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 Decades of research in social psychology highlight the impact the situation exerts on people’s attitudes, judgments, and behaviors.  From the opinions of other people (Asch, 1956) to the instructions of an authority (Milgram, 1965), to previously unscrambled sentences (Srull & Wyer, 1979) and the race of an experimenter (Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001), research has illustrated the incredible power of the situation to influence the self-concept and behavior.  At the same time, people do show consistent patterns of behavior that differ reliably from one person to another (Digman, 1990), and people intuitively believe that the self exists (Bem & Allen, 1974).  Given that the self is characterized by both variety and consistency, how do we best think of self-knowledge?  Does knowing the self mean being able to accurately predict how the self will act in a given context, or can one know the self as it exists in general, even if the self in any one given context might act quite differently?  

In the current chapter, we distinguish between two modes of self representation, and argue that these different types of self representations can be accurate (and inaccurate) in different ways.  In particular, we suggest that self-representations act as self guides, regulating the self across different contexts, and that the nature of a self guide varies according to the proximity of the self-regulation context, something we term regulatory scope.  Guides for dealing with proximal issues (issues to occur in the near future or a nearby location, for instance) will be concrete and contextualized, coinciding with a representation of the self that heavily considers the context in which the self will be enacted.  Guides for regulating across distance (regarding, for instance, issues delayed in time or to occur in a distant location) will be more abstract and generalized, incorporating a representation of the self that is generalized beyond any one immediate context.  Concrete self-representations, which incorporate the situational impact that will likely influence the self’s expression in a given context, may thereby lead to precise predictions about the self’s operations within that context.  This type of self-representation is thus useful for regulating the self in proximal contexts, where one typically has a large degree of relevant knowledge about oneself and the surrounding situation.   Abstract self-representations, which are schematic reflections of information that is true of the self in general, are also, for this reason, inherently imprecise.  Because they do not take into account the dramatic effect the situation in fact does have on behavior, these self-representations may appear inaccurate, in that they do not allow precise predictions about the manner of self-expression in any one particular context.  At the same time, this form of self-representation is, on some level, a mirror to the “true” self, the aspect of oneself that is consistent and generalizable, reflecting how one is different from others and uniquely oneself.  Indeed, we believe it is for this reason that abstract self guides are used to regulate across distance, to mentally bridge between the self as it exists in the here-and-now and the self as it will exist in a distant context.  

In this chapter we more fully develop this distinction between abstract and concrete self guides and the way in which these self guides can be especially useful in regulating the self in different contexts.  Supporting this distinction and its association with distance, we describe research suggesting that self-representation changes as a function of psychological distance, with representations of a distant self reflecting more superordinate qualities and exhibiting more schematicity and consistency.   Building on this, we review accumulating evidence that (a) general self characteristics (including personality traits, values, ideology, general attitudes, etc.) are more predictive of the evaluations, goals, plans, and preferences people have for distant than near situations and (b) people view their behavior in distant situations as having more implications for the self.  Finally, we end by returning to the issue of accuracy, discussing this important issue as it relates to our construal account of self-conceptualization. 

Abstract and Concrete Self Guides
Research on psychological distance points to the many ways in which objects and events can be psychologically close or distant from us (see Trope & Liberman, 2010, for a recent review).  They may be geographically nearby or remote, occur in the near or distant future, be probable or improbable, and involve others who are socially close or distant to us.  For successful functioning, individuals must be able to regulate their behavior not only for the here and now, but also for the there and then; likewise they must be able to navigate both probable and improbable situations and effectively relate with both socially close and distant people.  In other words, self-regulation at times concerns proximal objects and at other times more distal ones.  We refer to the extent to which one’s goals and interactions involve objects that are distant on spatial, temporal, social, and hypotheticality dimensions as degree of regulatory scope.

Viewing the self as a representation that is called to mind to guide one’s interactions with the world (cf., Higgins, 1996), and bearing in mind long standing research suggesting that individuals maintain a variety of self representations (cf. Markus & Wurf, 1987), our central argument in the current chapter is that degree of regulatory scope – the extent to which self-regulation involves proximal or distal objects – influences the type of self that is activated to guide self-regulation and the type of self characteristics that will ultimately be reflected in one’s decisions, attitudes, and behaviors.  The self that is called to mind for interacting with the world in distant contexts will consist of abstract and general self conceptions that reflect the self’s perceived essence or gist; this self will therefore act as a general self guide.  In contrast, the self that is called to mind to guide self-regulation in proximal contexts will be more concrete and specific, taking into account the situational context in which self-regulation will occur and thereby acting as a more contextualized self guide.  This distinction is related to one we have made more generally between high-level construals, abstract and general representations that distill an item’s gist, and low-level construals, concrete and contextualized representations that fail to distinguish between defining and less defining item features (see Trope & Liberman, 2010, for a more thorough discussion of this distinction).  

Why might there be this association between regulatory scope and the degree to which self representations used to guide self-regulation are more abstract or concrete?  We contend that abstract, decontextualized representations of the self are useful guides for self-regulation in distal contexts because high-level construals are more likely than low-level construals to remain unchanged across distance.  When regulating the self in a distant context it is necessary to mentally transcend the currently experienced self; adopting an abstract self-guide that highlights aspects of the self that remain invariant across situations allows one to do this and is therefore the most appropriate guide for such self-regulation.  That is, if we regulate behavior from a proximal perspective as we travel through time, it makes sense to call to mind a contextualized self in each moment to guide that regulation.  But, if we would like our self as it exists in the moment to regulate the self in the future, we need to connect those two selves, to think of the self in a way that serves to bridge (but not deny) a current self-conceptualization with a future, contextualized self.  Aspects of the self that allow this connection are high-level construal in nature, since these reflect our overall, general self-properties that are invariant across individual context-dependent selves, which may be viewed as more specific contextualizations of one’s underlying general self.
 
Importantly, the tendency to activate an abstract self guide when regulatory scope is high should exist even when details are not likely to change across distance.  We assume that, in general, effects of distance on construal are overgeneralized, making them persist even if the initial reasons that gave rise to the association are no longer present.  Accordingly, people should adopt high-level self-representations when they consider themselves in distant contexts even if they are thinking of the self within a particular context for which specific information is readily available or if the particular future context is unlikely to be dramatically different from the current one.  For example, individuals might consider how they will act within a given role about which they have precise information and that they currently occupy; nevertheless, we would expect behaviors and choices made within that context to more closely relate to general self conceptions when regulatory scope is high than when it is low, i.e., when there is increased distance in time, space, social dimensions, or hypotheticality.  Put differently, although it is possible that distance may sometimes be related to the availability of information or may at times influence the accessibility of low-level vs. high-level aspects, we would expect to find distance-related shifts in representation even when specific, concrete information is available and readily accessible; indeed, our premise is that because of a generally functional relationship between distance and abstraction such concrete information will be construed differently when considered from a near vs. distant vantage point.   
The Effect of Distance on Self Representation


An initial implication of the association we propose between regulatory scope and the type of self guide that is activated is that distance should have a direct influence on people’s self-representations.  Adopting a high-level construal on the self would involve extracting the essence or gist of the self, imposing an order or structure on self representation, and using more abstract and superordinate self identifications.  This perspective on the self, which should be adopted when considering a future self, emphasizes the unity, rather than the variety, that characterizes the self, and is similar to the self concept that many personality researchers explicitly seek to capture by asking for reports of general personality traits and typical self-characteristics, as opposed to personality traits and characteristics expressed within a given context (e.g., Goldberg, 1999; see Mischel & Shoda, 1995, however, for one general critique of this approach).  


Exploring this association, we examined people’s near future and distant future self representations (Wakslak, Nussbaum, Trope, and Liberman, 2008).  In an initial study, for example, we looked at the level of abstraction and inclusiveness individuals displayed when describing themselves using social categories.  Participants described themselves in the near or distant future on a questionnaire that consisted of 14 groups of social categories, organized in hierarchies of 2-5 levels.  For example, one hierarchy was as follows: a person; a man/woman; a young man/woman; a man/woman in his/her early/late twenties; a man/woman aged ____ (a 5-level hierarchy, ordered from the broadest, high-level category to the narrowest, low-level category).  Participants choose the characteristic from each group that seemed to most appropriately describe themselves.  As expected, participants choose more broad and superordinate descriptions when describing themselves in the near vs. distant future.  


Follow-up studies extended beyond social identities to self descriptions more generally.  For example, using Linville’s measure of self-complexity (Linville, 1985), participants describing themselves as they would be in the distant future exhibited more simple, less complex self-representations than those describing themselves in the near future.  Similar results emerged using the self-structure measure of self concept differentiation (Donahue et al., 1993), which examines the degree to which individuals see themselves similarly across social contexts.  If people think about themselves in more general terms in the distant future, even when considering a self that is situated within a particular context, their self descriptions across different contexts should exhibit greater consistency when thinking about one’s distant future than near future self.  Indeed, participants were more consistent when indicating their personality in five different social roles (student, son/daughter, friend, employee, romantic partner) when they made judgments about themselves in a year from now versus judgments about tomorrow.  


If people think about the distant future self in a general, decontextualized manner, an intriguing implication is that it should be easier for them to make general trait judgments about the distant future than the near future self.  Using a classic me/not-me reaction time paradigm (e.g. Kuiper, 1981; Markus, 1977), participants viewed a series of adjectives and quickly indicated whether each trait was or was not self descriptive.  As expected, participants were faster to make such general trait judgments when thinking about themselves in the distant future than when thinking about themselves in the near future; on some level, then, participants had an easier time making a general statement about who they were for a remote rather than proximal self.  Moreover, the effect was consistent across adjectives of different valence, suggesting it was not due to a mere case of people exhibiting a more positive outlook on a distant future self.  


This analysis has implications for the predictions and inferences people will make about their future behavior.  Traditional measures of the general self concept (without time specification) assess decontextualized and stable attributes (e.g., the type of person one typically is).  We expected that the general self, thus assessed, is more likely to be reflected in predictions people make about their behavior in the more distant future than the near future.  This is because, when thinking about the distant future, one will call to mind a general self representation to guide behavioral predictions.  In contrast, when considering the near future, one will call to mind a contextualized self representation to inform these expectations, and one’s predictions are therefore less likely to correlate with a general sense of self.  Supporting this argument, we found that general assessments people made about themselves on traits related to the Big-Five trait dimensions were better predictors of their later reports of how they would act in terms of these traits in three different situations (having an argument with someone, meeting with unfamiliar people, and attending a birthday party) when the situations were to occur in the distant future than when they were to occur in the near future.  Furthermore, expectations for distant behaviors showed a higher degree of cross situational consistency than expected near future behaviors.     

We view this effect as related to a more widespread phenomenon: if the self guide called upon to regulate distant contexts is general whereas that called upon to regulate near contexts is specific and contextualized, then it is the choices, attitudes, and behaviors relevant to distant contexts that will be more strongly in line with general self characteristics.  We turn now to review a range of findings that are consistent with this perspective.    

Self-regulation of Distant and Near Contexts

The idea that abstract and general self guides will regulate behavior in distant contexts, whereas concrete and contextualized self guides will regulate behavior in proximal contexts has implications for a range of issues related to self-regulation, including the role of values in guiding behavior, the effects of one’s ideology on attitude expression, social judgment, performance expectations, bargaining behavior, and self control.

Values as Behavioral Guides


Values are abstract, schematic mental constructs that should be invoked as part of an individual’s general self concept.  If a general self representation is used to guide behavior in distant contexts, we would expect one’s values to be more readily applied to psychologically distal than proximal situations.  For example, one’s general achievement values should better predict signing up for a challenging course to be offered in the distant future than the near future.  (Note, however, that we are not suggesting values will never predict proximal behavior; if the situational context is not especially strong we might expect values to  predict proximal behavior, albeit more weakly than distant behavior.)  Recent research by Eyal and colleagues (Eyal, Sagristano, Trope, Liberman, and Chaiken, 2009; see also Torelli and Kaikati, 2009) examined this suggestion.  For example, in one study participants indicated the importance of a range of values using Schwartz’s 1992 value questionnaire.  They then imagined 30 behaviors (e.g., rest as much as I can) and indicated the likelihood of performing each behavior either in the near or distant future.  Correlations between the rated importance of the values and the likelihood of performing behaviors corresponding to that value were higher for behaviors planned for the distant (average correlation = .40) rather the near future (average correlation = .25), in line with our general contention that broad and general self aspects that are invoked as part of an abstract self guide exert a greater influence on self-regulation when regulatory scope is high.  Interestingly, Eyal et al. (2009) also found that while values predicted participants’ intentions for the distant future, situational constraints were more predictive of their near future intentions. For example, whereas the number of distant future hours participants were willing to volunteer was predicted by their benevolence values, it was the convenience of the timing that predicted the number of hours participants volunteered for the near future.   A concrete self-representation that considers the self within a particular situational context was thus more relevant for guiding proximal behaviors than distant ones.  
Also supporting an association between one’s distant self and one’s values is research by Kivetz and Tyler (2007) who argue that the content of distant future self representations tends to be idealistic, whereas the content of near future self representations tends to be pragmatic.  Participants choosing characteristics that would best describe themselves in the distant (vs. near) future, for example, increasingly selected characteristics that reflected an idealistic self-activation and its concomitant value system (e.g., “putting my values and principles about all other considerations,” “fulfilling my inner potential”), as opposed to characteristics that reflected a pragmatic self-activation (e.g., “mostly guided by practical considerations,”).  This differential self activation then guided identity versus instrumental preferences, with distal condition participants preferring to select a bank superior on identity attributes (such as treating customers with respect) over a bank superior on instrumental attributes (such as having low fees).  Intriguingly, while these authors suggest that the content of distant selves tend to be identity-related and that distant future preferences therefore tend to focus on identity concerns, they also find that when an individual’s general guiding principle in life is in fact to prefer instrumental over identity attributes their distant, abstract self guides them to instrumental choices.

Extending this work on values to the domain of morally offensive behavior, Eyal, Liberman, and Trope (2008) argued that people judge generally immoral acts as more offensive and generally moral acts as more virtuous when the acts are psychologically distant than near. Thus, transgressions against core values that are deemed harmless due to extenuating circumstances (e.g., eating one's dead dog) are judged more severely when imagined from a more distant temporal or social perspective. Conversely, moral acts which might have had ulterior motives (e.g., adopting a disabled child when a government pays high adoption pensions) are judged more positively from a distance. The findings suggest that one’s general views toward a moral activity are likely to guide judgments of distant acts, whereas contextual aspects related to that activity will have an impact on proximal judgments.  In a similar vein, Agerström, and Björklund (2009) find that people act more in line with altruistic moral principles over selfish hedonistic motives with increased temporal distance. Moreover, they find that this is moderated by the degree to which people generally value the altruistic and hedonistic motives implicated in a moral dilemma: distance only influences moral expression when participants more strongly value altruistic than hedonistic values at a general level.  This is consistent with our general contention that increased regulatory scope activates an abstract self guide that emphasizes the self’s central qualities and general values, leading decisions about distant contexts to be increasingly in line with these characteristics.  

An intriguing corollary of this demonstrated association between regulatory scope and the impact of one’s important values are findings suggesting that invoking a high level construal of the self by focusing on one’s important values creates a general tendency to focus on the “big picture.”  Recent research, for example, demonstrates that self affirmation procedures in which people describe their most (vs. least) important values lead people to adopt a widespread high-level construal orientation that transfers to subsequent tasks, even when such tasks are unrelated to protecting self integrity (Wakslak & Trope, 2009; see also Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009).  For example, after affirming (vs. disaffirming) the self, people perform better at tasks associated with abstract, gestalt thinking and less well at tasks associated with concrete, detail-oriented thinking. This suggests that focusing on one’s important values is one way to directly activate an abstract self guide, which will then guide information-processing and self-regulation. 

Effects of Ideology on Attitudes and Behavior.  

Like values, ideologies are broad constructs that can be conceptualized as aspects of one’s general self concept.  These ideologies may inform individual attitudes about specific issues expressed in specific contexts to a greater or lesser degree.  Research widely demonstrates, for example, that our attitudes shift, often outside of our awareness, in response to other people in our local social context, including communication partners, significant others, and even total strangers (Baldwin & Holmes, 1987; Davis & Rusbult, 2001; Higgins & Rholes, 1978; Kawakami, Dovidio, & Dijksterhuis, 2003; Lowery, Hardin, & Sinclair, 2001).  We might expect to see such social tuning (and correspondingly less ideological behavior) more in proximal than distal situations.  When an attitude object is psychologically near, the self guide called to mind to regulate self-expression will be contextualized and sensitive to the context.  Attitudes expressed will therefore be attuned to the particular social context and likely to be affected by incidental attitudes of others in the social situation rather than by one’s ideology.  Conversely, when the attitude object is distant, a general self should guide self-regulation.  Evaluation will therefore be less affected by the incidental attitudes of salient others and, instead, reflect one’s ideology.  
A series of studies by Ledgerwood, Trope, and Chaiken (2010) tested the hypothesis that attitudes will align with those of another person in the local social context more when psychological distance is low (versus high).  Using  an anticipated interaction paradigm, participants read about a policy that would increase the deportation of illegal immigrants starting either next week (near future) or next year (distant future), and learned that their discussion partner was either in favor of or against deporting illegal immigrants.  They then privately reported how likely they would be to vote in favor of the policy.  Participants’ voting intentions shifted toward the interaction partner’s attitude when the policy was set to be implemented in the near future, but not when it was to be implemented in the distant future.  However, voting intentions more strongly reflected participants’ previously assessed ideological values when the policy was to be implemented in the distant (vs. near) future.  Specifically, the more participants valued preserving the societal status quo, the more they supported a distant-future policy that would enforce the deportation of illegal immigrants (for an extensive discussion of the way in which these findings and general conceptualization qualifies and extends Fishbein & Ajzen’s (1974; 1975) influential work on the compatibility principle, see Ledgerwood, Trope, and Liberman, pgs. 266-268).  
Social Judgment 

General attitudes should predict not only attitudes toward issues but also judgments about other social targets.  Exploring the nature of near and distant social judgment, Henderson and Wakslak (2010) recently examined the way that social judgments about a proximal and distal target are differentially influenced by situational cues and general attitudes about a target’s behavior.  In one study, for example, participants were first exposed to a semantic prime activating the concept of either recklessness or adventurousness and then asked to make judgments about a person skydiving (an ambiguously reckless activity) in either a near or distant spatial location.  They also provided general ratings of how they felt about skydiving.  Evaluations of the proximal, but not distal, target assimilated toward the semantic primes (i.e., individuals primed with the concept of recklessness evaluated the proximal skydiver more negatively then those primed with adventurousness).  In contrast, participants’ ratings of how they generally felt about skydiving were associated with evaluations of the distal skydiver, but not the proximal one.  This latter point was underscored in a follow-up study where participants were first asked to generate characteristics that generally describe someone who would ride a high-speed motorbike, and then asked to evaluate a target person engaging in this same ambiguous behavior in a physically close or far away location.  Participants’ general attitude toward the activity was positively related to their evaluation of the target for those in the physically distant condition, but completely unrelated for those in the physically near condition.  This is in line with our contention that an abstract self guide regulates interactions in the distant future and that therefore general self characteristics such as one’s general opinions will influence judgments when regulatory scope is high.  
Ability versus Task Characteristics  

Like judgments of others, expectations of oneself should be increasingly based on general self characteristics with increased distance.  One example of where this is relevant is when people predict their own performance outcomes.  If an abstract, general self guide is called to mind when a context is distal, general perceptions of one’s ability should guide predictions about distant performance outcomes.  In contrast, a more contextualized representation of one’s abilities would take into account specifics of the task itself; such factors should thus guide predictions of proximal performance outcomes.   Testing this hypothesis, Nussbaum et al. (2006) examined participants’ predictions of their performance on a general knowledge quiz expected to take place either on the same day or two months later.  The questions were the same but in either a relatively multiple choice (easy) or open-ended (hard) format.  In another study, the quiz consisted of questions with either two response alternatives (relatively easy) or four response alternatives (relatively hard).  The researchers also assessed participants’ perceived ability in each knowledge domain (e.g., how generally knowledgeable you are in geography, history etc.).  As expected, the results showed that as the temporal distance from the performance increased, participants were increasingly likely to base their performance predictions on their perceived ability in each knowledge domain and less likely to base those predictions on the specific format of the questions in the quiz.  High perceived ability led participants to expect better performance on the distant future quiz, whereas a relatively easy task format led participants to expect better performance on the near future quiz.
Cooperative versus Competitive Bargaining

Another area where people often have general views of themselves relates to their social value orientation, whether people are oriented toward cooperation (have a pro-social orientation) or competition (have a pro-self orientation).  An abstract self guide that is called to mind to regulate distant contexts should highlight one’s general motivational orientation, which should then guide behavior in bargaining and negotiation contexts.  In line with this, Giacomantonio and colleagues (2010) found that an individual’s general social value orientation was related to ultimatum bargaining behavior when psychological distance was high, but not when it was low.  When psychological distance was high, individuals with a general pro-social orientation made higher offers to their partner than individuals with a general pro-self orientation; when psychological distance was low, individuals’ general social value orientation did not influence offers.  These findings add caution to other findings which suggest a more general effect by which distance influences cooperative behavior (e.g., Sanna, Chang, Parks, & Kennedy, 2009), and support our general argument that whereas an abstract, general self guide regulates behavior in distant contexts, a concrete, contextualized self guide regulates behavior in proximal contexts.  

Self Control


A key aspect of self-regulation is self control, the ability to withhold from immediate pleasure in anticipation of more long-term gain.  Consistent with the process of a more abstract self guide regulating behavior when regulatory scope is high, Rogers and Bazerman (2008) conceptualize self control as a struggle between a “should-self,” which encourages control of the self and a “want-self,” which encourages immediate gratification, and argue that the should self is more abstract in nature and increasingly dominant with increased distance.  Supporting this argument, they find that (a) the should-shelf operates at a higher level of construal (i.e., it is more abstract and superordinate) than the want-self, and (b) people are correspondingly increasingly likely to select should-choices when the choices will be implemented in the distant future, rather than the near future.  That is, people are more likely to make binding choices that they see as should-choices (e.g., choosing to donate to charity, supporting an increase in the price of fossil fuel to reduce consumption, engaging in physical exercise) when they are committing now to a choice whose consequences will be felt in the distant (vs. near) future.

This work dovetails well with that of Fujita, Trope, Liberman, and Levin-Sagi (2006), who find heightened self control when a high-level (vs. low-level) construal orientation is directly activated, as well as research by Freitas, Salovey, and Liberman (2001) showing heightened self control in the context of obtaining negative but useful feedback when the feedback is delayed rather than imminent.  It is also consistent with research on children’s delay of gratification which has demonstrated that greater temporal and spatial distance from a tempting object enhances self-control (Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989; Metcalfe & Mischel, 1999).  As a whole, then, findings from the self control literature are strongly in line with our argument that enhanced regulatory scope activates an abstract self to guide behavior, leading distant decisions to be increasingly in line with individuals’ superordinate and defining concerns.  

Altogether, the research reviewed in this section suggests that regulatory scope changes the degree to which our values, ideologies, general attitudes, and core, superordinate concerns influence our judgments, decisions, and behaviors.  Although people may have less information on average about distant situations, activation of an abstract self guide in such contexts leads to self-regulation that is in line with our important, defining self attributes.  In a somewhat ironic way, then, people may often act in ways that are better reflections of who they are as a whole when they are removed from a situation on some dimension.  In the next section we explore an intriguing corollary of this: if an abstract, general self guides distant behavior such that general self characteristics are expressed to a greater degree in distant contexts, individuals may see behaviors performed in distant contexts as stronger reflections of their general selves.

Distant Behavior as Expressions of Oneself
Research we reviewed above suggests that the distant self is represented in a more abstract, general way, and that general self characteristics more strongly influence distant judgments and behavior.  It is possible, then, that individuals will be more willing to draw conclusions about the self from their distant behavior.  That is, given that distant behaviors are more strongly guided by an abstract, general self, and more linked with general self characteristics than are near behaviors, individuals should be more likely to think that distant behaviors communicate something about the general self. 
Future Behaviors as Reflections of the General Self

Drawing on earlier studies that suggested individuals more closely link their distant future actions to their general self than they do their near future actions, which are increasingly expected to be influenced by the situational context, Wakslak et al. (2008) examined whether people would identify distant future behaviors, more than near future behaviors, as “saying something” about who they are in general.  Participants were presented with a list of 25 activities that represent extra-curricular behaviors students frequently engage in (e.g., "adopting a kitten", "organizing a surprise party for a friend"), imagined themselves doing each activity either sometime in the present week (near future condition) or in a week a year later (distant future condition), and indicated the extent to which doing this activity would say something about them ("If you behave in the described way, how much will it express who you are, that is, how much will it say something about you, your character and your preferences?").  As expected, activities imagined in the distant future were perceived as more self-expressive than activities imagined in the near future, an effect that occurred for positive and also for neutral and negative behaviors.  


The above findings concerned a case where participants considered the degree to which a series of random behaviors would be self expressive if they choose to pursue them.  What if, in contrast, individuals first thought about their general self characteristics and then considered activities that went against these general traits?  If a distant context calls to mind an abstract, general self, they should expect behaviors consistent with that general self, and should therefore judge situations in which they did not act in a trait consistent manner as not being reflective of the self.  In other words, whereas behaviors in general should be seen as more self expressive when performed in the distant future, this should not be the case for counter-trait behaviors.  Examining this idea, we had people first describe their typical self-characteristics by rating themselves on a series of positive and negative traits and then imagine themselves engaging in a series of activities in either the near or distant future, each of which was designed to contradict one of the aforementioned traits (e.g., the scenario "you arrive half an hour late to a job interview" was inconsistent with the trait "punctual”).  Participants then indicated the extent to which each scenario would be congruent with their underlying, general self ("If you find yourself in this situation… how much will it reflect your "real" self, be consistent with what you really are?").  As expected, negative correlations between the degree to which people endorsed a general trait and the degree to which they reported that a counter-trait behavior would be a reflection of their “real” self were stronger when they imagined doing the behaviors in a distant context, as opposed to a near context.  This effect was consistent across the valence of the traits.  Individuals thus seem to expect their distant behavior, more than their near behavior, to match up with their self characteristics; consequently, they more strongly rejected situations in which their behavior would be inconsistent with their general traits. 

Self Perception Effects


An interesting implication of this analysis is for self perception phenomena (Bem, 1972).  If individuals judge distant behavior to be more self expressive than near behavior, it is possible that inducing a behavior related to the distant future (vs. the near future) will lead individuals to more strongly draw conclusions about their general attitudes from that behavior.  In line with this idea, Libby and colleagues (Libby, Shaeffer, Eibach, & Slemmer, 2007) illustrated that when people visualize themselves performing a behavior from a distant, third person perspective (as opposed to a proximal, first person perspective) they adopt general attitudes that are more strongly in line with the imagined behavior, and then are actually more likely to carry out the behavior in question.  Specifically, on the evening before the 2004 U.S. presidential election, their participants (all registered voters) pictured themselves voting in the upcoming election from either a third person perspective (which induces people to think about the self more abstractly, in terms of general dispositions) or from a first person perspective (which induces people to think about the self more concretely).  They then indicated their attitudes toward and opinions about voting (e.g., how good or bad it was to vote, how important it was to vote, etc.), and, in a follow-up measure after the election, whether they actually voted.  In line with predictions, picturing voting from the third-person perspective caused subjects to adopt a stronger pro-voting mind-set, which consequently led participants in this group to actually vote in greater numbers.


Reporting behaviors that one did in a distant (rather than proximal) context has a similar impact on self perception.  For example, in a modified version of a classic self perception task developed by Salancik and Conway (1975), participants completed a behavioral checklist for a class they had taken during the past semester (a proximal time point) or during a semester a year prior (a distal time point).  The checklist was constructed so that some participants were induced to report a greater balance of positive to negative behaviors than others (accomplished by pairing the positive behaviors with the word occasionally and negative behaviors with the word frequently, which makes it relatively easy to agree to having done the positive behaviors and relatively hard to agree to having done the negative behaviors, or reversing the word pairing in a different condition).  Classic work suggests a self perception effect of this word-pairing manipulation on course attitudes: when induced to report a greater balance of positive to negative behaviors, participants are more favorable in their evaluations of the course (inferring that they must have liked the course from the relatively positive behaviors they report having done during it; Salancik & Conway, 1975).  This pattern, however, was moderated by the distance manipulation.  When the course was one taken at a distant time point, results showed the classic self perception effect; when the course was taken at a more proximal time point, there was no self perception effect of reported behaviors on course evaluation, a pattern that remained when controlling for self-reported memory of the time points (Wakslak, 2010).  This finding is in line with our argument that people consider their behavior in distant contexts as a reflection of their general attitudes and opinions, whereas they see proximal behavior as less tied to who they are.  

Distance and Self Knowledge

Given that the self can be both contextualized and generalizable, what does it mean to have knowledge of the self?  Is knowing the self synonymous with being able to accurately predict aspects of the self within a specific, concrete context or can one know oneself more generally?  If a person’s self-reports of his or her general attitudes, personality, values, etc., fail to predict his or her behavior within a given situation, but they still predict her or his plans for distal situations, would we characterize such self-views as inaccurate?  According to our framework, important parts of a person's self-concept, his or her values, attitudes and general beliefs, oftentimes fail to predict actual behavior.  Describing this pattern as reflecting inaccurate self-views, however, might be a harsh characterization given that such self-views predict a person’s plans for the distant future and ideas of how he or she should behave.  Moreover, such high-level self aspects are general ways of knowing the self whose accuracy relates to the self as it exists across disparate contexts, rather than the self as it exists at any single moment.  


More generally, a construal-level framework is useful for distinguishing between different types of inaccuracy.  For example, one type of inaccuracy occurs when a person uses an abstract self guide to predict behavior that is ultimately guided by a concrete self guide.  This type of inaccuracy arises because prediction is based on one type of self representation (a general self), but actual behavior is based on a different self representation (a contextualized self); an example is when we predict an evaluation that we will have within some distant future situation but this is not the evaluation we arrive at when we actually encounter that situation.  This is a common error, and one that has been widely described within the robust literature on affective forecasting (see Gibert & Wilson, 2007, for a recent review).  This type of error in prediction is particularly interesting when the distant context was known and could have been taken into account during prediction, but was not taken into account because of the overgeneralized tendency we discuss to rely on high-level self guides to deal with distal situations.  The same basic error is less interesting from a psychological perspective when people really do not know the details that will ultimately guide their behavior (e.g., they do not know that at the time of the rally they will have a bad cold and therefore not attend it).  In such cases it is indeed reasonable to make predictions based on an abstract self representation, even if there is imprecision inherent in the resulting predictions, as this is likely to lead to a more accurate prediction than relying on an incorrectly specified contextualized self, such as the self that is relevant to the currently experienced context.    

A second kind of inaccuracy occurs when people’s behavior is in fact guided by principles (because, for example, people pre-committed to a choice or because the behavior in question is generalized, in the sense of being summed over many situational instances) but a concrete self guide is used to make predictions (as would be the case when predictions are made from a proximal perspective).  This type of prediction error, however, may be less common than the former because predictions are more typically made from a distant point in time and concern a specific behavior that is not pre-committed.  In addition, predictions that are based on low level, more concrete constructs tend to be less confident (see Nussbaum et al., 2006); because lower-level construals distinguish less clearly between essential and inessential aspects, they typically offer less clear predictions than high-level construals.  Thus, even when people make predictions based on low level construals, they are relatively less likely to rely on them. 


In sum, then, we see levels of construal as involving a tradeoff between reliability and precision: high-level self construals comprise (subjectively) core aspects that are invariant and therefore afford reliable predictors, but sacrifice precision.  Often, high-level construal self-representations will be relatively inaccurate reflections of actual self-expression, which occurs within a particular context and is influenced by that context; incorporating contextual information about the distant context into predictions made about that context should increase precision and therefore accuracy.  However, representing the self in a high-level fashion offers a reliable way of thinking about the self across contexts, of finding the commonality that links oneself in the here and now to oneself as it will exist in different, distal situations.  Low-level construal self-representations, in contrast, specify particular and concrete self-aspects and therefore afford more precision; these representations, however, are less reliable because they reflect secondary aspects that are therefore variable (i.e., not always associated with the self).  It is therefore functional to negotiate self-representation by progressively incorporating contextualized self-aspects as one gets closer to a given context because with increasing proximity, reliability of such self-aspects increases.  The evidence we present above suggests that this is what people in fact tend to do: call to mind abstract self guides when considering a distant context and concrete self guides when considering a proximal one.  Although this tendency is generally functional, it leads to particular biases and cases where accuracy may be improved by considering aspects of the self that are different than those emphasized in the self-guide cued by the situation’s proximity or distance.


A set of related issues concerns the possibility of people having meta-knowledge about this effect of distance on self representation.  If people are aware of these differences, they may strategically use them to nudge themselves into making decisions that are consistent with their high-level, general self, much as the pre-commitment literature has shown that people are often willing to take proactive action such as cancellation of alternatives, self-imposed penalties, etc, in order to nudge themselves into self-control behavior (e.g. Ariely and Wertenbroch, 2002; Trope and Fishbach, 2000).  Although undoubtedly multidetermined, there are certainly times when people establish delayed starting dates when making consequential decisions about controversial issues; as just one example, consider the tendency of government bodies to debate bills that would go into effect at a significantly later time point.   Although extant research has not examined this, it would be intriguing if people have a meta-awareness that decisions they make for near and distant contexts are different.  Moreover, even if people do not have this knowledge, it would be intriguing to examine whether being taught about this relationship would make people willing to make decisions earlier or to delay outcomes so as to benefit from the perspective offered by distance.  
Conclusion


We argued in this chapter that the type of self guide that is activated varies according to regulatory scope, the degree of distance inherent in a self-regulation context.  Guides for dealing with proximal contexts will reflect a contextualized self that takes into account concrete aspects of the situation; guides for dealing with distal contexts will be abstract reflections of one’s general self-characteristics.  Evidence suggests that the nature of near and distant self representations differ along these lines, that general self-characteristics are stronger predictions of decisions, evaluations, and behavior relevant to distant (versus near) contexts, and that people view behavior in distant contexts as having more implications for the self.  Abstract and concrete self representations are accurate and inaccurate in different ways, though we believe that the link between self representation and regulatory scope is rooted in a functional tradeoff between reliability and precision.  The connection between self representation and distance, while leading to particular patterns of behavior and particular inaccuracies, enables people to effectively cognize, emote, and act on what is present, as well is what is not present, within their current environment.  It is thus an extremely useful mechanism through which people are able to regulate behavior across situations that differ markedly in the degree to which they require transcending current experience and engaging in mental travel.
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