to the false feedback
participants received on the MAIL This question asked participants to
indicate on a scale ranging from O to 100 where they thought the average
college student would score on the MAI The purpose of this question was
to make sure participants perceived a score of 94 as high and a score of 42
as low or average compared to most other college students. When all the
participants had completed this last series of questions they were thor-
oughly debriefed, given credit, and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. We performed separate 2 (feedback:
high vs. low) X 2 (target: violent vs. nonviolent) analyses of
variance (ANOVAs) on participants’ ratings of how violent the

target was, how similar the target was to themselves, and how
likable the target was. There was a main effect of target on
violence ratings, F(1, 39) = 221.63, p < .001, indicating that
participants viewed the violent target as more violent than the
nonviolent target (Ms = 7.2 and 2.7, respectively). Main effects of
violence on similarity, F(1, 39) = 12.19, p < .001, and likability
ratings, F(1, 38) = 19.46, p < .001, also were found, showing that
participants saw themselves as more similar to the nonviolent
target than to the violent target (Ms = 6.1 and 3.8, respectively)
and liked the nonviolent target more than the violent target
(Ms = 6.9 and 4.9, respectively). Thus, the violence manipulation
was clearly effective. Individual cell means and standard devia-
tions are presented in Table 1.

Participants’ ratings of the target’s personality were in line with
the results outlined above. We constructed two separate composite
measures by summing participants’ ratings of the target on the 10
positive traits and the 10 negative traits. Separate 2 X 2 ANOVAs
revealed a main effect of violence on ratings of both positive and
negative traits, F(1, 38) = 44.24, p < .001, and F(1, 38) = 68.33,
p < .001, respectively. Participants rated the nonviolent target
higher on positive traits and lower on negative traits (Ms = 68.4
and 33.1, respectively) than the violent target (Ms = 44.7 and 59.9,
respectively). :

A 2 X 2 ANOVA on participants’ estimates of how other
college students would score on the MAI revealed a main effect of
feedback, F(1, 39) = 4.31, p < .05, showing that participants in
the high anger feedback condition viewed other college students as
having more repressed anger than participants in the low anger
feedback condition (Ms = 60.9 and 51.4, respectively). Despite
this main effect, participants’ mean estimates of how other college
students would score on the MAI revealed average estimates that
were well below a score of 94 and slightly above a score of 42.
Participants in the high anger feedback condition gave mean
estimates of 64.20 (violent condition) and 57.63 (nonviolent con-
dition), and those in the low anger feedback condition gave mean
estimates of 53.22 (violent condition) and 49.76 (nonviolent con-
dition). Given that high anger feedback participants were given
scores of 94 and low anger feedback participants were given scores
of 42, it seems that our anger feedback manipulation was success-
ful in making participants in the high anger feedback conditions
believe their score was very high compared to the average college
student and in making participants in the low anger feedback
conditions believe their that their score was low compared to other
college students.

Distancing measure. We constructed a composite measure
of distancing from the target by summing the absolute value of
the difference between the target’s score and the participant’s

! The 10 moderately desirable traits that were used on the distancing
measure were witty, bold, neat, self-satisfied, philosophical, meticulous,
prudent, obedient, reserved, and progressive. The 10 moderately undesir-
able traits were clumsy, restless, tiresome, extravagant, overcautious, un-
poised, boastful, strict, conforming, and forgetful. We intentionally chose
traits that were somewhat vague, unrevealing, and not related to anger
(Studies 1, 3, and 4) or dishonesty (Study 2), because we wanted to reduce
the possibility that defensive distancing could be attributed to real differ-
ences perceived between participants and the target along particular per-
sonality dimensions.
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Table 1
Manipulation Checks and Primary Dependent Measures: Study 1
Feedback
High Low
Violent target Nonviolent target Violent target Nonviolent target
person® person® person® person®
Measure M SD M SD M SD M SD
Violent 7.40 1.1 2.36 0.8 7.00 1.0 3.15 1.0
Similar 3.50 1.9 5.90 2.4 4.11 2.3 6.30 20
Likable 5.55 1.1 6.90 1.3 4.33 2.1 7.07 1.3
Positive traits 47.30 7.6 68.81 6.9 42.12 14.8 68.07 14.2
Negative traits 56.00 10.9 31.27 9.1 63.87 8.8 35.07 11.6
Distancing 352.50 82.6 265.45 81.0 265.88 61.5 27553 714

Note. For all measures, high values reflect high levels of the variable in question. The ns listed apply only to
the distancing measure, because some of the manipulation check measures were not completed by 2 participants

in Study 1.
p=10. *n=11. °n=9. 94p =13

score for each of the 20 traits.> A 2 (feedback: high vs. low) X 2
(target: violent vs. nonviolent) ANOVA revealed only the pre-
dicted interaction, F(1, 39) = 4.40, p < .05. The means for this
interaction are displayed in Table 1. Pairwise comparisons
showed that participants in the high anger feedback—violent
condition distanced themselves significantly more from the
target than did participants in the high anger feedback-
nonviolent, low anger feedback-violent, and low anger feedback—
nonviolent conditions, #(39) = 2.43, p < .05; 1(39) = 2.61, p < .05;
and 1(39) = 2.34, p < .05, respectively. No other pairwise compari-
sons approached significance.

Supplemental analysis. An alternative explanation for why
participants distanced themselves from the target person is that
they were simply rating themselves higher on the positive traits
and lower on the negative traits than the target. Thus, distancing
from the target in the anger feedback-violent-target condition may
reflect a general tendency for participants to inflate their self-
esteem in response to negative feedback by rating themselves
positively relative to the target. To test this alternative explanation,
we reverse coded participants’ ratings on the 10 negative traits and
summed them with the 10 positive traits to form a composite
favorability score. An ANOVA performed on this favorability
score yielded no main effects or interactions, indicating that par-
ticipants’ tendency to distance themselves from the target person
was not due to more favorable self-ratings on the 20 personality
traits (all ps > .45). This analysis supports our prediction that
participants’ tendency to psychologically distance themselves is
due to fear of undesirable characteristics (i.e., their own potential
for inappropriate violence) and not to a general tendency to inflate
their self-esteem.

The findings from Study 1 demonstrate that participants
distanced themselves from a person who expressed anger in a
violent manner after being reminded of their own potential for
anger. The pairwise comparisons revealed that only participants
who received high anger feedback distanced themselves from
the violent person. This supports our contention that one’s fear
of having an undesirable attribute lies at the root of defensive
distancing from others who have this attribute.® The fact that

high anger feedback participants did not distance themselves
from a nonviolent angry person suggests that simply thinking of
oneself as an angry person is not enough to produce distancing
from another angry person. Similarity to an angry person is
threatening only if that other person is driven to violence by
anger. Similarly, when not thinking of themselves as particu-
larly angry people, participants were apparently not threatened
by rating their personalities as similar to that of the violent
person. The present findings suggest that simply feeling angry,
or viewing oneself as angry, is not threatening unless being
angry implies that one has the potential to commit acts of
violence. This overall pattern of results suggests that people
distance themselves from others who remind them of a negative
potential they fear in themselves—in Jungian terms, their
shadow.

It is interesting that the single-item similarity measure did not
yield the interaction that was found for the trait-rating composite,
although the least similarity was in fact perceived in the high
anger—violent-target condition. Instead, there was just a main
effect such that less similarity to the violent person was perceived.

2 We also conducted a post hoc analysis of gender in the four studies. We
conducted ANOVAs using gender as an added moderating variable on
distancing. There were no effects of gender in the first three studies;
however, there was a significant main effect of gender in Study 4, indi-
cating that men generally distanced themselves more than women, F(1,
35) = 4.56, p < .04. In all the studies, gender did not interact with the other
conditions, and the numbers of men and women were distributed roughly
equally across the conditions.

3 Of course, a capacity for angry violence may not always be viewed as
an undesirable attribute. This. may depend on the culture, the individual’s
role within the culture, and the nature of the violence. For example, in
American culture a boxer or a middle linebacker may pride himself on his
capacity for using anger to generate effective violence. However, this
research is predicated on the general assumption that a capacity for inap-
propriate angry aggression is undesirable and the specific assumption that
our participants would not want to believe they were capable of unwar-
ranted violence against a child when angry.
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Pyszczynski et al. (1995) also found a direct single-item measure
to be less sensitive than a composite measure of distancing on
specific traits, yielding a similar pattern of means but not signif-
icant effects. As Pyszczynski et al. suggested, the direct similarity
measure may simply be less reliable because it is only a single
item, or it may show weaker results because, as an obvious
measure of similarity, it may be influenced by self-presentational
concerns such as a desire to not appear biased.

Study 2

Although Study 1 demonstrated that people who fear anger in
themselves defensively distance themselves from violent oth-
ers, it is unclear from these findings whether this distancing is
driven by their fear of this specific negative characteristic or by
the more general threat to self-esteem posed by the feedback
that they were high in repressed anger. Although our hypothesis
is that people defensively distance themselves from others to
deny their own potential for a feared behavior or characteristic,
an alternative explanation for the findings of Study 1 is that
participants may have been responding to a more general threat
to their self-esteem by perceiving themselves as different from
another person with any undesirable characteristics. Although
the results of our supplementary analysis suggest that distanc-
ing was not the result of a general self-esteem threat, we
decided to test this alternative hypothesis experimentally. If it
were the case that participants psychologically distance them-
selves by perceiving themselves as different from people with
undesirable traits, then we would expect participants to distance
themselves from a broad range of other people with virtually
any characteristic they perceive as undesirable. However, if
people defensively distance themselves to deny their own po-
tential for a particular negative characteristic or behavior, this
distancing should occur only in response to other people with
that particular feared characteristic. We designed Study 2 to test
these alternative explanations by using a second characteristic,
dishonesty, that is unrelated to anger. Along with distancing
themselves to deny a potential for violence, people who are
reminded of their potential for dishonesty should distance them-
selves from a dishonest other.

To this end, participants were given false feedback on a person-
ality test indicating that they were high in either anger or dishon-
esty and then were exposed to a personality profile of another
person who acted in either a violent or dishonest way. If the effects
of Study 1 reflect a general distancing from people with negative
characteristics, then defensive distancing from both target persons
should be found. However, if the findings of Study 1 reflect a
maneuver to specifically deny one’s own potential for a feared
behavior or characteristic, then anger feedback participants should
distance themselves only from the violent person and, to the extent
that the dishonesty feedback is also threatening, dishonesty feed-
back participants should distance themselves only from the dis-
honest person.

Method

Participants. The participants were 47 introductory psychology stu-
dents (22 men and 25 women) at the University of Arizona. As in Study 1,
all participants had previously taken part in a mass testing session in the

beginning of the semester in their introductory psychology class. Partici-
pation in the mass testing session served to set up the high repressed anger
versus high repressed dishonesty feedback manipulation that was admin-
istered later in the experiment. Participants were randomly assigned to
conditions in a 2 (feedback: anger vs. dishonesty) X 2 (target: angry vs.
dishonest) factorial design and then tested in groups ranging in size from 2
to 4. All participants received course credit for completing the experiment.

Procedure. As in Study 1, participants were told that the purpose of the
experiment was to learn more about how people use information to eval-
uate others. It was further explained that, to examine this judgment process,
participants would be asked to look through some personality information
about another student (the target person) and then make some judgments
about this person. The experimenter went on to explain that a second
purpose of the experiment was to obtain participants’ attitudes and opin-
ions about a couple of different personality questionnaires that participants
had previously filled out in a mass testing session in their introductory
psychology class. The first questionnaire was described as a measure of
repressed anger and hostility, and the second questionnaire was described
as a measure of repressed dishonesty or tendencies to lie, cheat, or steal. It
was further explained that these questionnaires are used by large corpora-
tions to assess employees’ job satisfaction and to see what kinds of
employees are more likely to steal from the company. Participants were
then told that because the experimenter would be conducting some research
on these personality questionnaires later in the semester, it would be
helpful if she could get information about their attitudes and opinions about
these questionnaires. To this end, participants were instructed to enter a
private cubicle and were given a sealed envelope containing either their
anger score or their dishonesty score.

Each envelope contained a computer printout entitled “Johnson’s Anger
and Hostility Scale” or “Johnson’s Dishonesty Scale.” The layout and
appearance of the printouts were the same as in Study 1. Participants in
both the anger feedback condition and the dishonesty feedback condition
received a percentile score of 92 on the respective test. There was also an
interpretation on the bottom of each printout. For participants in the anger
feedback condition this interpretation read:

NOTE: This test measures repressed tendencies for anger or hostility.
A high score on this test may indicate that the person has tendencies
toward hostility and repressed anger but is usually unaware of these
tendencies.

SUMMARY: This person scores above the normal range of anger or
repressed hostility, indicating that this person may have a tendency for
hostile or aggressive behavior, especially when frustrated or in re-
sponse to threat.

For participants in the dishonesty feedback condition, the interpretation
read:

NOTE: This test measures a tendency toward repressed dishonesty. A
high score on this test may indicate that the person has repressed guilt
or feelings of injustice that may lead to dishonest behavior but is
usually unaware of these tendencies.

SUMMARY: This person scores above the normal range of dishon-
esty or repressed guilt, indicating that this person may be a risk for
dishonest behavior, especially when working under conditions that
lack structure or supervision.

After inspecting the printout, participants were instructed to put it back into
the envelope and told that they would have a chance to discuss their
thoughts about their score and the questionnaire at the end of the
experiment.

Participants then received a packet of information about the target
person. As in Study 1, this packet contained three pieces of information
about the target person: demographic information, a self-written descrip-
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tion of an emotional situation, and a personality form.* For participants in
the violent-target condition, the self-written description of an emotional
situation was the same violent description (child abuser) used in Study 1.
For participants in the dishonest-target condition, the description read:

The other day I was working out in the student rec center and 1 was
snooping around opening some of the lockers in the locker room. I
opened one of the lockers and found someone’s backpack. I guess
they didn’t have a lock so they took a gamble and left it in one of the
lockers. Just out of curiosity I looked in the backpack and found some
money. There was about $90.00 in there and something came over me
and I took the money. I guess I knew I could get away with it because
there was nobody there. I was a little nervous at first, but I got away
with it so everything turned out okay.

After looking through this information, participants were asked to fill out
a short personality questionnaire. Using the same procedure used in
Study 1, the experimenter pretended to be missing this personality form
and left for about 3 min to find it. After returning without the appropriate
form, the experimenter resolved the dilemma by having participants make
their self-ratings on the target’s personality form.

In the final portion of the experiment, participants completed a form
containing questions about the target person and the feedback they received
that served as manipulation checks. The first three questions asked partic-
ipants to rate how appropriate the target person’s behavior was, how
similar to the target person they considered themselves to be, and how
likable they thought this person was. Two additional questions asked
participants how accurate they thought their score was and the extent to
which they thought the questionnaire was a good measure of anger or
dishonesty (depending on which questionnaire they received). Ratings on
each question were made on 9-point scales, with higher numbers indicating
positive responses. After completing this last form, participants were fully
debriefed, given credit, and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. We performed separate 2 (feedback:
anger vs. dishonesty) X 2 (target: violent vs. dishonest) ANOVAs
on participants’ ratings of how appropriate the target’s behavior
was, how similar to the target person they considered themselves
to be, and how likable they thought the target was. There was a
main effect of target person on participants’ ratings of appropri-
ateness, F(1, 43) = 8.94, p < .005, indicating that participants
viewed the dishonest target’s behavior as less appropriate than the
angry target’s behavior (Ms = 2.7 and 1.5, respectively). There
was also a main effect of target on ratings of similarity, F(1,
43) = 5.23, p < .05, showing that participants rated themselves as
less similar to the dishonest person than to the angry person
(Ms = 4.0 and 2.8, respectively). There were no main effects or
interactions for participants’ ratings of target likability (ps > .10).

We also performed ANOVAs on participants’ ratings of how
accurate they thought their feedback was and how much they
thought the mass testing questionnaire was a good measure of
anger or dishonesty. There was a main effect of target description
for accuracy ratings, F(1, 43) = 4.23, p < .05, indicating that
participants who read about the dishonest target thought their
feedback was less accurate than participants who read about the
angry target (Ms = 4.0 and 5.4, respectively). Perhaps this reflects
a contrast effect whereby participants who read about the dishonest
other, who was rated especially negatively on the appropriateness
and similarity items, saw their negative feedback as relatively less
deserved. A main effect of the extent to which participants thought

the questionnaire was a good measure only approached signifi-
cance, F(1, 43) = 3.78, p < .06. The pattern of means showed that
participants who read about the dishonest target thought the mass
testing questionnaire was a poorer quality measure than partici-
pants who read about the angry target (Ms = 3.9 and 5.3, respec-
tively). These results seem to indicate that participants were gen-
erally more negative toward the dishonest target than the violent
target.

Distancing measure.  As in Study 1, we constructed a compos-
ite measure of distancing from the target person by summing the
absolute value of the difference between participants’ and the
target person’s ratings on the 20 personality traits. An ANOVA
performed on this distancing score revealed only the predicted 2
(feedback: anger vs. dishonesty) X 2 (target: angry vs. dishonest)
interaction, F(1, 43) = 17.81, p < .001. The means for this
interaction are displayed in Table 2. Pairwise comparisons showed
that participants who received anger feedback distanced them-
selves more from the angry target than from the dishonest target,
#(43) = 2.77, p < .01, and participants who received dishonest
feedback distanced themselves more from the dishonest target than
from the angry target, #(43) = 3.19, p < .01. Pairwise comparisons
also showed that participants distanced themselves more from the
angry target when they received anger feedback than when they
received dishonesty feedback, #(43) = 2.14, p < .05, and that
participants distanced themselves more from the dishonest person
when they received dishonesty feedback than when they received
anger feedback, #(43) = 3.84, p < .001.

Supplemental analyses. As in Study 1, we tested the alterna-
tive explanation that distancing from the target person may have
occurred because participants rated themselves higher on the pos-
itive traits and lower on the negative traits than the target person.
To test this alternative explanation, we reverse coded participants’
ratings on the 10 negative traits and summed them with the 10
positive traits to form a composite favorability score. An ANOVA
performed on this favorability score yielded no main effects or
interactions, indicating that participants’ tendency to distance
themselves from the target person was not due to more favorable
self-ratings on the 20 personality traits (all ps > .13).

The findings from Study 2 replicated those of Study 1 and
demonstrated that the defensive distancing observed in this re-
search occurs to deny one’s potential for a specific feared charac-
teristic or behavior rather than to more generally deny one’s
possession of negative characteristics. Whereas participants who
were led to believe that they possessed a high level of repressed
anger distanced themselves from a violent other but not from a
dishonest other, participants who were led to believe that they
possessed a high level of repressed dishonesty distanced them-

* The target’s personality form used in Study 2 and Study 4 was different
from the personality profile used in Study 1 and Study 3. We had reason
to believe that participants had some suspicions about the personality
profile used in Study 1, so we made some minor changes to this form.
Thus, the personality form in Study 2 was depicted as having been filled
out by the target person him-/herself. The revised form contained the
target’s name (crossed out), gender, and age at the top of the page and the
target’s own markings on the scale for each trait. The purpose of these
changes was to increase participants’ perception that the target’s person-
ality scores were self-generated and therefore more likely to reflect the
“true” personality of the target person.
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Table 2
Manipulation Checks and Primary Dependent Measures: Study 2
Feedback
Anger Dishonesty
Angry target Dishonest target Angry target Dishonest target
person® person® person® person®

Measure M SD M SD M SD M SD
Appropriate 2.33 1.7 1.38 0.7 3.09 1.5 1.63 15
Similar 3.83 1.6 2.84 1.5 4.27 2.0 2.81 22
Likable 3.75 1.6 3.31 1.4 4.45 1.6 3.45 1.7
Accurate 6.25 22 3.92 22 445 23 4.00 2.5
Good measure 6.25 22 3.92 1.6 4.20 22 3.90 3.0
Distancing 343.67 63.7 259.08 67.3 27545 70.3 379.27 101.1
Note. For all measures, high values reflect high levels of the variable in question.

ip=12. *n=13. n=11. %n=11.

selves from a dishonest other but not from a violent other. Sup-
plemental analyses further revealed that the effects observed in this
research reflect a tendency to psychologically distance oneself
from people with negative characteristics one fears in oneself
rather than a general tendency to inflate one’s self-esteem by
endorsing high levels of positive characteristics and low levels of
negative characteristics. Thus, the findings of Study 2 support our
hypothesis that people respond to the fear of negative aspects of
themselves (in Jungian terms, their shadow) by perceiving them-
selves as different from others who clearly possess these
characteristics.

By demonstrating psychological distancing specific to the threat
of a feared characteristic in the self, the present work contrasts
with approaches that emphasize the substitutability of self-esteem
defenses (e.g., Steele, 1988; Tesser & Cornell, 1991). For example,
Steele (1988), in his self-affirmation theory, argued that a specific
threat to one’s self concept can be addressed by a variety of
defenses that restore global “self-integrity.” However, Stone, Wie-
gand, Andrew, Cooper, and Aronson (1997) recently demonstrated
that directly addressing the threat to self is preferred over an
indirect compensatory action. Similarly, the results of Study 2
show that the current type of defense appears to be specific to the
type of threat aroused. People who were told they had a potential
for dishonesty did not distance themselves from a violent other,
and those who were told they had latent hostility did not distance
themselves from a dishonest other. Clearly, then, whereas indirect
compensatory defenses on other dimensions can serve global self-
esteem (Baumeister & Jones, 1978; Greenberg & Pyszczynski,
1985; Steele, 1988), some threats primarily or exclusively arouse
defenses within the domain of the threat.

Although Studies 1 and 2 showed that people distance them-
selves from violent and dishonest others if they have been led to
believe that they possess an unusually high amount of those
attributes, feedback of this nature is rare outside of social psychol-
ogy laboratories. On the other hand, the personal experience of
anger or guilt about dishonesty is probably fairly common. As
suggested earlier, a primary reason people suppress their anger
may be that they fear that their anger may lead them to engage in
inappropriate behavior or acts of violence. If this were the case,

then the personal experience of anger would be expected to lead to
distancing from others who engage in angry aggression. The
primary purpose of Study 3 was to test this hypothesis, thus
extending our analysis to the effects of subjectively experienced
emotions that imply the potential for unacceptable behavior. To
this end, in Study 3 we investigated the effect of inducing anger in
participants on their tendency to distance themselves from a vio-
lent other.

If defensive distanging from a violent person functions to deny
one’s own potential for destructive violence when angry, then the
extent of distancing among angry participants would depend on
what participants did with their anger. If participants express their
anger in an appropriate or constructive way, they may no longer
feel threatened by a potential for violence. Therefore, encouraging
angry participants to verbaily express their feelings may reduce
their tendency to distance themselves from a violent other. Previ-
ous research by Pyszczynski et al. (1993) has shown a similar
effect of constructive expression of emotion reducing both defen-
sive distancing from a cancer patient and attitude change in the
forced-compliance cognitive dissonance paradigm. Thus, a second
purpose of Study 3 was to assess how opportunities to express
angry feelings may affect distancing from a violent other.

Study 3

To address these issues, we induced participants to feel angry by
giving them an insulting remark concerning their performance
after they read a short speech. Other participants were not given an
insulting remark. Of the participants who were insulted, some were
given a chance to express their anger about being insulted, and
others were not. All the participants then read about the same
angry/violent target person and completed the distancing measure
used in Study 1. We predicted that insulted participants who did
not express their feelings would deny similarity to the violent
person relative to noninsulted and insult-express participants.

Method

Participants. Twenty female and 14 male introductory psychology
students at the University of Colorado at Colorado Springs participated in
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exchange for course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of
three conditions in a single-factor design: insult-express, insult only, and
no insult.® Participants were run individually or in small groups ranging in
size from 2 to 6.

Procedure. The experimenter began each session by telling partici-
pants that the study was concerned with how people use information to
evaluate others. The experimenter then explained that to find out more
about this evaluation process each participant would be asked to read a
short speech to another student, who would be observing from behind a
one-way mirror. Participants were also told that the other student was
instructed to prepare a short evaluation of the participants’ performance
and that they would later have a chance to look over this evaluation. The
experimenter explained further that to ensure honest responses, the eval-
uator was unaware that the participant would be looking over the
evaluation.

At this point the experimenter left to retrieve the student evaluator and
place this fictitious person in an adjacent room separated by a one-way
mirror. After returning, the experimenter randomly assigned a speech for
each participant to read that was either for or against affirmative action; the
speech participants were assigned to read was varied randomly within each
condition. Each speech was a little less than one page long and contained
arguments that were mirror images of each other. Participants were given
about 2 min to become familiar with the speech before reading it. When
participants indicated that they were ready, the experimenter asked them to
stand in front of the mirror and begin reading. Each participant presented
his or her speech individually, with only the experimenter in the room.
After the participant read the speech, the experimenter went into the next
room, ostensibly to get the evaluation from the other student, and then
returned with a sealed envelope and handed it to the participant. After ail
the participants in the session had finished reading their speeches, the
experimenter asked them to wait a moment while he or she left to dismiss
the student evaluator. On returning, the experimenter gave the participants
permission to open their envelopes and read their evaluations.

Participants received an evaluation form consisting of four questions on
which the evaluator had rated them using a 9-point scale. The first question
asked “Is this person ‘in favor of® or ‘against’ affirmative action?” The
second question read, “How interested is this person in the topic they read
about?” The third and fourth questions asked, “How convincing did this
person sound?” and “Does this person agree or disagree with laws favoring
minority groups?” A standard evaluation containing neutral ratings on each
question was devised and given to each participant.

For participants in the insult-only condition and insult—express condition
there was a “Comments” section at the bottom of this evaluation, with a
handwritten insulting remark from the evaluator concerning the partici-
pant’s performance. This insult read: “It is obvious that this person has
trouble speaking in front of other people. All in all, their performance was
pretty poor, not exactly an Oscar winner if you know what I mean!”
Participants in the no-insult condition received identical numerical evalu-
ations but no written comments. After participants looked at their evalua-
tions they were instructed to put them away and move on to the next part
of the experiment.

The remaining part of the experiment was described as a personality
Jjudgment task in which participants would receive some personality infor-
mation about another student and then make some judgments about this
person. Participants in the insult-only and no-insult conditions continued
with this part of the experiment, but those in the insult-express condition
were first asked to fill out a form. Participants in the insult—express
condition were given a form encouraging them to express how they felt
about being evaluated (i.e., insulted). This form contained a list of 10
emotive words (5 positive and 5 negative). The instructions on this form
asked participants to select at least 2 words that most accurately reflected
how they felt after being evaluated and to then describe their feelings
beside each word. In addition to these written instructions, participants
were told that sometimes in this study people have good or bad feelings

about reading a speech and then being evaluated. Following procedures
used by Pyszczynski et al. (1993) to encourage participants to express
socially undesirable emotions, they were further told that “because psy-
chological research has demonstrated a strong link between physical and
mental health and an ability to accurately and freely express emotions, we
would like to give you an opportunity to express your feelings.” To make
sure participants understood what to do, a sample form was shown to them
that was supposedly filled out by a previous participant. This sample
included a statement under the word hurt, which read “I felt hurt after
seeing my evaluation. I know I am not very good at giving speeches, but
1 still felt hurt because I received a bad evaluation.” This statement
modeled the types of responses that were requested from participants in the
insult—express condition.

All participants were then given a packet of information about a target
person. This packet contained demographic information, a description of
an emotional situation, and a personality inventory of the target person.
The demographic information and the personality inventory were the same
as in Study 1, but the description of the emotional situation was always the
violent description. After inspecting this information, participants were
told to fill out a short personality form. As in the previous studies, the
experimenter pretended to be missing this form and left for 3 min to find
it. On returning without the appropriate form, the experimenter resolved
this problem by having participants make their self-ratings on the target’s
personality form.

After making their self-ratings, all participants were asked to fill out an
evaluation form on the person who had previously evaluated them. On this
form were four different questions related to the speech evaluator’s social
skills and skill as an evaluator: “How skilled is this person at making
judgments about other people?”, “How accurate do you think this person
will be at rating other people’s speeches?”, “Would you guess that this
person has excellent social skills or poor social skills?”, and “Do you think
this person would do better or worse than you if [he or she] had to read a
speech?” The participants were required to rate the evaluator on a 9-point
scale for each question, for which higher ratings indicated favorable
responses. Participants then completed a form containing questions that
served as manipulation checks. The first two questions asked participants
to rate how violent the target person was and how similar to the target
person they considered themselves to be. The last two questions asked
participants how insulted they felt after receiving their speech evaluation
and how nervous they felt while reading their speech. Ratings on each
question were made on 9-point scales on which higher numbers indicated
positive responses. After completing this questionnaire, participants were
fully debriefed, thanked, given credit, and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. Separate one-way ANOVAs on partic-
ipants’ perceptions of how violent the target person was and how
similar to the target person they considered themselves to be
revealed no effect of treatment (both ps > .25). Given that all

5 There was a fourth condition run in Study 3 intended to be an
insult-revenge condition. The purpose of creating this condition was to
assess whether people who take revenge on the insultor, out of aggression,
would be particularly likely to distance themselves. In this condition,
participants were insulted and then given the opportunity to evaluate the
insultor prior to the measure of psychological distancing. The hope was
that participants would derogate the insultor as a way of taking revenge.
However, participants in this condition did not derogate the insultor any
more than did participants in any of the other conditions; therefore, we
could not assess the effects of taking revenge. Thus, we decided not to
discuss this condition in the article. Detailed information about this con-
dition is available from Jeff Schimel.
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Table 3
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Manipulation Checks and Primary Dependent Measures: Study 3

Anger condition

Insult-violent target—

Insult—violent target— No insult-violent

express” no express® target-no express®

Measure M SD M SD M SD
Violent 7.17 1.1 6.50 1.4 7.36 1.1
Similar 3.33 1.9 2.54 1.4 3.27 1.9
Insulting 6.08 19 4.64 23 3.09 22
Nervous 4.50 1.8 5.18 2.4 445 1.4
Evaluations 15.42 6.7 18.91 6.9 20.82 4.4
Distancing 308.33 74.3 405.82 105.3 296.54 78.1
Note. For all measures, high values reflect high levels of the variable in question.

*n=12. "n=11. °n=11.

participants evaluated the same violent target, this was as ex-
pected. These results indicate that the target person was perceived
by participants as violent and as not similar to themselves in all
conditions (all mean ratings of violence were greater than 6.54,
and all mean ratings of similarity were below 3.33; see Table 3).
A one-way ANOVA on participants’ ratings of how nervous they
felt was also not significant (ps > .50).

A one-way ANOVA on participants’ ratings of how insulted
they felt after receiving their evaluations revealed a significant
effect of treatment, F(2, 31) = 5.60, p < .01. Pairwise compari-
sons indicated that participants in the no-insuit condition felt less
insulted than participants in the insult—express condition,
1(34) = 3.35, p < .01, and tended to be less insulted than partic-
ipants in the insult-only condition, #(34) = 1.64, p < .11. The
insult—express condition and the insult-only condition did not
differ from each other (p > .50).

Distancing measure. As in Studies 1 and 2, we constructed
a composite distancing score by summing the absolute value of
the difference between participants’ and the target person’s
ratings on the 20 personality traits. A one-way ANOVA on
participants’ composite distancing score revealed a significant
treatment effect, F(2, 31) = 5.33, p < .01. Relevant means are
presented in Table 3. In support of our predictions, pairwise
comparisons indicated that participants in the insult-only con-
dition distanced themselves from the target person more than
participants in the no-insult condition, #(34) = 2.95, p < .01, or
participants in the insult—express condition, #(34) = 2.69, p <
.05. The no-insult condition and the insult—express condition
did not differ from each other (p > .50). Thus, although being
insulted increased participants’ tendency to distance themselves
from the violent target person, expressing one’s own anger
about the insult eliminated this need to distance.

Supplemental analysis. We also tested the alternative expla-
nation that insulted participants simply felt worse after being
insulted by another student and responded by rating themselves
higher on the positive traits and lower on the negative traits than
noninsulted participants did. Thus, distancing may have been a
result of participants enhancing their self-evaluations. As in
Studies 1 and 2, we tested this alternative explanation by
reverse coding participants’ ratings on the 10 negative traits and
summing them with the 10 positive traits to form a composite

favorability score. A one-way ANOVA performed on this fa-
vorability score yielded no effects, indicating that participants’
tendency to distance themselves from the target person was not
due to more favorable self-ratings on the 20 personality traits
(all ps > .25).

Ratings of the evaluator. A one-way ANOVA conducted on
participants’ ratings of the evaluator was not significant, F(2,
31) = 2.30, p > .11. However, this trend toward an effect reflected
a tendency for insult-express participants to give lower mean
evaluations than noninsulted participants (see Table 3 for means).
It is possible that after insult—express participants expressed their
feelings about being insulted, they felt less compunction about
expressing their anger on a later evaluation of the person who
insulted them. No other pairwise comparisons approached
significance.

In sum, the results of Study 3 extend those of Studies 1 and 2 by
supporting the hypothesis that inducing participants to feel angry
increases their tendency to perceive themselves as dissimilar to an
inappropriately violent person. Participants were more likely to
rate their own personality as discrepant from the personality of a
violent person when insulted than when not insulted. By perceiv-
ing themselves as different from a person who became destruc-
tively violent when angry, participants were presumably able to
deny their own potential for violence, the fear of which was
aroused by their feelings of anger. This fear of one’s own potential
for violence seemed to be aroused by both the experience of anger
in Study 3 and by false feedback that one is high in repressed
hostility in Studies 1 and 2.

Study 3 also offered an important extension of the previous
findings by documenting a mechanism that serves to reduce
psychological distancing. As predicted, participants who ver-
bally expressed their anger after being insulted distanced them-
selves less from the violent target than participants who were
insulted did. In fact, insult—express participants were no more
likely to distance themselves from the violent person than were
participants who were not insulted. If the act of expressing
emotions reduced participants’ tendency to psychologically dis-
tance themselves, then we would also expect more constructive
emotional expression to be associated with less distancing—
that is, the more participants were able to acknowledge their
feelings and admit that their feedback made them feel upset or
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angry, the less they should have a need to distance themselves
from the angry/violent target. On the other hand, if participants
expressed their emotions in a way that was defensive or did not
acknowledge that they were upset, then they should be more
likely to distance themselves. To assess this relationship be-
tween the amount of constructive expression and distancing,
independent raters (blind to conditions) coded the expression
under each emotive word on insult—express participants’ ex-
pression forms. The coders assigned a value of 1 to each
expression in which the person was constructive (i.e., nonde-
fensive) and assigned a value of —1 to each nonconstructive
(i.e., defensive) expression in which the participant did not
acknowledge his or her emotions. An example of a constructive
expression was “I was hurt that I didn’t get a good evaluation
because I tried to give a good speech.” Conversely, an example
of a nonconstructive expression was “My evaluator was re-
tarded because he couldn’t realize that I was not giving a speech
to thrill him.” We then created a composite measure of con-
structive emotional expression by summing the ratings for the
expression under each emotive word on participants’ expression
forms. There was high agreement between the two raters,
r(10) = .77. However, disagreements were resolved through
discussion to create a single composite constructive expression
score. We then examined the correlation between distancing
and constructive expression. This analysis showed a negative
correlation between distancing and constructive emotional ex-
pression, r(12) = —.70, p < .05, which is consistent with our
reasoning that expressing one’s anger in a nondestructive verbal
manner reduces the threat that one’s anger may have violent
consequences. Presumably this is because once one’s anger is
expressed and out in the open it seems more manageable and
less likely to lead to dangerous consequences.

There are, however, plausible alternative explanations for the
two key findings of Study 3. First, there is another way to account
for the finding of increased distancing in the insult-only condition.
It may be that angered participants who did not express their
emotions distanced themselves from the violent target because
they were in a unique emotional state in which they perceived
themselves as different from anyone else. Because we included
only the angry/violent target in Study 3, it is possible that anger
may have led to distancing from any type of target rather than just
a target who was violent.

There are also two alternative ways to account for the lack of
distancing in the insult-express condition. It could be that partic-
ipants in the insult—express condition did not feel insulted by the
insulting remark. To encourage them to express their feelings,
insult-express participants were shown a sample response from
another student that ended with the statement “I still felt hurt
because I received a bad evaluation.” This comment may have led
participants to believe that other people had received disparaging
evaluations, too. Knowing that others did poorly on their speeches
and received bad evaluations might have made the insulting re-
mark seem less insulting. However, this explanation seems un-
likely, because there was actually a nonsignificant trend for insult—
express participants to be more insulted than participants in the
insult-only condition (see Table 3 for mean perceptions of insuit in
the three conditions). Another, more plausible explanation for the
finding of reduced distancing in the insult—express condition is
that because these participants took extra time to complete the

expression form, they experienced a longer delay between anger
provocation and the defensive distancing measure. Thus, because
insult—express participants took more time to complete the expres-
sion form, their anger may have been reduced by the simple
passage of time.

Study 4

To assess these alternative explanations and extend our gen-
eral findings from the previous studies, we conducted a fourth
study, which was a conceptual replication of Study 3. This
study included the same three conditions as in Study 3 (insult
only, insult—express, and no insult), but we added a condition in
which we assessed angry participants’ distancing from an angry
nonviolent target. If angered participants are in a unique emo-
tional state that leads them to distance themselves from anyone,
then they should distance themselves from the nonviolent target
as well as from the violent target. However, if angered partic-
ipants distance themselves because they need to defend against
their own potential for inappropriate violence, then they should
distance themselves only from the violent target. To assess
whether insult—express participants in Study 3 did not distance
themselves from the violent target because their anger dissi-
pated because of the passage of time, we introduced a filler task
in the nonexpression conditions. If insult—express participants
still distance themselves less than participants in the nonexpres-
sion conditions, then this would lend support to our notion that
emotional expression attenuates the need for defensive distanc-
ing. In contrast, if insulted participants who experience a time
delay do not distance themselves, then we would be unable to
rule out the passage of time as an explanation for reduced
distancing in the expression condition.

To this end, we induced participants in three of the four
conditions to feel angry by giving them an insulting remark
concerning their writing ability after they wrote a short essay.
The remaining participants were not given an insulting remark.
Some of the participants who were angered were given a chance
to express their emotions concerning the feedback; others were
instead given a filler task to control for the time delay. Partic-
ipants then inspected some information about a target person.
Participants who were angered but did not have a chance to
express their emotions read about either a violent or a nonvio-
lent target. All of the other participants read about the violent
target. Therefore, the study included four conditions: insult—
violent target, insult-nonviolent target, insult-violent target—
express, and no insult-violent target. After reading about the
target person, participants completed the same distancing mea-
sure that was used in the previous studies. As in Study 3, we
predicted that insulted participants who did not express their
emotions would distance themselves from the violent person
relative to participants who were not insulted, expressed their
emotions, or read about the nonviolent target.

Method

Participants. Twenty-five female and 18 male introductory psychol-
ogy students at the University of Arizona participated in exchange for
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course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four condi-
tions in a single-factor design: insult-violent target, insult-nonviolent
target, insult-violent target—express, and no insult—violent target. Partici-
pants were run in groups of 3-5.

Procedure.
telling participants that the study was concerned with how people use
information to form impressions of others. The experimenter explained to
participants that to investigate this process they would take part in two
different activities. The first activity was described as a kind of guessing
game. In this part of the study the participants were told that they would
write an essay that another person in the study would read and evaluate.
The evaluator would then try to guess the author’s true attitudes on the
basis of the essay. The experimenter then explained to the participants that
although all of them would write an essay, only some of them would be
asked to evaluate an essay. The rest of the participants would be asked to
fill out another form that was being pretested for future research. The
purpose of misleading participants in this way was to give them a rationale
for why they would later be given a questionnaire to fill out (the emotional
expression or delay form) instead of evaluating another person’s essay. The
experimenter then explained to the participants that they would also take
part in a second activity that involved reading about another person who
was not in the present study and making some judgments about that person.

After leading the participants into private cubicles, the experimenter
assigned them to write a short essay in favor of or against affirmative
action and told them to try and sound as convincing and persuasive as
possible in their essays. To familiarize participants with the issue, the
experimenter also gave the participants a list of arguments that corre-
sponded to the side of the issue they were assigned to argue. When the
participants were finished writing their essays, the experimenter collected
the essays and gave the participants a filler questionnaire to complete while
they waited for the other person to read and evaluate their essay. After
about 5 min, the experimenter handed the participants a sealed envelope
and said

Okay, the other person finished reading your essay and filled out a
short evaluation form. Before I give this to you, I just want you to
know that I did not tell the other person that you would see this
evaluation. The reason I did this is because I wanted the other person
to be completely honest in their evaluation.

Participants in the insult conditions received an evaluation with an insult-
ing remark, and participants in the no-insult condition received an evalu-
ation without an insulting remark. The evaluation form was exactly the
same as was used in Study 3, with one exception: The insulting, handwrit-
ten remark at the bottom of the evaluation was changed to fit the essay-
writing procedure. The insulting remark read as follows:

This person is obviously a poor writer. Not only did I fall asleep
reading their essay, but based on the arguments they gave supporting
(opposing) affirmative action, I don’t think they are aware of the
really important issues. All in all, not exactly an award winning essay
if you get my drift.

The insulting remark that participants received was always arranged so that
it gave subtle mention to the side of the affirmative action issue they had
been assigned to argue (i.e., supporting or opposing affirmative action).
The purpose of tailoring the feedback to the participants’ essays was to
enhance the credibility and believability of the insulting remark. To further
enhance the believability of the insult, a few crossed-out mistakes were
added to make it look authentic.

After participants viewed the evaluation form and put it back into the
envelope, the experimenter re-entered the cubicles, handed the participants
another envelope, and said, “you may have guessed by now that you
weren’t one of the ones chosen to evaluate another person’s essay. Instead,
I have a couple of questionnaires for you to fill out that we are pretesting

As in Studies 1-3, the experimenter began each session by

for future research.” The envelope contained either the emotional expres-
sion form or the delay form and the short form of the Positive and Negative
Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Participants
in the insult-violent-target—express condition received the emotional ex-
pression form, and participants in the other three conditions received the
delay form. The emotional expression form and the instructions on how to
fill it out were the same as those used in Study 3. The delay form consisted
of 10 words taken from a sample SAT test with instructions telling
participants that a pilot test of college students’ general vocabulary was
being conducted. Then, parallel to the instructions for the emotional
expression form, participants were asked to define at least 2 of the 10
words in as much detail as possible. The words chosen were moderately
difficult but simple enough so that all participants were able to easily
define some of the words (e.g., agenda, novel, concise, deduce).

As in the first three studies, the experimenter then introduced the next
part of the study by giving the participants a packet of information about
the target person that contained demographic information, a self-authored
description of an emotional situation, and a personality form. For partici-
pants in the insult-violent-target-express, insult-violent-target, and no-
insult—violent-target conditions, the self-written description of an emo-
tional situation was the same as the violent description (child abuser) used
in Studies 1, 2, and 3. For participants in the insult-nonviolent condition
the self-written description was the same nonviolent description used in
Study 1. After looking through the target’s information, participants were
asked to fill out another personality form. Using the same procedure as in
the first three studies, the experimenter pretended to be missing the forms
and left for 3 min to find them. On returning, the experimenter resolved the
dilemma by having participants make their self-ratings on the target’s
personality form.

In the final portion of the experiment, participants completed a ques-
tionnaire that contained some questions about the target person and some
questions that served as manipulation checks. The questions that pertained
to the target person asked “How violent was this person?” and “How
appropriately did this person handle the situation?” Three additional ques-
tions asked participants about the feedback they received. These questions
were: “Did you feel insulted by anything on the student’s evaluation of
your essay?”, “Did anything on the evaluation form make you angry?”, and
“How accurate was the feedback you received?” Ratings on each item were
made on 9-point scales, with higher numbers indicating higher ratings on
the measures. After completing this form, participants were thoroughly
debriefed, given credit, and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

Manipulation checks. We expected that participants in the
insult-nonviolent-target condition would rate the target’s behavior
as less violent and more appropriate than participants in the other
conditions who read about the violent target. A one-way ANOVA
performed on participants’ ratings of the target’s violence revealed

¢ Only White participants were used in Study 4. The reason for using
only White participants is because the procedures of the study involved
writing an essay either in favor of or against affirmative action and then
receiving feedback about the essay. Thus, we wanted to avoid participants
with a strong ethnic background who might have an especially strong
emotional reaction to the essay and the feedback. This precaution was
taken in Study 4 and not Study 3 because the student population from
Study 3 (Colorado Springs, Colorado) was less ethnically diverse than the
student population used in Study 4 (Tucson, Arizona). Furthermore, the
feedback participants received in Study 3 was less related to the content of
their speeches (the speech was already written for them) than it was to the
essays participants wrote in Study 4, so we did not expect as extreme
reactions from ethnic individuals in Study 3.
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Table 4

Manipulation Checks and Primary Dependent Measures: Study 4

Anger condition

Insult—

Insult—violent nonviolent No insult—
target-no target—no Insult—violent violent target—
express® express® target—express® no express’

Measure M SD M SD M SD M SD
Violent 7.1 0.8 29 14 7.1 1.8 6.5 1.3
Appropriate 1.4 0.7 6.2 22 19 1.0 2.1 0.7
Angered 5.0 24 5.7 25 5.6 32 2.7 1.6
Insulted 5.6 2.5 6.5 2.5 6.4 29 4.8 22
Accurate 4.0 2.6 4.6 2.5 31 2.1 54 2.1
Positive affect 28.6 8.1 26.1 8.3 227 10.1 29.3 7.6
Negative affect 17.0 5.7 16.4 43 17.6 32 18.5 72
Hostility - 1.7 1.0 1.7 1.0 1.8 1.3 14 0.7
Distancing 4139 77.8 318.3 81.0 3285 54.3 3363 73.9

Note. For all measures, high values reflect high levels of the variable in question.

tn=11. *n=10. n=10. %n =12

a significant effect of treatment, F(3, 39) = 22.32, p < .0001.
Means for this analysis are presented in Table 4. In line with our
expectation, pairwise comparisons revealed that participants in
the insult-nonviolent condition perceived the target as less vio-
lent than participants in the insult-violent-target condition,
1(43) = 7.04, p < .0001; the insult-violent-target—express condi-
tion, #43) = 6.97, p < .0001; and the no-insult-violent-target
condition, #(43) = 6.1, p < .0001. We also performed a one-way
ANOVA on participants’ ratings of how appropriate the target’s
behavior was. This analysis revealed a significant effect of treat-
ment, F(3, 39) = 30.64, p < .0001. Pairwise comparisons revealed
that insult-nonviolent-target participants rated the target’s behav-
ior as more appropriate than participants in the insult-violent-
target condition, #(43) = 8.4, p < .0001; the insult—violent-target—
express condition, #(43) = 7.67, p < .0001; and the no-insult-
violent-target condition, #(43) = 7.59, p < .0001.

We also expected that participants who received an insulting
remark on their evaluation would report being more angered by
their evaluation and more insulted than those who did not receive
an insulting remark. A one-way ANOVA performed on the ques-
tion that asked participants if anything on their evaluation made
them angry revealed a significant effect of treatment, F(3,
39) = 3.52, p < .03. Pairwise comparisons supported our predic-
tion. Participants in the no-insult-violent-target condition reported
being less angered than participants in the insult-violent-target
condition, #43) = 2.18, p < .05; the insult-nonviolent-target
condition, #43) = 2.78, p < .0l; and the insult-violent-target—
express condition, #(43) = 2.69, p < .05. It is also worth pointing
out that participants in the insult-violent-target—express condition
reported being no less angered by their feedback than the other
participants who were insulted (both ps > .50). This finding
suggests that the reduction in distancing for insult-violent-target—
express participants was not due to a reduction in their anger. A
one-way ANOVA performed on how insulted participants were by
their evaluation was not significant, F(3, 39) = 1.01, p > .39,
however, the pattern of means showed that insulted participants
reported being slightly more insulted than noninsulted participants

(see Table 4). A one-way ANOVA performed on participants’
ratings of the accuracy of their feedback revealed no significant
effect of treatment, F(3, 39) = 1.79, p > .16; however, the pattern
of means showed that participants in the insult-violent-target—-
express condition reported that their feedback was nonsignificantly
less accurate than participants in the other conditions.

Affect. We performed one-way ANOVAs on the Positive Affect
scale and the Negative Affect scale of the PANAS (short form). This
analysis revealed no effect of treatment for positive or negative affect,
F(3,39) = 1.31, p > .28, and F(3, 39) = 0.30, p > .82, respectively.
However, there was a slight trend for insult-violent-target—express
participants to report less positive affect than participants in the other
conditions (see Table 4 for means). There was one item on the
PANAS that asked participants about their feelings of hostility. We
performed a separate ANOVA on this item to see if participants in our
insult conditions reported feeling more anger than participants in the
other conditions. This analysis revealed no significant effect; how-
ever, the pattern of means showed that insulted participants indicated
that they were more hostile than noninsulted participants, F(3,
39) = 0.29, p > .82. Means and standard deviations for the affect
measures are presented in Table 4.

Distancing measure. As in the first three studies, we con-
structed a composite measure of distancing from the target person
by summing the absolute value of the difference between partici-
pants’ and the target’s ratings on the 20 personality traits.” A
one-way ANOVA performed on this measure revealed a signifi-
cant effect of treatment, F(3, 39) = 3.90, p < .02. In line with our

7 One participant in our original sample had an extreme score (2.5 SD
above the mean) on the distancing measure. On the basis of recommen-
dations by Kirk (1995), we dropped this participant’s score from our final
analysis. However, the one-way ANOVA including this outlier was still
significant, F(3, 40) = 2.94, p < .05. The means for this analysis on the
distancing measure were 413.90 (insult-violent target), 349.45 (insult—
violent target—-express), 318.30 (insult—nonviolent target) and 336.33 (no
insult-violent target).
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predictions, pairwise comparisons showed that participants in the
insult-violent-target condition distanced themselves more from the
target person than did participants in the insult-nonviolent-target
condition, #(43) = 3.0, p < .01; the insult-violent-target—express
condition, #43) = 2.69, p < .05; and the no-insult-violent-target
condition, #43) = 2.56, p < .05. Cell means and standard devia-
tions are presented in Table 4.

Supplemental analysis. Once again, we tested the alternative
explanation that distancing may have been due to participants
rating themselves higher on the 10 positive traits and lower on
the 10 negative traits. Thus, as in the previous studies, we reverse
coded participants’ ratings on the 10 negative traits and summed
them with the 10 positive traits to form a composite favorability
score. An ANOVA performed on this favorability score yielded no
effect (p > .25), indicating that insulted participants’ tendency to
distance themselves from the violent target was not due to more
favorable self-ratings on the 20 personality traits.

The results of Study 4 are in line with our findings from
Studies 1 and 2 and extend the results of Study 3. As in Study 3,
we found that inducing participants to feel angry increased their
tendency to distance themselves from an angry/violent person
relative to participants who were not angered. We also found that
when participants were angered they rated themselves as different
from the violent person but not from the nonviolent person. This
finding lends support to our contention that angered participants’
tendency to distance themselves from the angry/violent target in
Studies 3 and 4 was due to a need to defend against the possible
negative implications of their own anger and not to a general
tendency to distance themselves from anyone.

As in Study 3, the results of Study 4 also showed that angered
participants who were induced to express their emotions distanced
themselves less from an angry/violent person than angered partic-
ipants who did not express their emotions. We have argued that
constructively expressing emotions about being insulted reduces
one’s need to defend against the negative implications of having
the emotion, possibly because expressing the emotion reduces the
threat that one’s anger might lead to inappropriate behavior or
other negative consequences. Although they were slightly weaker,
correlational analyses between constructive emotional expression
and distancing were consistent with this interpretation. Using the
same procedure as in Study 3, we had independent raters code the
emotional expression forms from Study 4 and found that the more
constructive emotion participants expressed, the less they dis-
tanced themselves from the angry/violent target, /(10) = —.48,
p <.l6.

As we mentioned previously, one limitation of Study 3 was that
participants in the emotional expression condition took more time
to complete the expression form. However, by adding a time delay
to the nonexpression conditions in Study 4, we were able to rule
out the alternative explanation that participants in the insult—
violent-target—express condition distanced themselves less be-
cause the longer delay gave them more time to “cool down” after
being angered. To be sure that nonexpression participants took
about as much time on their filler task as expression participants
took to complete their forms, we also computed means for the
number of words participants defined or used to express their
emotions. We found that the mean number of words defined by
nonexpression participants (M = 4.1) was actually greater than the
mean number of expressions given by insult-violent-target—

express participants (M = 2.1). Thus, despite probably taking less
time, participants who were given the opportunity to express their
emotions still distanced themselves less from the violent target.

Another interesting finding from Study 4 was that angered
participants in the insult-violent-target—express condition were
just as likely to report being angered by their evaluation as par-
ticipants who did not express their emotions. Thus, it seems that
the decrease in distancing that occurred for the insult-violent-
target—express participants was not due to a reduction in their
anger. This finding is consistent with our previous analysis that it
is not the anger itself that motivates distancing; rather, it is the
negative implication (e.g., the potential for violence or other in-
appropriate behavior) that anger has for the self that motivates
angry participants to distance. Also in line with this analysis is the
finding that angered participants distanced themselves from the
violent person but did not distance themselves from the nonviolent
person. When participants were angered, they distanced them-
selves from another person only when the person’s anger led to
inappropriate negative consequences. Once again, this finding
suggests that it is not the emotion itself that led participants to
distance but the possibility that anger might lead to the socially
deplorable act of violence.

General Discussion

The four studies reported in this article provide converging
support for the proposition that people distance themselves from
others who have undesirable characteristics that they fear in them-
selves. Specifically, when concerned about their own anger, par-
ticipants distanced themselves from an inappropriately violent
person by perceiving their own personalities as highly distinct
from this person. In Study 1, participants who were given false
feedback that they had a great deal of repressed anger were more
likely to psychologically distance themselves from a person who
acted violently in response to anger than were participants who
read about a nonviolent angry target or participants who were led
to believe they were low in repressed anger. Study 2 replicated this
effect and extended its generality by showing that people who
were led to believe that they were high in repressed dishonesty
distanced themselves from a person who behaved in a blatantly
dishonest manner and, most important, demonstrated that this
distancing is driven by a motive to deny one’s potential for a
specific undesirable behavior rather than a motive to deny one’s
similarity to people with more general negative characteristics.
Whereas participants who were given repressed-anger feedback
distanced themselves from the violent person but not from the
dishonest one, participants who were given dishonesty feedback
distanced themselves from the dishonest person but not from the
violent one. Study 3 extended the evidence for defensive distanc-
ing to people who actually experience a negative emotion with
implications for undesirable behavior: The tendency to distance
themselves from a violent person was increased among partici-
pants who were made to feel angry by an insult from another
person. Expressing these feelings of anger also reduced this ten-
dency to defensively distance. Finally, Study 4 was in line with our
overall findings and extended the results of Study 3 by demon-
strating that angry participants distanced themselves only from the
angry/violent target and that the reduced distancing among partic-
ipants given the opportunity to express their emotions was not
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simply due to the passage of time. The results of this research
therefore provide converging support for the proposition that the
tendency to psychologically distance oneself from others is af-
fected not only by the other person’s qualities and one’s own but
also by the relationship between the other’s qualities and aspects of
oneself that one fears or wishes to deny.

It is important that Study 1 revealed no sign of distancing from
the angry/violent person among participants who were given feed-
back that they were in the low-to-normal range for repressed anger.
The fact that defensive distancing emerged only among partici-
pants given high anger feedback suggests that the tendency to
distance oneself is not merely a negative reaction to the behavior
of the target person but rather a specific response to the fear of
similar tendencies within oneself. Furthermore, high anger feed-
back participants did not distance themselves from the angry target
person who responded to his or her anger in an appropriate way.
This suggests that it is the potential for inappropriate violence that
is frightening about anger, rather than some other aspect of the
experience. The present findings suggest that people who fear that
their anger may lead to inappropriate violence to defensively
distance themselves from others who respond to their own anger
with violence in order to deny this potential within themselves.

The Nature of Psychological Distancing as a Defense

These findings are consistent with Jung’s general notion that
people actively defend themselves against their shadows—unde-
sirable aspects of self that people fear and would rather not
acknowledge. Whereas Jung emphasized projection, the overper-
ception of these feared characteristics in others, as the typical
defense against one’s shadow, the present findings suggest that
psychological distancing may also be a relatively common defen-
sive response. By seeing oneself as different from those who
harbor characteristics that one fears in oneself, one is able to
implicitly deny one’s potential for the dreaded characteristic or
behavior, in effect enabling one to say “I would never do that, 'm
not that kind of person.” The foregoing analysis assumes that
perceptions of similarity to a person on any given dimension
increase the subjective likelihood that one is similar on other
dimensions. This proposition can be derived from a variety of
theories (e.g., Festinger, 1954; Heider, 1958; Kahneman & Tver-
sky, 1972; Kelley, 1967) and is supported by a fairly large body of
social cognitive research (e.g., Gilovich, 1981; Wood, 1989).
Apparently, people are not always good at differentiating irrele-
vant from relevant dimensions from which valid predictions of
future behavior can be logically deduced. The present findings
suggest that people’s inferences about the implications of their
similarity to others are probably based more on a “quick and dirty”
heuristic form of processing than on a thorough logical analysis of
the available data (cf. Kahneman & Tversky, 1972; Petty &
Cacioppo, 1986).

This assumption—that similarity on one dimension implies sim-
ilarity on other dimensions—is consistent with the widely held
view that emotional threats are based more on simple associative
linkages between cognitive elements than on well-reasoned logical
implications. Freud (1960) argued that the unconscious, where
most psychological threats are played out, entails a primitive form
of thought unencumbered by the rules of logic. More recently,
Epstein (1994) argued that emotional processing is essentially

experiential in nature, driven by simple associations from prior
experiences rather than rational analysis. Indeed, most forms of
cognitive therapy are based on the assumption that maladaptive
emotions derive from irrational beliefs about the implications of
our thoughts, feelings, and characteristics (e.g., Beck, 1967; Ellis,
1962). The irrational nature of defending oneself against one’s
potential for responding to one’s anger with violence by perceiving
oneself as different from a target person on dimensions that are
irrelevant to anger and violence—such as neatness, wit, restless-
ness, and clumsiness—is consistent with the assumption that only
a relatively low level of cognitive analysis is typically involved in
the experience of this type of psychological threat.

Effects of Emotional Expression on Defense

The present findings are also in line with the contention that
expressing undesired emotions reduces the defensive maneuvers
that function to diffuse these emotions. When participants were
encouraged to express their emotional reactions to the insult they
received in Study 3, it completely eliminated their tendency to
respond to their anger with distancing from the violent target
person. This is consistent with Pyszczynski et al.’s (1993) finding
that the expression of feelings of tension reduces the tendency to
change one’s attitude in a dissonance-reducing direction in the
induced-compliance paradigm and that the expression of fear re-
duces the tendency to distance oneself from a cancer patient.
Pyszczynski et al. (1993) argued that emotional expression reduces
defensiveness, because once the emotion is expressed, it is usually
too late for the defensive maneuver to fulfill its emotion-denying
function and that, furthermore, expressing the emotion may help
people realize that the unpleasant emotion is tolerable and not
worth defending against. However, in the present research the
participants’ defensive reaction was not against an emotion per se
but against possible negative implications of the emotion for the
self (i.e., a potential for inappropriate violence). By expressing
their anger and hurt, participants displayed a nonviolent reaction to
their anger and thus saw no need to convince themselves that they
were different from the violent target person. If participants real-
ized that their anger was unlikely to lead to dangerous conse-
quences, then seeing themselves as similar to a violent person
would be less threatening. Consistent with this analysis, the more
constructively participants expressed their anger, the less they
distanced themselves from the angry/violent target. Although the
findings of the studies reported in this article provide additional
evidence that expressing emotions reduces defensiveness, further
exploration of the processes underlying the effect of emotional
expression on the reduction of motivated biases is needed.

Conclusion

The present findings provide evidence that people are threatened
by undesirable features of others that they fear in themselves and
that they respond to this threat by psychologically distancing
themselves from such individuals. These findings provide broad
support for a number of potentially important ideas. At the inter-
group level, it has been suggested that people with strong negative
stereotypic beliefs may derogate and distance themselves from
out-group members, in part because of the threat that they them-
selves may possess a trait stereotypically ascribed to that group
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(Allport, 1954). Recall that Jung (1951/1959) argued that the
projection of the shadow onto out-groups contributed to stereotyp-
ing and prejudice. Similarly, a cheap person may not only view
Jews as cheap but may also disassociate from them: “I’m not like
those Jews.” As another example, a Euro-American who fears his
or her own lack of intelligence, violence, or sexual impulses may
want to see him- or herself as very different from African Amer-
icans, who are stereotyped with those qualities. Perhaps this is why
highly homophobic men have been found to be sexually aroused
by homosexual erotic stimuli (Adams et al., 1996).

We suggested that at the interpersonal level parents and off-
spring may have difficulties getting along, in part because they see
their own undesirable qualities in each other. Broadly consistent
with this idea is Tesser’s (1980, Study 3) finding that famous
fathers had difficulties getting along with sons who went into the
same profession. As Tesser (1980, 1988) argued, this may be
because of the relevance of comparison when the career is the
same. It also is possible, however, that this occurs because fathers
and sons who go into the same occupation also share many
personality traits. The present work fits this idea by showing that
attributes we fear in ourselves lead us to distance ourselves from
others who have these characteristics.

The present findings also show that verbal expression of anger
reduces this tendency to defend against the implications of one’s
anger. Taken as a whole, this research suggests that interpersonal
behavior may be affected in socially significant ways by fears we
have concerning the shadows within us all.
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