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Abstract 

This research evamined the motivations for behavioural self-handicapping and 

claimed self-handicapping and the relative effectiveness of each strategv in protecting 

against losses in self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem following failure. Studv 1 

evamined whether individuals behaviourallv self-handicap solelv for purposes of self- 

presentation or whether self-protection is also a motive. M e r  receiving contingent or 

noncontingent success feedback. subjects were given the opportunitv to behaviourallv 

self-handicap bv seleaing performance-enhancing or -impairing music to Iisten to 

while taking a second test. Privacv of tape choice and e ~ p e a e d  privacv of posttest 

scores were vaned. Results indicated that male sub j ects self- handicapped more after 

noncontingent than contingent success. Females did not behaviourallv self-handicap. 

There \vas no main effect or interaction of pnvacv on subiects' self-handicapping 

behaviour. These results suggested that, for males, behavioural self-liandicapping is 

niotivated. at least in part, bv the desire to preserve one's own estimates of abilitv 

and not just those of an audience. 

Studv 2 was conducted to determine whether claimed self-handicapping is aiso 

emploved for purposes of self-protection or whether i t  is stnctlv a self-presentational 

device. After receiving contingent or noncontingent success feedback, subjects were 

given the opportunitv to behaviourallv self-handicap or daim a handicap. Privacv of 

handicap and posttest scores were varied. Results indicated that subjects clainied a 

handicap more afier noncontingent than contingent success in public and in private. 



There was no main effect or interaction of privacv on claimed self-handicapping 

scores, suggesting that daimed self-handicapping is also a self-protective strategv. 

The behavioural effects found in studv 1 failed to replicate. 

Studv 3 evarnined the self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem protection afforded 

bv behavioural and claimed self-handicapping. AU subjects received noncontingent 

success feedback and were given the opportunitv to behaviourallv self-handicap, c l a h  

a handicap, or no opportunitv to self-handicap. Subjects' perfcrmance evpectations 

and perceived impairment were assessed (in pnvate) just pnor to talcing a second test, 

which al1 subjects failed. Subiects' performance attributions and state seif-esteeni 

were assessed subsequentlv. Results indicated that subjects in the behavioural and 

claimed self-handicapping conditions were less likelv to attribute failure on test 2 to 

abilitv than control subjects. There were no differences in mean self-esteem scores. 
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Chapter 1 

Original Conceptualization of Self-handicapping 

Earlv research on achievement behaviour indicated that individuals high in fear of 

failure preferred either verv easv or vew difficult tasks. whereas individuals high in 

need achievement preferred tasks of moderate difficultv (M.cClelland, 196 1 ). 

According to Trope ( 1975). the discrepancies in the performances of persons low and 

high in abilitv will be minimal on verv easv or verv difficult tasks, but will be greatest 

on tasks of intermediate di fficultv. Consequentiv, taslcs of moderate di fficultv usuallv 

provide the most accurate information about one's abilitv (Trope. 1975; T r ~ p e  Er 

Brickman, 1 975). Individuals high in fear of failure. therefore, niav purposelv avoid 

such information. presumablv because thev fear negative feedbaclc. Intrigued bv 

these findings, Berglas and Iones ( 1978) suggested that, in order to protecr their self- 

esteem. individuals who fear failure should select situations in which onlv success cari 

be attributed intemallv. In particular, thev predicted that in evaluative settings soiiir 

individuals would purposelv disadvantage themselves so that failure could be 

attributed to the disadvantage rather than their abilitv. In the unlilcelv event that 

individuals succeeded in such situations, attributions to abilitv would be e~ihanced. 

Thev called this "self-handicappingn, which thev defined as anv behaviour (includiiig 

choice of performance setting) that encourages evtemal attributions for failure and 

interna1 attributions for success, therebv tacitlv acknowledging individuals' naive 

understanding of Kellev's ( 197 1 ) discounting and augmentation principles. 



According to Berglas and Jones ( 1  975). the need to emplov such strategies 

stems from a Fragile sense of self-worth created bv a "capricio~s, chaotic 

reinforcement historvn (p. 407), where success has been abundant, but often not 

contingent on performance. As a result of sudi experiences, individuals mav feel like 

impostors or pretenders, unable to maintain their present level of success. 

The authors conducted an evpenment to detemine whether a recent 

evperience of noncontingent success would motivate individuals to self-handicap bv 

selecting a performance-inhibiting dnig pnor to a second evaluation. The studv was 

described to subjects as examining the effects of dmgs on intellectual performance. 

Subiects were given success feedback after completing a test consisting of either 

mostlv solvable or unsolvable analogies (representing contingent and noncontingent 

success, respectivelv). Subjects ex~ected to take a second similar test. while under the 

influence of either a performance-enhancing or -impairhg dmg. The choice of dmg 

and dosage was theirs, therebv providing an opportunitv to self-handicap. Further, to 

determine whether self-handicapping was motivated bv self-presentational versus self- 

protective concems, feedback ivas given under public (experimenter lcnew their score) 

or pnvate (experimenter did not kzow) conditions. Presumablv, if subjects self- 

handicapped onlv when the erperimenter Iaew their test score (i.e., onlv in public) 

this would indicate a desire, on the part of subjects, to control the experimenter's 

attributions rather than th& own and would suggest that self-handicapping is 

primarilv an impression management stratep. On the other hand, anv evidence of 



self-handicapping in the private condition, when onlv the subjects knew their test 

scores, would indicate a desire on the part of subjects to protect their own 

attributions for success or failure. The authors predicted that subjects who 

evperienced noncontingent success would be more likelv to choose the performance- 

impairing dmg (Le. self-handicap) than those who experienced contingent success. 

The predictions were confirmed for male subiects onlv. More males chose the 

performance-impairing drug (and more of i t )  after noncontingent than contingent 

success, whereas the means for females did not differ. There was no effect of feedback 

privacv. 

Since the manipulation of privacv did not affect dmg choice. the authors 

concluded that self-handicapping is a self-protective strategv, motivated bv a desire to 

protect a hagile self-image. 

Expansion - Other Research 

Other se l f - l i andica~~in~ behaviours 

Jones and Berglas ( 1975) suggested that manv so-called problern behaviours 

such as alcohol abuse and underachievement mav be instances of self-handicapping. 

The appiicabilitv of self-handicapping to alcohol consumption was evamined bv 

Tucker, Vuchinich, and Sobell, ( 1  98 1) in two experiments using male subjects onlv. 

In the first expenment, subjects completed either an easv or difficult concept 

formation task (ostensiblv an intelligence test) and received either success feedback or 

no feedback. Further, to detemine whether contingent success feedback coupled 
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wvith the expectation of a more difficult second test would produce self-handicapping, 

h d f  the subjects were told that the second test would be as difficult as the first; the 

rest expected i t  would be more difficult. Subiects were then given simultaneous 

access to alcoholic beverages (self-handicapping option) &.id studv materials 

(performance-enhancing option). A 2 x 2 x 2 MANOVA on alcohol consuniption. 

blood aicohol content (BAC) scores. and use of studv materials found no significant 

effects. However. planned compax-isons indicated that subjects consumed marginallv 

more alcohol, and had significantlv higher BAC scores after noncontingent than 

contingent success, regardless of their evpectancies for test 2. Further, subiects who 

expected a more difficult test studied more than subjects who evpected a test of 

similar difficultv. In a second studv, the performance enhancing option was 

eliminated; instead. subjects were given simultaneous access to alcoholic beverages 

and test-irrelevant materials. Results indicated that subjects consumed significantlv 

more alcohol after noncontingent than contingent success. Tuclcer et al. ( 198 1 ) 

concluded that males will use alcohol to self-handicap; however, thev suggested that 

this tendencv will be reduced if a viable option to enhance performance euists. 

Since Berglas and Jones' ( 1975) publication, self-handicapping has been 

applied to a varietv of other behaviours including: malung an unattainable goal choice 

(Greenberg, 1985). choosing to listen to impainng music (Rhodewalt & Davison. 

1 956) or distracting noise (Ferrari, 1 99 1 a), practising inadequatelv (Tice 6r 

Baumeister, 1990). reducing effort (Ferrari, 199 1 b),  or giving a cornparison other a 



performance advantage (Sheppard 6r Arkin, 1 99 1 ). 

Noncontingent success: Necessaw or not? 

Berglas and Iones' ( 1  978) original paper included a second studv to detemiinr 

whether rnerelv the expectation of taking a difficult test without prior success 

feedback would cause subjects to self-handicap. Subjects completed solvable or 

unsolvable analogies, received either success feedback or no feedback, and chose a 

dmg prior to a "second testn. As in their first studv, females did not self-handicap. 

Males self-handicapped onlv in the noncontingent success condition. Subjects who 

received unsolvable analogies. but no success feedback. did not self-handicap. The 

authors concluded that noncontingent success is necessarv for self-handicapping, and 

suggested that self-handicapping is motivated bv the need to protect abilitv 

attributions for previous successes rather than future failures. 

Similar results were found bv Higgins and Hams ( 1 988). These investigators 

euaniined aicohol consumption as a self-handicap following contingent or 

noncontingent success or failure. Also included \vas a "no feedback" condition. as 

wvell as a "low-stress control" condition (subjects were s h o ~ ~ ~  the problems but aslced 

not to trv to solve them). Failure feedback \vas inciuded in this studv in order to 

determine whether noncontingent failure feedback would also motivate individuals to 

self-handicap. After completing a concept formation taslc, subjects received either 

success or failure feedback that kvas consistent (contingent) or inconsistent 

(noncontingent) wvith performance. Subjects were than presented with a pitcher 



ostensiblv filled with vodka and tonic (actuallv a placebo) and invited to dnnk as 

much or as little as thcv wished during the next 12 minutes. The expenmenter was 

absent during this time. Analvsis of beverage consumption indicated that 

noncontingent success subjects consumed more placebo beverage than subjects in the 

contingent success. contingent failure, or low-stress control groups. Noncontingent 

failure subjects consumed more placebo than contingent success subiects, bat did not 

differ significantlv from the other groups. The authors concluded that onlv 

noncontingent success produced reliable effects on subjects' dnnking behaviour. 

Using a different measure of self-handicapping (seleaing impairing versus enhancing 

music), Rhodewalt and Davison ( 1986) also failed to produce self-handicapping in 

subjects who experienced noncontingent failure. 

Several researchers, however, have produced self-handicapping bv exposing 

subjects to dificuit praaice problems but no feedback (Sheppard & Arlun. 19S9a. 

1989b. 199 1 ; Tice & Baurneister, 1990; Tice, 199 1 ). Tvpicallv, an 'easv' practice 

condition is not included. Instead. other factors expected to encourage or discourage 

self-handicapping are varied such as the task's ego-relevance (DeGree & Snvder, 

1 985; Pvszczvnski & Greenberg, 1983; Shepherd & Arlun, 1 989a. 1 989b), or the 

presence of pre-existing handicaps (Sheppard & Arkin, 1 3 8 ~ a ) .  Other researchers 

have elicited self-handicapping bv giving subjects private failure feedback 

(Baumgardner, 199 1 ; Baumgardner, Lake, & Arkin, 1985). Presumablv, failure on or 

exposure to a difficult pretest fosters doubt in subjects' minds conceming their abilitv 
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to succeed on a subsequent test. These findings conflict with those of Berglas and 

Jones ( 1978) and Higgins and Hams ( 1985) where evpenence with a difficult pretest. 

but no feedback, did not produce self-handicapping. As vet, no attempt has been 

made to explain this diçcïcpai:cv. Ingestion of a performance-impainng dmg or 

alcohol is a more invasive f o m  of self-handicapping than reducing effort (Ferrari. 

199 1 ) or listening to impairing music (Rhodewalt & Davison, 1988; Shepherd & 

Arkin, 1 959a, 1 989b) and mav require a greater level of motivation. Perhaps, for 

Berglas and Jones' and Higgins and Hams' subjects, the desire to protect abilitv 

attributions for a previous success produced a stronger motive to self-handicap than 

the desire to protect abilitv attributions for future failure. Alternativelv, Berglas and 

Iones' assumption that self-handicapping is undertalcen for the purpose of protecting 

past but not future attributions mav be incorrect. Because researchers emplov a 

vanetv of self-handicaps, companson of results across studies is difficult. 

Behavioural versus claimed self-handicaooing 

In their original formulation of self-handicapping, Berglas and Iones suggested 

that anv action that increases the lilcelihood that failure d l  be attributed to extemal 

factors and success to intemal factors should be constmed as a self-handicap. 

Further, thev stated that "anv use of self-handicapping that involves more than 

cognitive distortion presumablv decreases the chances of success" (pg. 406). This 

implies that individuals need not actuallv disadvantage themselves in order to self- 

handicap, but need onlv believe themselves to be disadvantaged. Earlv studies of self- 



handicapping emphasized what has corne to be known as behavioural self- 

handicapping, behaviours or actions that would actually put an aaor at  a 

disadvantage (Berglas & Jones, 1 978; Kolditz Gr Arkin, 1 982; Tucker, Vuchinich, & 

Sobell, 198 1). Other researchers suggested that verbal claims of phvsical wealcness or 

psvchological distress should offer similar esteem protection against failure (DeGree 

& Snyder, 1985; Snvder & Smith, 1982). Research has shown that individuals wvill 

daim as self-handicaps anv number of physical or psychologicai symptoms such as 

test anxietv (Snvder, Smith, Handelsman ( 1 982). shyness (Snvder. Smith, Augelli, & 

Ingram, 1985), traumatic life events (DeGree & Snvder, l98S), negative mood 

(Baumgardner, Lake, &Arlcin, 1985), and depression (Baumgardner, 1 99 1 ; 

Rosenfarb & Aron, 1 992). 

In most studies of claimed self-handicapping, success contingencv is not 

manipulated. Instead a particular characteristic or weainess is offered and/or 

eliminated as a possible excuse for poor performance. For example, DeGree and 

Snvder ( 1985) varied the viabilitv of claiming a traumatic life historv as a handicap. 

Female subjects were told thev would complete a measure of social intelligence that 

would be given in two parts, both quite difficult. After completing the first half of 

the test, half the subjects were told that a histoqt of traumatic life events would have 

no effect on their performance; the rest were given no information. Subjects were 

then asked to complete a measure of traumatic life history. Results indicated that 

subjects in the no information condition reported more traumatic life events than 



subjects in the no effect condition. The authors concluded that individuals will 

exaggerate the adversitv of p s t  experiences, if such expenences provide a possible 

excuse for failure. 

Situational variables influencine self-handicapping 

As mentioned previouslv, manv studies of self-handicapping include 

manipulations of the ego relevance of the taslc instead of success contingencv 

(DeGree 6r Snvder, 1985; Greenberg, 1985; Hmis,  Snyder, Higgins, & Schrag, 

1986; Rosenfarb &Aron. 1993; Shepherd 6r Arkin, 1989a, 1989b; Smith, Snvder. & 

Handelsman, 1982; Smith, Snvder, 6r Perluns, 1983; Snyder, Smith, Augelli, & 

Ingram, 1985). For exarnple, Shepherd and Arlun ( 1989a) found that subjects were 

more likelv to choose to listen to interferhg music while taking an intelligence test if 

the test was described as well-established and valid rather than new and untried. 

Similarlv, Rosenfarb and Aron ( 1992) found that subjects expecting to take a test of 

social intelligence reportcd more depressive affect than subjects expecting to pilot test 

some stimulus materials. 

The incidence of self-handicapping can also be influenced bv situatiorial factors 

such the presence of preexisting handicaps (Shepherd & Arlun, 1989a) and evtemal 

incentives for performance excellence (Greenberg, Pyszczynslu, & Paisley, 1 985). In 

Shepherd and Arkin's ( 1989a) study, subjects were given the option of selecting 

enhanang or impairing music to listen to while taking an intelligence test. In the 

preexisting handicap condition, subjects were told that, regardless of the music thev 



10 

seleaed, thev would hear an intemittent high-pitched ringing sound dunng testing 

that \vas expected to disrupt performance. I t  was found that, compared to no 

preexisting handicap controls. fewer subjects in the preexisting handicap condition 

chose the impairing music. This suggests that individuals will not further 

disadvantage themselves if they believe thev are dready handicapped. Presumablv. 

once abilitv attributions are protected, thev need no further protection. 

Greenberg, Pvszczvnski. and Paisley (1 985) demonstrated that the offer of a 

monetarv reward for good performance reduced claimed self-handicapping. Su b jects 

erpecting to talce an intelligence test were told that either $5 (low incentive) or S2S 

(high incentive) was being offered for the highest score. Half the subjects were told 

that test anxiety would have no effect on performance (informed condition); the rest 

were given no information (uninformed condition). Pnor to testing, al1 subjects 

completed a measure of test anxietv. Analvsis of anxietv scores indicated that 

uninformed subjects reported greater anxietv (self-handicapped more) in the low than 

higli incentive condition. The authors concluded that an extemal incentive for 

performance excellence can ovemde the need to protect self-esteem. Thev failed to 

explain, however, why the introduction of an extemal incentive would discourage 

claimed self-handicapping, since clairning a handicap would not be expected to reduce 

the likelihood of success. 

Individual Di fferences 

A number of investigators have examined individual difference variables as 



mediators of self-handicapping. 

Sex differences. In their original studv, Berglas and Jones ( 1978) found that 

females' dmg choice was unaffeaed bv the man i~dzcon  of success contineencv. 

Thev suggested 

pretest more to 

L O - 

that, since females in both conditions attributed their success on the 

luck and less to ab i l i t~  than males, the manipulation of contingent 

and noncontingent success was undermined. Because of these findings, manv studies 

of behavioural self-handicapping used male subjects onlv (Greenberg, 1985; Higgins 

Sr Hams, 1988; Kolditz & Arkin, 1982; Islieb, Vuchinich. & Tucker, 1988). 

The few other studies that included both males and females have vielded 

inconsistent findings. S heppard and Arlun ( 1 989a) and Tice and Baumeister ( 1 990) 

found that males and Çemales were equallv likelv to behaviourallv self-handicap bv 

selecting impairing music or practising inadequatelv, when success kvas uncertain. 

However, other researchers have found that, compared to Çemales, males are niore 

Iikelv to select debilitating music afier noncontingent than contingent success 

(Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986) on important and unimportant tasks (Sheppard and 

Arlun, 1989b). Shepherd and Arkin (1 99 1 )  demonstrated that, when uncertain of 

success, onlv males will give another a performance advantage if they expect that their 

test scores will be compared. 

There is considerable evidence that females engage in claimed self- 

handicapping (Baumgardner, Arkin & Lake, 1985; DeGree & Snvder, 1 985; Hams, 

Snyder, Higgins, & Schrag, 1986; Smith, Snyder, 6r Handelsman, 1982; Smith, 



Snvder, & Perlûns, 1 982). Onlv a few studies, however, have exarnined sex 

differences in claimed self-handicapping and these have also vielded inconsistent 

findings. Rhodewalt and Fairfield ( 199 1) and Hirt, Deppe, and Gordon ( 199 1 ) 

found that males and females were equaiiv likelv to daim a handicap, but Snvder, 

Smith, Augelli, and Ingram ( 1 985) found effeas onlv for males. Snvder et al. ( 1 985)  

have difficultv accounting for these sex differences, but suggest thev mav be particular 

to the tvpe of handicap emploved. Subjects were given the opportunitv to self- 

handicap bv claiming shvness or social anxietv. The authors suggest that shvness 

mav manifest itself differentlv in males and females. 

As vet, the relationship between gender and self-handicapping is unclear. 

Typicallv, researchcrs have been more successful in demonstrating claimed self- 

handicapping than behavioural self-handicapping in females (for a review, see Learv 

& Sheppard, 1986). Conceivablv, gender differences in the use of self-handicapping 

strategies mav varv as a function of the task, the audience, and the handicaps 

available. 

Self-esteem. Tice and Baumeister ( 1990) examined the mediating effects of 

trait self-esteem on self-handicapping. M e r  cornpleting a test of "nonverbal 

intelligence" subjects received either contingent success feedback or no feedback and 

were given the opportunity to practice pnor to taking the test again. Self- 

handicapping was operationalized as the amount of time spent practising, with less 

practice indicating greater self-handicapping. In the absence of pretest feedback, 
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subjects high in self-esteem self-handicapped more than those low in self-esteem. In 

the success feedback condition there was a rnarginallv signifiant reversal in this 

pattern. These results suggest that the manipulation of success contingencv mav 

function as a manipulation of state self-esteem. 

Tice ( 199 1 ) evarnined the relationship between self-esteem and self- 

handicapping as a 

success or failure. 

function of the meaningfdness of the information conveved bv 

Tice demonstrated that when success was meaningful (but failure 

meaningless) individuals high in self-esteem self-handicapped more than those low in 

self-esteem. However, when failure was meaningful (but success meaningless) 

individuals low in self-esteem self-handicapped the most. Tice suggested that 

individuals high in self-esteem, expecting success, mav self-handicap for the purpose 

of self-enhancement. because succeeding with a handicap would promote greater 

attributions to  abilîtv and, therefore, enhance social and self-esteem. Those low in 

self-esteem, on the other hand, expecting failure, mav be primarilv concemed with 

avoiding abilitv attributions for failure and mav, therefore. self-handicap in order to 

protect their present self-image. 

Harris and Snvder ( 1986) and Kimble, Funk, and DaPolito ( 1990) examined 

the relationship between self-esteem certainty, the stability or certainty of individuals' 

self-appraisals (Maracek & Mettee, 1972) and self-handicapping. Hams and Snvder 

( 1  986) found that  males low in self-esteem certainty practised less (i.e., self- 

handicapped more), prior to taking an intelligence test, than males high in self-esteem 
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certain., whereas praaice times for females did not differ as a hinction of self-esteem 

certaintv. Practice times did not vary as a hnction of actual levels of self-esteem. 

Kimble et al. also found that, compared to highs. males low in self-esteem certaintv 

self-handicapped more. However, the pattern of results was reversed for females, with 

those high in self-esteem certaintv self-handicapping more than lows. Because Kimble 

et ai. ( 1990) assessed self-handicapping in an interpersonal setting instead of an 

achievement setting, i t  is difficult to reconale these inconsistent findings. As in 

Hams and Snvder ( 1986), actual level of self-esteem was not predictive of self- 

handicapping behaviour. 

Research on claimed self-handicapping has found that females high in self- 

esteem were more likely to daim test anxiety as a self-handicap than those low in self- 

esteem (Harris, Snyder, Higgins & Schrag, 1 986). 

For the most part, the research suggests that individuals high in self-esteem are 

more lilcelv to self-handicap than those low in self-esteem, particularlv in the absence 

of prior contingent success. The inconsistencies in the literature are difficult to 

reconcile, because researchcrs have employed different methodologies and operational 

definitions of self-handicapping. 

Trait self-handica~ping. Jones and Rhodewalt ( 1982) developed a scale to 

measure dispositional tendencies to self-handicap. A number of researchers have 

examined the tendency to self-handicap as a function of this variable. Compared to 

those who score low, individuals who score high on the Self-handicapping Scale 



(Jones & Rhodewalt, 1982; Strube 1985) are more likelv to withhold effort 

(Rhodewalt & Fairfield, 199 1 ), practice inadequatelv (Hirt, Deppe, 6r Gordon, 199 1 ; 

Lav, Knish, Sr Zanatta, 1992; Rhodewalt, Saltzman, & Wittmer, 1984), or claim 

stress (Hirt, Deppe. & Gordon, 199 1 ) as self-handicaps. For exarnple, Rhodewalt, 

Saltzman, and Wittmer (1 984) found that intercollegiate swimmers high in trait self- 

handicapping practised less before important meets than those low in trait self- 

handicapping. Rhodewalt and Faifield ( 199 1 ) found that, when uncertain of success, 

subjects high in trait self-handicapping indicated thev would expend less effort than 

lows on ego-relevant and irrelevant tests. 

Other individual differences. Sheppard and Arkin ( 1  989b) found that, when 

subjects expected their test scores to be public, those high in public self-consciousness 

(Fenigstein, Scheier, & Bus 1975) were more likelv to select performance-impairing 

music than subjects low on this dimension. In their examination of self- handicapping 

under conditions of high and low pnvacv, however, Kolditz and Arkin ( 1982) found 

that neither public nor private self-consciousness predicted self-handicapping. 

Research on claimed self-handicapping has found that individuals high on a 

given trait are most Likely to claim that trait as a handicap. Snyder, Smith, Augelli, & 

Ingram ( 1985) found that males (but not femaies) high in social anxietv were more 

likely to clairn this as a handicap pnor to d u n g  an intelligence test than those low in 

social anxiety. Harris, Snyder, Higgins & Schrag (1 986) demonstrated that test 

anxious Çemales were more iikely to claim test anxietv as a self-handicap than 
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nonanxious fernales. Males were not induded in their sarnple. Also, Baumgardner 

( 199 1)  found that depressed subjects were more likely to daim negative mood as a 

handicap than nondepressed. Presurnably, depressed, test anxious, or shv individuals 

are more familiar with the secondarv gains assoaated with these problems. 



Chapter 2 

Important Questions 

Underlvinn motivations: Self-~rotection or self-~resentation? 

Originally, Berglas and Jones ( 1978) conceptualized self-handicapping as a self- 

protective strategv. That is, thev suggested that individuds self-handicap in order to 

protect their own attributions for failure. rather than those of a target audience. 

Recall that, in addition to success contingencv, the authors varied the pnvacv of 

pretest feedback; the experimenter was either aware of the subject's score (public 

condition) or was unavare (private condition). The authors reasoned that if self- 

handicapping is motivated pnmarilv - .  bv self-protective concems, subjects should self- 

handicap equailv in public and in private. That is, the presence of an audience should 

not increase the mot-ive to self-handicap. Their predktions were confirmed. There 

was no effect of feedback privacv on subjects' dmg choice. 

Kolditz and Arkin ( 1 982) argued that Berglas and Jones' ( 1 978) studv did no t  

address adequatelv the issue of self-protective versus self-presentational motives to 

self-handicap. Because a research assistant always knew the subject's score even if the 

experimenter did not, the private condition was not reallv private. In addition, 

Berglas and Jones ( 1978) varied only the p n v a ~  of subjects' pretest scores; posttest 

scores were always public. In an effort to determine better the role of self- 

presentational concerns in self-handicapping, Kolditz and Arlun ( 1982) attempted a 

conceptual replication of Berglas and Jones' (1 978) study using two different 
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manipulations of pnvacv. Subjeas were given contingent or noncontingent success 

Çeedback and asked to select a dmg before taking a second test, as in Berglas and 

Jones' ( 1978) study. However, Kolditz and Arkin's subjects expected that selection 

and ingestion of the drug would taise place either in the presence or absence of the 

euperimenter. Crosscutting pnvacv of dmg choice was expected privacv of the 

posttest scores. Subjects in the private posttest condition were instructed to put tiieir 

tests in an envelope and mail them to a bogus pharmaceutical companv. Ostensiblv, 

anv Çeedback regarding their test scores would corne from this companv. Subjects in 

the public condition were instmcted to give completed test forms to the cxperimenter 

for immediate sconng. Only males were recmited for this studv. 

The results indicated that success contingencv interacted with privacv of dnig 

choice. Noncontingent success subjects self-handicapped when drug choice \vas 

public, but not when drug choice was private. Although the most self-handicapping 

occurred when both dnig choice and posttest scores were public, there was no 

significant main effea or interaction involving posttest pnvacv. The authors 

concluded that self-handicapping is motivated primady bv impression management 

rather than self-protective concems. 

Kolditz and Arkin's study provides the dearest support for the self- 

presentationd explmation of self-handicapping. Other research is less conclusive. 

Shepherd and Arkin ( 1989b) examined the relationship between public self- 

conscio~sness and self-handicapping in a public setting. After completing a Çew 
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sarnple problems from an "intelligence testn, subjects were given the opportunitv to 

select performance-enhancing or -impairhg music prior to taking the test. The 

authors found that subjects high in public self-consciousness were more likelv to self- 

handicap bv selecting distracting music than subjects low in public self-consciousness. 

This studv demonstrates that individuals for whom impression management is an 

important issue will self-handicap more in a public setting than those who are 

relativelv less concemed with managing impressions. Because Shepherd and Arlun 

did not include a private condition, one cannot determine hom this studv whether 

elirninating self-presentation issues completelv eliminates self-handicapping. 

Tice and Baumeister ( 1990) exarnined the effects of self-esteem and privaw on 

self-handicapping. Subjects were given the opportunitv to practice in public (the 

experimenter observed and timed subjects while he or she practised) or pnvate (the 

expenmenter was absent) prior to taking a test of "nonverbal intelligence." The 

authors found that subjects practised less (self-handicapped more) in public than in 

pnvate, particularly subjects high in self-esteem. Unfortunatelv. Tice and Baumeister 

did not manipulate success contingency (in f a a ,  they gave no pretest feedbacic). Lilce 

Shepherd and Arkin ( l989b), Tice and Baumeister ( 1990) demonstrated that 

increasing self-presentational concems increases self-handicapping, but did not 

indude the control group necessarv to determine whether subjects would not self- 

handicap when self-presentation is not an issue. 

In two related experiments Baumgardner and her colleagues (Baumgardner, 



199 1 ; Baumgardner, Lake, 6r Arkin, 1985) examined the effects of prior public or 

private success or failure on the tendencv to daim negative mood as a self-handicap. 

Baumgardner e t  al. ( 1985) reasoned that if self-handicapping is undertalcen for 

purposes of maintainhg a positive public image, then a spoiled public image should 

eliminate the need to  self-handicap. Individuals who have alreadv failed publiclv 

have nothing to lose fi-om further failure and nothing to gain from self-handicapping. 

Female subjects received public or private failure heedback after talcing a test of "social 

accuracy." Prior to taking a memorv test as part of a second experiment, the results 

of which were to be public for all subjects, subjects were given the opportunitv to 

claim negative mood as a handicap. Half the subjects were told that negative niood 

would impair performance and positive mood enhance i t  (informed group). the rest 

were told nothing (uninformed group). Subjects in the pnvate-failure/inforrned 

condition reported more negative mood (self-handicapped more) than subjects in the 

other three groups, which did not differ. 

In a similar studv, Baumgardner ( 199 1 ) exarnined the effects of prior public 

success versus failure on the tendenq to claim negative mood as a handicap, as a 

function of trait levels of depression. She predicted that subjects would self-handicap 

most after public success or private failure and that this would be especiallv true of 

depressed subjects. Partial support was obtained for her predictions. Depressed 

subjects reported more negative mood (self-handicapped more) after public success 

and private failure than nondepressed sub jects. Contraxy to her predictions, however, 



depressed subjects also reported more negative mood after public failure than 

nondepressed. Unfortunatelv, Baumgardner ( 199 1 ) compared mean affect scores 

onlv for depressed versus nondepressed subjects within public or pnvate conditions. 

She made no cornparisons across privac~/instructions conditions. Consequentlv, the 

issue of whether subjects actually self-handicapped more in public than in private is 

not addressed in this studv. 

The results of Baumgardner ( 199 1 ) and Baumgardner et al. ( 1 985) are di fficult 

to interpret within the present discussion, because of their methodology. These 

investigators varied the privacy of pretest rather than posttest feedbaclc and neither 

studv included a contingent success cornparison condition. Although Baumgardner 

( 199 1 ) did give half her subjects success feedback, i t  is not clear whether this 

constituted contingent or  noncontingent success. Also, Baumgardner ( 199 1 ) did not 

do the statistical tests necessarv to address adequatelv the question of self-protective 

versus self-presentational motives to self-handicap. Furthemore, i t  is surprising that 

the subjects in these two studies self-handicapped at  all, because the pre- and 

posttests measured abilities kom very different domains (social accuraq versus 

memorv). Whv subjects' motivation to protect a public cornpetence image would 

extend to other unrelated taslcs is unclear and is not discussed bv the authors. At 

best, the findings of Baumgardner ( 199 1 ) and Baumgardner et al. ( 1 985) provide 

further evidence that self-presentational concems increase the inàdence of self- 

handicapping, but do not demonstrate that the absence of self-presentational motives 



eliminates self-handicapping. 

Summaxv 

The strongest support for the self-presentational explanation of self- 

handicapping is provided bv Kolditz and Arkin ( 1982). Thev demonstrated that 

compared to contingent success subjects, noncontingent success subjects self- 

handicapped (bv choosing a performance-impairing dmg) in public onlv, but that 

dmg choice did not differ in private. This studv clearlv demonstrated that individuals 

will not self-handicap if self-presentational concems are eliminated. Most research, 

however, suggests onlv that increasing self-presentational concems increases the 

motive to self-handicap (Baumgardner, 1 99 1 ; Baumgardner et al., 1 9 85; Tice âr 

Baumeister, 1990; Shepherd Gr Arlun, 1989b). The issue of whether individuals self- 

handicap to self-protect remains unclear. 

Behavioural versus claimed self-handicao~ing 

Recall that earlv research on self-handicapping was p~imarilv concemed with 

behavioural self-handicapping, the use of self-imposed performance impediments as a 

means of promoting self-serving attributions for performance outcornes (Berglas & 

Jones, 1978; Tucker et al. ( 1 98 1 ); Kolditz & Arkin, 1982). In the original self- 

handicapping paradigm, the selection of a performance-impairing drug \vas used as a 

measure of self-handicapping (Berglas and Jones, 1 978). Other researchers have 

offered different impediments such as alcohol (Tucker, Vuchinich, & Sobell, 1 98 1 ) , 

or music (Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986). In each of these studies, subjects performed 



a behaviour that would presumablv impair their performance. This is known as 

behavioural ( L e m  & Shepherd, 1 986) or acquired self-handicapping (Arkin 6r 

Baumgardner, 1 985). Snvder and his coiieagues have suggested that claims of 

ptoms could also serve to control abilitv attributions for 

success or failure on evaluative tasks (e-g., see Snvder and Smith, 1982). In these 

studies, subjects do not actually acquire performance impediments (as in behavioural 

self-handicapping), thev simply claim a disadvantage that would provide a viable 

excuse for failure. This has been referred to as self-reported (Learv & Shepherd. 

1 986) or claimed self-handicapping (Arkin Sr Baumgardner, 1 985). It has been 

demonstrated that, when success is uncertain, individuals will claim anv number of 

problems as handicaps: test anxietv (Snyder, Smith, Handelsman ( 1982). shvness 

(Snvder, Smith, Augelli, & Ingram. 1985), traumatic life events (DeGree & Snvder. 

1 98S), negative mood (Baumgardner, Lake, & Arkin, 1 985). and depression 

(Baumgardner, 199 1 ; Rosenfarb & Aron, 1992). 

There is some disagreement as to whether claimed self-handicapping is reallv 

self-handicapping (Learv & Shepherd, 1986). Learv and Shepherd ( 1 986) argued 

that the two forms of self-handicapping are conceptuallv distinct. Although both 

strategies protect against ego-threatening attributions and are emploved 

prospectively, behavioural self-handicapping aauallv reduces the likelihood of 

success, whereas claimed self-handicapping does not. Further, the individual who 

reports a weakness or disadvantage, they argued, does not expect that such daims wvill 



produce decrements in performance. Therefore, according to Learv and Shepherd 

claimed self-handicapping differs hom behavioural self-handicapping in two wavs: 1 ) 

claiming a handicap does not actuailv put the individual at a disadvantage, whereas 

behavioural self-handicapping does, 2) individuals who claim a handicap do not 

expect performance decrements, whereas individuals who behaviourallv self-handicap 

do. 

Some indirect evidence to dispute the latter point is provided bv Mercian and 

Rhodewalt ( 1988). M e r  receiving contingent or noncontingent success feedback. 

males were told thev would take a second test while their hand was submerged in ice 

cold water. Pnor to taking the second test. subjects were aslced to place their hand in 

the water and rate how painful thev found it. I t  was explained that higher pain 

ratings should be associated with lower scores on the second test. For al1 subjects, 

pain ratings and posttest scores were private, vet the results indicated that subjects 

rated the water as more painful after noncontingent than contingent success. If Lean. 

and Shepherd's ( 1986) assertion that individuals who claim a handicap do not believe 

themselves to be handicapped is correct, why did Mercian and Rhodewalt's ( 1988) 

subjects self-handicap in private? Because, as far as the subjects were concemed, 

onlv thev would know their pain ratings and posttest scores, i t  seems lilcelv that those 

who claimed a handicap did so to control their own attributions for success or failure 

rather than those of an audience. However, since Mayerson and Rhodewalt ( 1 9 8 8) 

did not manipulate privacy, their results are not conclusive. 
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Onlv one studv has examineci the distinction between behavioural and claimed 

handicapping directlv. Based on Learv and Shepherd's ( 1986) arguments. Hirt. 

Deppe, and Gordon ( 199 1 ) reasoned that. of the two types of self-handicapping, 

daimed self-handicapping is less riskv, because it  does not actuallv reduce the 

lilcelihood of success. Consequentlv, if both claimed and behavioural self-handicaps 

are available and equallv viable, individuals should prefer the former. Thev tested 

this prediction as a h c t i o n  of trait levels of self-handicapping and gender. Subjects 

were told that they had been selected for a studv on 'integrative orientation' because 

thev had achieved a high score on a previouslv administered test of this abilitv. 

Before taking the test a second time, subjects were given the opportunitv to self- 

handicap either bv: 1 ) practising inadequatelv (behavioural self-handicap), 2)  

reporting anxietv on a stress inventorv (claimed self-handicap), or 3) practising 

inadequatelv and reporting anxietv (both handicaps available). Al1 subjects 

completed the Self-handicapping Scale and were divided into high (HSH) and low 

self-handicappers (LSH) based on a median split of scores. 

Results indicated that when inadequate practice (behavioural self- 

handicapping) was the onlv self-handicapping option available, males high in trait 

self-handicapping (HSH) practised significantlv less (self-handicapped more) than 

subjects in the other three groups (LSH males, HSH and LSH females), which did 

not differ. As in previous research, females did not behaviourally self-handicap. 

When self-reported anxiety (claimed self-handicapping) was the only available self- 
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handicap, HSHs reported more anxietv than LSHs, regardless of sex. When both 

inadequate practice and self-reported anxiety were presented as viable handicaps, 

male and female HSHs reportcd more anxietv than LSHs, but their practice times did 

not differ (Le., when both options were available high self-handicappers claimed a 

handicap, but did not behaviourallv self-handicap). Different results were obtained in 

the two self-handicapping conditions indicating that subjects did not treat the two 

types of self-handicaps as interchangeable options, but as "distinctlv different self- 

protective behavioursn (pg. 988). The authors suggested that these results provide 

support for Learv and Shepherd's contention that behavioural and claimed self- 

handicapping are conceptuallv distinct. 

However, there are some methodological problems with this research. In the 

condition where both handicaps were viable, subjeas were alwavs given the 

opportunitv to claim a handicap first. Sheppard and Arlun ( 1989a) demonstrated 

that pre-existing handicaps eliminate the need to self-handicap. Therefore. the 

observed preference for claimed self-handicaps may simply be an order effect. Once 

Hirt et al's ( 199 1 ) subjects had claimed a handicap, there was no need for them to 

behaviourally self-handicap. Further, the two self-handicapping options used in this 

study (claiming anxietv versus practising inadequately) were so di fferent that i t is 

difficult to draw conclusions regarding subjects' reasons for prefemng one over the 

other. 

Despite the study's rnethodological flaws, Hirt et al. ( 199 1) make an 



interesting point. Thev suggested that, because claimed self-handicaps do not 

actually affect performance outcomes, they may best serve self-presentational 

concems. Bv claiming a handicap individuais can protea their public image without 

reducing the opportunitv for success and self-enhancement. On the other hand, 

because behavioural self-handicaps present aaual impediments to performance. thev 

mav offer the best protection against threats to self-esteem and faith in one's abilitv. 

These predictions do not conflia with Meraan and Rhodewalt's ( 1988) findings, 

which demonstrated that individuals will claim a handicap in private. Hirt et al. 

( 199 1 ) do not suggest that individuals will ref-rain h-om claiming a handicap in 

private, but rather that they would be more likely to engage in claimed than 

behavioural self-handicapping in public. 

Does self- h a n d i c a ~ ~ i n e  work? 

Presumablv. self-handicapping strategies are undertalcen to control our own 

and others' perceptions of our abilitv, and to maintain social and self-esteem. There 

are, however, onlv a handful of studies examining the attributional and esteem gains 

accmed when we self-handicap. 

Self-esteem and self attributions. Islieb, Vuchinich, and Tucker ( 1 985) 

exarnined changes in self-esteem and attributions for performance outcomes following 

alcohol consumption. M e r  receiving noncontingent success feedbaclc, male normal 

drinkers were given either alcohol or nonalcohol and were told they had consumed 

either alcohol or nonalcohol. Subjects then completed a concept formation task and 
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received either success or failure feedbadc Attributions for performance outcornes 

were assessed and a pre/post measure of self-esteem was administered. The results 

indicated that, compared to those who thought thev had been given a placebo, 

subjects who thought thev had taken alcohol were less likely to attribute failure to 

abilitv, but their attributions for success did not differ. Additiondlv, posttreatment 

self-esteem scores were higher for the subjects in the "told alcohol" group than those 

in the "told nonalcohol" group, regardless of whether thev succeeded or failed. 

Rhodewalt, Morf, Hazlet, and Fairfield ( 199 1 ) exarnined the effects of 

distracting music on performance attributions, mood, and self-esteem in males, as a 

function of trait levels of self-esteem and self-handicapping and presence of a 

handicap. Al1 subjects received success feedback after completing a difficult task. 

Subjects then toolc a second test while listening to music desaibed as slightlv 

distracting (arnbiguous handicap) or verv distracting (nonambiguous handicap). 

Subsequently, half the subjects were told they had done well, the rest were told thev 

had done poorlv. Overall, successhl subjects had the most positive mood scores, 

although subjects who failed with an unarnbiguous handicap had less negative scores 

than those in the failure/ambiguous handicap condition. Also, subjects in the 

failure/ambiguous handicap condition had lower self-esteem scores than those in the 

other three groups (which did not differ). 

Results hom Rhodewalt et a1.k ( 199 1 ) attributionai data were less 

straightfonvard than the self-esteem or mood effects. They found that when subjects 



faiailed with an unambiguous handicap, only those high in trait self-hanciicapping 

(HSH) reduced negative abilitv attributions. On the other hand, when subjects 

succeeded with an unambiguous handicap, only subjects high in both trait self-esteem 

and self-handicapping augmented positive ability attributions. The authors suggested 

that self-handicapping strategies protea self-esteem and promote self-serving 

attributions, but only for sorne individuals. 

The studies just described tell us how failing with a handicap, but not a self- 

handicap, affects people's attributions. Results from Islieb et al. ( 1988) and 

Rhodewalt et al. (1 99 1 j suggest that when individuals fail with a handicap, abilitv 

attributions will be discounted and self-esteem protected. The effects of succeeding 

with a handicap are less clear, since Rhodewalt et ai. (1 99 1 ) found evidence of 

augmentation (albeit onlv for subjects high in trait sel-handicapping and self- 

esteem), whereas Islieb et al. did not. However, neither studv gave subjects the 

opportunity to self-handicap; rather, a handicap was either imposed bv the 

experimenter or not. Mercian and Rhodewalt (1988) gave subjects an opportunitv to 

claim pain as a handicap and assessed their attributions for success or failure on a 

posttest. Subjects received contingent or noncontingent success feedback on a pretest 

and, p io r  to taking a second test, were asked to rate (on a 7-point scale) the 

painfdness of a cold water bath in which their hand was submerged. Subjects 

expected (correctly) that their hand would be immersed in the water while thev toolc 

the second test. Further, they were told that pain ratings greater than '4' were 
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associated with decrements in performance, whereas pain ratings less than '4' were 

associated with enhanced performance. After completing the second test. subjects 

received either success or failure feedback and their performance attributions were 

assessed. Results indicated that, compared to those who did not, subjects who 

claimed pain as a handicap reported greater pain-related performance impairment and 

felt their performance was less indicative of poor ability. Self-esteem was not assessed 

in this studv. 

lm~ressions and Attributions of Others. Luginbuhl and Palmer ( 1 99 1 ) had 

subjects watch a videotape of a student (John) who chose to either stav home and 

studv or go out to a movie on the eve of an euam. Subsequentlv, subjects were told 

that John received one of three grades on the exam: 55%, 75% or 95%. Subjects 

were also given information conceming the consistencv of this behaviour. ï hev  were 

told that John let other activities interfere with his studies ofien, seldom, or never. 

The authors ~redicted that a historv of s e l f -hand ica~~ in~  would reduce the utilitv of 
4 d L I  O 

this strategv as an impression management tool. Thev argued that if an observer 

realizes that an actor is intentionally self-handicapping the observer's impression of 

the actor will not be protected a ~ ~ d  mav be darnaged. 

n i e  resuits of this study indicated that subjects' attnbutions and evaluations 

John were influenced by the self-handicap. Regardless of the grade received, the self- 

handicapping target was seen as more intelligent, possessing greater lcnowledge of the 

course, and was expeaed to get higher grades in the future than the nonself- 



3 1 

handicapping target. However, the benefits of self-handicapping were offset bv more 

negative evaiuations on nonabilitv dimensions. Subjects rated the self-handicapping 

target as less motivated, less concemed about his performance, and less desirable as a 

studv partner than the nonself-handicapping target. Contrarv to predictions, the 

manipulation of consistencv information, whether the target had a historv of self- 

handicapping, had no effect on anv of the dependent measures. 

Schouten and Handelsman (1 987) examined the effeaiveness of the claimed 

handicap of depression in discoun ting responsibilitv for a negative event. Subjects 

read vignettes depicting situations of domestic violence or poor job performance. The 

actor was described as either: 1)  nondepressed; 2) currentlv depressed, but with no 

prior historv of depression (inconsistent behaviour); 3) currentlv depressed with a 

history of psvchiatric treatment for depression (consistent behaviour). Depressed 

protagonists were seen as less responsible, less blameworthv, and less of a causal factor 

than nondepressed, 

protagonists with a 

Expectations for future job performance were lowest for 

histow of depression. Consistencv information had no other 

effects. The authors concluded that appearing depressed is a viable means of public 

self-handicapping. 

Smith and Stmbe (1 99 1 ) examined the effects of self-handicapping on the 

attributions and impressions of observers as a hnction of trait self-esteem and trait 

self-handicapping. Subjects read vignettes describing an exam situation where an 

individual succeeded or failed after self-handicapping. The self-handicaps depicted 
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were either intemal (hangover, ihess ,  lack of preparation) or extemal (poor lighting, 

difficult exam, parental pressure), verified bv another student or unverified. Greater 

abilitv was attributed to successM than unsuccessful targets. C o n t r q  to the 

authors' predictions, however, abilitv attributions were not mediated bv the presence 

or absence of self-handicaps. As in Luginbuhl and Paimer's ( 1 99 1 ) studv, subjects 

rated handicappers less favourablv than nonhandicappers. There was no effea of 

handicap tvpe. 

Summanr 

The results of Islieb et al. ( 1988) and Rhodewalt et al. ( 199 1 ) support Berglas 

and Jones' (1 978) contention that individuals who fail with a handicap (albeit an 

imposed handicap rather than a self-handicap) will reduce negative ability 

attributions. Mercian and Rhodewalt ( 1988) found that individuals who fail after 

claiming a handicap will reduce negative abilitv attributions for failure. 

The results of studies examining the attributions of observers who witnessed a 

target succeed or fail with a handicap are less consistent. Luginbuhl and Palmer 

( 199 1 ) found evidence of both the discounting and augmenting effeas of behavioural 

self-handicapping. Schouten and Handelsman's ( 1987) studv of claimed self- 

handicapping found evidence of discounting but not of augmentation. Smith and 

Stnibe ( 199 1 ) included both behavioural and claimed handicaps in their studv and 

found that observers neither discounted ability when a target person faïled with a 

handicap, nor augrnented ability when the target succeeded with a handicap. Further, 



there is some evidence that self-handicapping strategies mav backfire. M i l e  

maintaining an image of competence, self-handicappers mav give the impression that 

thev are lacking in other positive qualities (Luginbuhl & Palmer, 199 1 ; Smith & 

Stmbe, 199 1 ). 

The Present Research 

The present research was conducted in an effort to address the issues discussed 

( entirelv a self-presentational strategv 

Leary and Shepherd's ( 1 986) 

in this chapter. Specificallv, is self-handicapping 

or do self-protective concems corne into play? 1s 

assertion that claimed self-handicapping is not r e a l l ~  self-handicapping correct (Le.. 

do individuals who daim a handicap believe pnvately that these daims are untrue)? 

Finallv, does self-handicapping (claimed or behavioural) adequatelv protect against 

losses in self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem? 

Kolditz and Arkin ( 1982) argued that self-handicapping is a self-presentational 

rather than a self-protective strategv. These authors found that subjects self- 

handicapped in public, but did not self-handicap in private. However, the failure to 

demonstrate self-handicapping in private mav be an artifact of Kolditz and Arlun's 

methodologv. Subjects may have been more reluctant to select and self-administer a 

debilitating dmg when the experimenter was absent than present. Also it is unclear 

whether subjects in the pnvate posttest condition ever expected to get feedback. If 

they did, they certainly would not have expected it  immediately, like subjects in the 

public posttest condition. Therefore, delay of feedback may also have been a 



confound in their studv. Other research examining the issue of self-presentational 

versus self-protective motives to self-handicap has been even less conclusive, 

demonstrating onlv that inaeasing self-presentational concems increases self- 

handicapping (Baumgardner, 199 1 ; Baurngardner et al., 1 985; Tice & Baumeister, 

1990; Shepherd 6r Arkin. 1989b). Therefore, the issue of whether individuals will 

self-handicap for primarilv self-protective motives (i.e., when self-presentational 

concerns are minimized) remains unresolved. 

Tetlock and Manstead (1  985) have argued that confrontations between 

intrapsvchic and self-presentational explanations for behaviour are counterproductive. 

because research designed to resolve such controversies tvpicallv fails to do so. These 

authors suggested that intrapsvchic and self-presentational theories be seen as 

complementarv rather than mutuallv exclusive and that empirical tests be developed 

to determine the conditions under which each theorv applies. Therefore, from the 

vantage point of Tetlock and Manstead's ( 1985) position. instead of trving to 

determine whether self-handicapping is a self-presentational or a self-protective 

strategv, a more h i t f u l  line of research might examine the conditions under which 

self-handicaps are employed. 

Hirt et al. ( 199 1 ) reasoned that claimed self-handicapping may best serve self- 

presentational concems, whereas behavioural self-handicapping mav be relativelv 

more effective for self-protection. They based this suggestion on Lean, and 

Shepherd's (1 986) arguments that individuals who daim a handicap do not actuallv 
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expect performance decrements, whereas individuals who acquire a handicap do. If 

Le. and Shepherd ( 1986) are correct, individuals should prefer claimed to 

behavioural self-handicapping in public, because claiming a handicap will promote 

non-abilitv attributions for failure without reducing the likelihood of success. In this 

wav, individuals minimize potential losses in social esteem without reducing the 

opportunitv to augment abilitv attributions for success. O n  the other hand, if 

individuais who claim a handicap do not aauallv believe their oum daims, there 

should be little motivation for them to engage in claimed self-handicapping in private. 

Therefore, one would expect a higher incidence of daimed self-handicapping in public 

than in pnvate. 

Finallv, the issue conceming the effectiveness of self-handicapping strategies in 

protecting self-perceived abilitv and seif-esteem mav d e ~ e n d  on the t m e  of self- 

handicap e~iploved. 

claim a handicap do 

discount abilitv as a 

4 -1 , L 

If, as Learv and Shepherd ( 1  986) suggested, individuals who 

not anticipate decrements in performance, tliev should not 

possible cause for subsequent failure. Mercian and Rhodewalt 

( 1988) provideci evidence that disputes this assumption. They found that subjects 

who claimed pain as a handicap were less likely to attribute M u r e  to abilitv than 

subjects who did not. However, these investigators did not measure anticipated 

decrements in performance and did not include a behavioural self-handicapping 

condition as a cornparison group. According to Leary and Shepherd (1986), 

individuals who daim a handicap should not anticipate performance decrements and 
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should not consider themselves disadvantaged a priori. The results of Mercian and 

Rhodewalt ( 1988) suggest that daimed self-handicapping provides some proteaion 

against losses in self-esteem and self-perceived abilitv &er the fact. One rvould 

expect, however, that individuals who claim a handicap and fail would malce more 

negative abilitv attributions and have lower self-esteem than individuals who 

behaviouraliy seif-handicapped. 

In studv 1, we addressed the issue of whether individuals will behaviourallv 

self-handicap for purposes of self-protection. After receiving contingent or 

noncontingent success feedback, subjects were given the opportunitv to behaviourallv 

self-handicap bv selecting performance-enhancing or -impairhg music to listen to 

while talung a second test. Half the subjects selected a tape in the presence of the 

expenmenter and expected that she would know their posttest scores (public 

condition). The remaining subjeas selected a tape while the experimenter was absent 

and expected their posttest scores to be pnvate. We expected that subjeas would 

self-handicap more after noncontingent than contingent success. Because Berglas and 

Jones ( 1978) and Kolditz and Arlun ( 1982) found conflicting effeas of privacv on 

self-handicapping, we were uncertain as to whether subjects would self-handicap more 

in public than in private, or whether the incidence of self-handicapping would be 

unaffeaed by the manipulation of privacy. 

Studv 2 was conducted to determine whether claimed self-handicapping is 

motivated entirely by the desire to self-present, or whether self-protection also cornes 



into plav. This study also addressed Leary and Shepherd's ( 1986) suggestion that 

individuals who claim a handicap do not actually consider themselves disadvantaged. 

On the basis of their reasoning, one would not expea daimed self-handicapping to 

occur in private settings. Further, we hoped to replicate the behavioural effects of 

studv 1. M e r  receiving contingent or noncontingent success feedbaclc, subjects were 

given the opportunitv to behaviourallv self-handicap or daim a handicap. As in studv 

1 ,  half the subjects self-handicapped in public and expected the expenmenter to 

Iaow their posttest scores (public condition). The remaining subjects self- 

handicapped in private and expected the expenmenter to not know their posttest 

scores (private condition). We expected that subjects would daim a handicap and 

behaviourallv self-handicap more after noncontingent than contingent success, in 

public and in pnvate. 

In studv 3 we examined the effectiveness of behavioural and claimed self- 

handicapping in protecting self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem. If individuals who 

claim a handicap do not believe their own claims. as Le. and Shepherd ( 1986) 

maintain, then individuals who daim a handicap and fail should not make self- 

protective attributions to the alleged handicap. Further, these individuals should 

experience a drop in self-esteem. On the other hand, individuals who fail after 

behaviourally self-handicapping should attnbute failure to the handicap, not to their 

ability, and should not suffer losses in self-esteem. After receiving noncontingent 

success feedbaclc, subjects were given the opportunity to behaviourally self-handicap, 
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claim a handicap, or no opportunitv to self-handicap. Just prior to taking the second 

test, but after having an opportunitv to self-handicap, subjects' performance 

expectations and perceived levels of impairment were assessed in private. Following 

this, a second test was administered for which al1 subjects received failure feedback. 

Subsequentlv, su bjects' performance attributions and state self-esteem were assessed 

in private. As in studies 1 and 2, p r i v a i  of subjects' level of self-handicap and 

posttest scores were varied. We expected that, compared to control subjects, 

behavioural and claimed self-handicapping subjects would anticipate greater 

performance decrements. We also expected that subieas in both self-handicapping 

conditions would expect performance impairments as a result of their self-handicap. 

Finallv, we expected that behavioural and claimed self-handicapping subjects would 

malce more protective abilitv attributions and have higher self-esteem following 

failure than control subjects. 



Chapter 2 

Studv 1 

As mentioned previouslv, there has been some disagreement as to whether self- 

handicapping is a self-protective or self-presentational strategv. Studv 1 was 

conducted in an effort to address this issue. Kolditz and kk in ' s  ( 1982) studv is 

widelv a t ed  as evidence for the self-presentational interpretation of self-handicapping. 

However, as discussed previouslv, their failure to demonstrate self-handicapping in 

private mav be an artifact of their methodology. Subjects may have been reluctant to 

select and self-administer a debilitating dmg when the experimenter was absent. 

Further, delav of feedback was confounded with the publidprivate manipulation, 

because subjects in the public posttest condition expected to pet feedback 

irnmediatelv, whereas those in the private condition either did not evpea to get 

feedback at all, or expected to get it sometirne in the future. In studv 1, ive 

attempted to replicate Kolditz and Arlun's ( 1982) studv while rectifiing these 

problerns. In addition. we included both males and femaies in our studv. 

Our operationalization of self-handicapping was adapted from Rhodewalt and 

Davison ( 1986), in which subjects selected music (varving in the enhancing versus 

impairing effects i t  supposedly produced) to listen to dunng a posttest. It seemed 

unlikelv that subjects would be more reluctant to select impainng music when the 

experimenter was absent than present. Aiso, subjects in both the public and pnvate 

conditions expected to get feedback on the posttest irnmediately after completing the 
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test. Private subjects were told that thev would be sconng the test themselves; public 

subjects expected the experimenter to score it. In manipulating privacv we combined 

Kolditz and Arlun's ( 1982) two manipulations into one, so that subjects' tape choice 

and posttest scores were either both private or both public. 

We predicted that subjects would be more likelv to choose impairing music 

after noncontingent than contingent success, and that the effect would be strongest 

for males. 

Method 

Overview and desien 

Subjects received success feedback after completing an easy or di fficult task. 

Prior to taking a "second test," subjects were given the opportunitv to choose to listen 

to either enhancing or impairing music. Half the subjects made their selection in 

private and expected that the experimenter would not lcnow their posttest scores 

(private condition). The rest of the subjects made their choices in the presence of the 

experimenter and expected immediate feedbaclc Erom the experimenter conceming 

their test scores (public condition). Tape choice was the dependent variable of 

interest. 

Subiects 

Eightv-four introduaorv psychology students (42 male, 42 female) at the 

University of Toronto participated in this experiment as part of a course requirement. 

The data from four subjects (two males, two fernales), who expressed suspicion 



regarding the tme nature of the study, were eliminated from d l  analvses. 

Procedure 

AU subjects were nin individuallv by a female graduate student. The 

experirnent was desmbed as examining the effects of music on intelleaual 

performance (Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986). Subjects were randornlv assigned to 

contingent venus noncontingent success and public versus private conditions. The 

evperimenter was blind to success contingency, but not to privacy. Subjects were told 

that they would take two verbal tests, the first without and the second with 

background music. The tests were (ostensiblv) short versions of the SAT and the 

MAT, which were chosen because thev were "equallv valid predictors of intelligence 

and universitv grades." Subjects were told that the tests were made up of analogies 

and were designed to be challenging. Since pretesting had revealed that most subjects 

were unfamiliar with analogies, the experimenter first gave three easy sample 

problems with answers and euplanations. 

The first test was desmbed as consisting of 20 analogies, which subjects would 

be given one at a time. Subjects were told thev would have 20 seconds to solve each 

analogy and, because there was no penalty for wrong answen, they were encouraged 

to guess. The experimenter timed each subject's progress to ensure that hdshe did 

not take longer than 20 seconds on each analogy. Subjects recorded their answers on 

a separate answer sheet, and after each question, rated (on a 9-point scale) how sure 

they were that their answer was correct (Berglas & Jones, 1978). 



Upon completing the test, subjeas were given a music preference survev 

(which was consistent with the cover storv) as a filler task T h e  evperimenter then 

collected their answer sheets and left the room, ostensiblv to score the test. M e r  a 

few minutes she returned with the results. Al1 subjects were told thev had scored 16 

out of 20 correct and were complimented for attaining one of the highest scores the 

expenmenter had seen to  date. 

After receiving this feedback, subjects were told thev would take a second test 

while listening to music, and that thev would be allowed to choose the music. The 

test was desaibed as another set of 20 analogies, similar to the first test, with the 

exception that one-third of a point would be deducted for each incorrect answer. The 

penaltv for wrong answers was mentioned to increase noncontingent success subjects' 

fear of "being discovered" (Berglas and Jones, 1978). The evperimenter then 

presented subjects with a set of 5 cassettes labelled: large enhancement, slight 

enhancement, no effect, slight impairment, large impairment. Ostensi blv, the tapes 

were thus labeiled on the basis of a pilot study conducted the previous vear. The 

recordings were described as consisting of electronicallv . svnthesised - music that 

sounded quite similar, but had subtle differences in frequencv and beat that produced 

different effects on performance. 

After choosing the tape, subjects were asked to complete a number of 

questionnaires before talcing the second test, induding a "midpoint questionnaire" 

(described below). The experimenter left the room while subjects completed the 
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survevs. M e r  approximatelv 15 minutes the expenmenter retumed and informed 

subjects that the experiment was now over. Subjects were then fullv debrïefed and 

probed for suspicion. No second test was administered. 

Mani~ulation of success Continpencv 

Subjects in the contingent success condition received 16 solvable and 4 

unsolvable analogies, whereas subjects in the noncontingent success condition 

received 4 solvable and 1 6 unsolvable analogies. 

Mani~ulation of ~ n v a c v  

Public condition. Subjects in the public condition were instructed to put their 

names a t  the top of both tests and were told that the experimenter would score the 

tests immediatelv, so that both she and the subject could see the effects of music on 

test performance. Subjects were then presented with the five cassettes and told that 

"since we still need subjeas in al1 five groups, vou get to choose which tape vou want 

to listen to while taking the second test." Subjects then indicated which tape thev 

preferred and the expenmenter placed the appropriate cassette in the cassette plaver. 

Private condition. Subjects in the private condition were instmcted not to put 

any identifjmg marlcs on either test so that their scores would be entirelv 

confidential. In fact. in order to boister the impression of confidentiality thev were 

told that the experimenter would not be comparing individual scores, but rather 

differences in group means with and without music. In addition, before these 

subjects made their tape selection, the experimenter explained that she would not be 
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scoring the second test. because she did not want to know the outcome of the studv 

until after al1 the data were colleaed. Consequentlv, subjects would be sconng the 

second test themselves, so thev could still find out how thev did. Scored tests were to 

be put in an envelope, sealed, and dropped in a box containing several other 

completed tests. Finallv, the experimenter explained that. because she had to be 

"blind to the experimental condition. she was not supposed to know which tape thev 

selected; she then left the room while the subject chose a tape. 

Materials 

Analogies. The analogies used in this studv were developed bv the 

ewpenmenter based on examples hom the SAT and the GRE and used a multiple- 

choice format. Sets of analogies were pretested bv students in a second vear 

course, who were a s k d  to choose the correct answer for each anaiogv and 

indicate on a 9-point scale how sure the were of their responses. The solvable 

analogies used in this studv were correct1 solved bv most subjects and received an 

average sureness score of 7 or greater. The unsolvable analogies received an average 

sureness score of 3 or less. 

Midpoint questionnaire. The rnidpoint questionnaire consisted of a number of 

1 1 -point scales that  assessed the perceived difficdty of the pretest, subjects' 

attributions for their performance in terms of ability, effort, and luck (as checks on 

the manipulation of success contingency), and the perceived anonymity of their tape 

choice and posttest scores (as checks on the publidprivate manipulation). 



Results 

Unless othenvise noted, al1 analyses consisted of 2 x 2 x 2 

(contingent/noncontingent success x publidpnvate x maidfernale) analvses of 

variance. 

Success contineencv. Separate ANOVAs were performed on each of the five 

indices of success contingencv. Mean sureness ratings on the 16 condition-congruent 

analogies were calculated for each subject. Two subjects failed to give ratings for a11 

16 condition-congruent analogies and were, therefore, not included in this analvsis. 

Sureness ratings were given on 9-point scales with higher scores indicating greater 

confidence. Analvsis revealed significant main effects for success contingencv F( 1 JO) 

= 95.1 1 ,  p c -001 and sex F(l,70)=9.54, pc.005.  Contingent success subjects were 

more sure of their answers (M = 5.90) than noncontingent success subjects (M = 

3.49) and males were more sure (M = 5.05) than females (M = 4.34). 

On the midpoint questionnaire, subjects rated on 1 1-point scales the difficultv 

of the first test and how weii they expected to do on the second test. Noncontingent 

success subjects found the test more difficult (M = 7.50) than contingent success 

subjeas (M = 4-78)? P( 1,70) = 14.10, p < -00 1. Females found the test more 

difficult (M = 6.65) than maies (M = 5-63), F(1,70) = 5.26, p < -03. Contingent 

success subjects expected to do better on the second test (M = 7.10) than 

noncontingent success subjects (M = 5-88), E( 1,72) = 13.14, p c .O0 1. Males 



expeaed to do better (M = 6.90) than females (6.08). F( 1.72) = 5.96, p c .02. 

Subjects also made attributions for their performance on the first test. 

Noncontingent success subjects made greater attributions to luck (M = 6.20) than 

contingent success subiects (M = 3-30), F( 1,72) = 34.3 1, p < -00 1 . Females 

attnbuted their performance more to lu& (M = 5.48) than males (M = 4.03), 

F( 1,72) = 8.62, p < -005. Contingent success subjects made greater attributions to 

abilitv (M = 7.40) than noncontingent success subjects (M = 6.28), E(1.72) = 7.28, 

p < . O l .  

These analvses indicated that the manipulation of success contingencv was 

successful. Also, the performance attributions were such as to lead one to erpect self- 

handicapping in the noncontingent success condition. The fact that females tended 

to make more externaJ/unstable attributions for their performance than males suggests 

that females should show a greater preference for the impairing music overall. 

Privacv of posttest 

Two questions on the midpoint questionnaire addressed the effectiveness of 

the pnvacv manipulation. Subjects rated the extent to which thev thought the 

expenmenter was aware of the tape they had chosen (higher scores indicated less 

perceived pnvacv), as well as the likelihood that the experimenter would know their 

scores on the second test. Subjects in the pnvate condition felt the experimenter t a s  

less aware of their choice of tape (M = 2.54) than those in the public condition (M 

= 8-69), F(l,72) = 40.90, p < .O0 1. Also, private subjects felt that the expenmenter 



37 

was less likelv to Iaow their test score (M = 2.98) than public subjects (M = 6-90)> 

F( 1.72) = 1 1 1.33, p < -00 1. This indicates that the manipulation of pnvacv of tape - 

choice and posttest was successful. 

T a ~ e  choice 

Choice of enhancing versus impairing music \vas the measure of self- 

handicapping. Subjeas were assigned a self-handicapping score based on their tape 

choice (1 = large enhancement, 2 = slight enhancement, 3 = no effect, 4 = slight 

impairment, 5 = large impairment). Analvsis of subjects' tape selections found 

significant main effects for success contingencv, E( 1,72) = 4.27, p c -05, and s e x  

F( 1,72) = 1 3.70, p c .O0 1. Subjects were more likelv to choose impainng music - 

afier noncontingent than contingent success, M = 3.73 versus M = 3.10. Contrarv 

to what one would evpect based on the attribution data, males were more likelv to 

choose impairing music than females, M = 3.98 versus M = 2.85. There kvas no 

main effect or interaction of privacy on tape choice. Separate 2 x 2 

(contingent/noncontingent success x sex) ANOVAs were performed on subjects' tape 

selections within the public and pnvate conditions. The effect of success contingencv 

approached significance in the public, E( 1,35) = 3.02, p C. 10, but not the private 

condition. The amount of statistical power lost in conducting these analyses mav 

account for the failure to find a signifiant effect of success contingencv in either 

condition. 

Unlike previous research on self-handicapping, sex did not interact with success 
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contingency. Nevertheless, an examination of the means (presented in Table 1 ) gives 

the impression that the main effea for success contingency was canied mostlv - bv the 

males. Separate 2 x 2 (contingent/noncontingent success x publidpnvate) ANOVAs 

were pexformed for males and females. The main effect of success contingencv was 

significant for males E( 1,36) = 5.67, p < .03. but not for females, F( 1.36) < 1, ns. 

Correlational analvses 

Within-ce11 correlational analvses found no significant relationship between 

abilitv attnbutions and self-handicapping. 

Discussion 

The results of this studv confirm the predictions regarding the effeas of success 

contingencv on self-handicapping. Subjeas were more likelv to choose impairing 

music after noncontingent than contingent success. Also, as in previous studies, 

Çemales tended not to engage in behavioural self-handicapping. I t  is puzzling, 

however, that females showed a greater preference for the enhanàng music overall. 

Analvses of subjects' attributions for success would lead one to expea the opposite. 

Since females made more extemal/unstable attnbutions for success than males thev 

should have been more lilcely to  self-handicap. These results pardel those of previous 

studies where females have made more externflunstable ability attributions but have 

not self-handicapped (Berglas & Jones, 1978; Ha.rris & Snyder, 1986). A number of 

authors have attempted to account for this s a  difference (see Hirt, Deppe, & 

Gordon, 199 1 ). Snyder. Ford, 6r Hunt ( 1985) proposed that the higher incidence of 
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self-handicapping among males than females mav stem fkom a greater sensitivitv to 

the negative implication of failure on the part of males. Sheppard and Arkin ( 19S9a) 

suggested that, since females are less Likelv than males to attribute al1 outcornes to 

abilitv, there is less of a need for them to guard against abilitv attributions for failure. 

Other investigators have suggested that most studies of behavioural self-handicapping 

have used tasks (Tice, 199 1) or handicaps (Hirt et al., 199 1) that are more relevant 

to male than female identities. None of these explanation can account for the fact 

that Eemales readily engage in claimed self-handicapping. It may be as Hirt, Deppe, 

and Gordon ( 199 1 ) suggested, that feemales prefer claimed to behavioural self- 

handicapping since the former strategy is less nskv (1. e., less lilcelv to impair 

performance). Whatever the reason, if claimed self-handicapping is a highlv 

accessible strategv to females, then thev mav not need to engage in behavioural self- 

handicapping. Females mav simplv choose to inwardlv daim some disadvantage, 

which would eliminate the need to behaviourallv self-handicap. Further research will 

be needed to address this issue. 

Kolditz and Arkin's ( 1982) findings that self-handicapping occurs onlv in 

public, but not in pnvate, failed to replicate. Subjects in this studv were just as lilcelv 

to self-handicap in private as in public. Since there are a number of methodological 

differences between the two studies, it is difficult to draw anv finn conclusions 

regarding the cause of this discrepancy. One could argue that the privacy 

manipulation was ineffective and al1 subjeas were, therefore, actuallv in the public 



condition, but analyses of the manipulation checks argue against this. 

Conceivablv, as previousiv suggested, Kolditz and Arkin's ( 1982) private 

subjects mav have been hesitant to consume a performance impainng drug without 

the experimenter present. Unfortunately, it is unlilcelv that their studv could be 

replicated todav. since ethics committees are reluaant to approve dmg studies (even 

bogus ones) and subjects are aware of this fact. Nevertheless, Kolditz and Arkin's 

studv is frequentlv Qted as evidence for a self-presentational explanation of self- 

handicapping. These authors conduded that self-handicapping is motivated bv the 

desire, on the part of the actor, to control the attributions of an audience rather than 

their own self-attributions. The results of studv 1, however, suggest behavioural self- 

handicapping is not entirelv a self-presentational strategy, but is dso motivated bv 

self-protective needs. Because subjects were just as lilcelv to behaviourallv self- 

handicap in private as in public, we can conclude onlv that this strategv is motivated, 

at least in part, bv the actors' desire to protect their own self-attributions and self- 

esteem. Conceivablv, self-presentational concems mav increase the incidence or 

amount of self-handicapping, but the results of this studv demonstrate that, at least 

for males, minimizing self-presentational motives does not eliminate self- 

handicapping. 



Studv I demonstrated 

Chapter 3 

Studv 2 

that individuals will behaviouraliv self-handicap in 

private as well as public settings, indicating that behavioural self-handicapping is not 

solelv a self-presentational strategy, but is undertaken for purposes of self-protection 

as well. A remaining question, however, is whether the same can be said of claimed 

self-handicapping. According to Learv and S hepherd ( 1 986), individuals who claim a 

handicap do not actualiv consider themselves disadvantaged. If their reasoning is 

correct, individuals should not engage in claimed self-handicapping in private. 

Presumablv, individuals self-handicap in private in order to protect their self-esteeni 

and self-perceived abilitv. There would be no reason to claim a handicap in pnvate, if 

the individuais themselves do not believe their own daims. However, individuals 

should engage in claimed self-handicapping in public, because doing so would 

promote non-abilitv attributions for failure (at least in observers) without reducing 

the likelihood of success. 

In the present studv, subjects were given the opportunitv to either claim a 

handicap or behaviourally self-handicap in public or pnvate. We attempted to make 

the behavioural and daimed self-handicaps as similar as possible. An external self- 

handicap (distraction) was used in both the claimed and behavioural self- 

handicapping conditions. Subjects either chose to listen to a tape that was expected 

to produce a certain level of distraction (behavioural self-handicap) or listened to a 



tape and rated 

subjects in the 
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how distracting thev found i t  (claimed self-handicap). Specificallv, 

behavioural self-handicapping condition selected from a set of 5 

cassettes (labelled "no effectn , "slightiv distracting" , " moderatelv distracting" . "verv 

distracting". and ëxtremelv distracting"), one to listen to during the posttest. 

Subjens in the claimed self-handicapping condition listened to a recording of white 

noise and rated how distracting thev found i t  (no effect, sightlv distracting, 

moderatelv distracting, verv distracting, or extremelv distracting). We expected that 

subjeas would engage in daimed self-handicapping in public but not in pnvate. 

Further we expected a replication of the behavioural effects of studv 1 ,  with subjects 

behaviourallv self-handicapping equdly in public and in pnvate. 

Although we attempted to equate the two foms  of self-handicapping, thev still 

comprised two distinct dependent variables. Consequentlv, studv 2 actuallv consisted 

of two sub-studies, a behavioural self-handicapping studv and a claimed self- 

handicapping studv. Data fiom the two sub-studies were analvsed separatelv. 

However, since the procedures used in the two experîments were so similar, thev are 

described under one rnethod section. 

Method 

Overview and desimi 

Subjects received success feedbaclc after completing a set of mostlv solvable or 

mostly unsolvable analogies. Before taking a second test, subjects were given the 

opportunity to behaviourally self-handicap, daim a handicap, or given no opportunitv 



to self-handicap. Half the subjects were given the opportunitv to self-handicap in 

private and expected the expenmenter would not see their posttest scores (private 

condition). The remaining subjects were given the opportunity to self-handicap in 

the presence of the experimenter and expected the experimenter to see their test 

scores (public condition). Also, in order to test for sex differences. equal numbers of 

males and females were included in this studv. 

We expected that when claimed self-handicapping was the onlv available 

option. subjects would self-handicap more after noncontingent than contingent 

success in public, but not in private. We did not expect sex differences in claimed 

self-handicapping. When onlv behavioural self-handicaps were available, Ive evpected 

that male subjects would self-handicap as much in pnvate as in public. Because the 

results of research on behavioural self-handicapping in females has been equivocal, we 

wanted to detennine whether the failure, in studv 1. to produce behavioural self- 

handicapping in females would replicate in studv 2. 

Subiects 

One hundred and sixtv introductorv psvchologv students (80 male and 80 

femafe) at the Universitv of Toronto ~ a r t i c i ~ a t e d  in this studv as Dart of a course 
L 

requirement. 

Procedure 

All subjects were run individuallv . bv a 

experiment was described as examining the 

a female graduate student. The 

effects of distraction on performance. 
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Subjects were told that thev would take two tests of intellectual hnctioning, the first 

without distraction and the second with it. 

The first test consisted of 20 analogies, and subjects were given 20 seconds to 

solve each analogy. As in study 1, after each response subjects rated how sure thev 

were of their answer on a 9-point scale (with higher scores indicating greater 

certaintv). Upon completing this task, al1 subjects were told that thev had done 

exceptionallv well, scoring 16 out of 20. The experimenter exclaimed that this \vas 

one of the highest scores she had seen to date. Therefore, al1 subjects received success 

feedback. Subjects were then given the opportunitv to either claim a handicap or 

behaviourallv self-handicap. Next, subjects completed a 'midpoint questionnaire' 

(actuallv a postexperimental questionnaire) which assessed subjects' attributions for 

their performance on the first test, as well as the effectiveness of our manipulations. 

Manioulation of success contingencv. Two versions of test 1 were used. Half 

of the subjects completed a test consisting of mostlv unsolvable analogies ( 16 

unsolvable and 4 solvable), the rest received mostlv solvable analogies (4 unsolvable, 

1 6 solvable). Subsequentlv, d l  subjects were told that they had done extremelv well 

on the test, sconng 16 out of 20. It kvas expected that subjects who received mostlv 

unsolvable analogies would feel uncertain of their ability to repeat this performance 

on the second test and would, therefore, be motivated to self-handicap. 

Maniiîulation of ~rivacy. Subjects in the public condition either rated or chose 

the tape in the presence of the experimenter. Thev were instruaed to put their 
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names at the top of test 2 and were told that the experimenter would score the test 

immediatelv so that "we can both sec the effects of distraction on vour test score." 

Subjects in the private condition either rated or chose the tape while the 

expenmenter was absent hom the room (ostensiblv so she would be blind to 

expenmental condition). Thev were instructed not to put anv identiMng marks on 

either test, to put the second test in an envelope, seal it, and put i t  in a pile with 

several others. Further, the expenmenter explained that she would not be sconng the 

second test, but would let the subject score it instead (ostensiblv because she did not 

want to lcnow the results of the studv until the expenment was over). 

Mani~ulation of handicao twe. Subjects in the behavioural self-handicapping 

condition were presented with 5 cassettes labelled "no effect," "slightlv distracting," 

"moderateh distracting," "verv distracting," "extremelv distracting" and asked to 

choose one tape to listen to while taking the second test. 

In the claimed self-handicapping condition, subjects listened to a tape of white 

noise and were aslced to indicate how much the noise would distract them while thev 

completed test 2 (no effect, slightly distracting, moderately distracting, verv 

distracting, extremelv distracting). Scores ranged fiom 1 (no effect) to 5 (extremelv 

distracting). In an effort to emphasize the claimed nature of this dependent measure, 

subjects were told that the tape had proven to have verv different effects on different 

people. "Some people are really bothered bv it and othen are unaffected. Since we 

have no way of laowing what effect it will have on any given subject, we have to get 



vou to rate i t  first." 

Materials 

Andomes. The same analogies were used in studv 2  as in studv 1.  

Mid~oin t  auestionnaire. The midpoint questionnaire consisted of a number of 

9-point scales assessing the perceived difficultv of test 1 ,  subjeas' attributions for 

their performance in terms of abilitv, effort, and luck, and their expectations for test 

2. These questions were included as checks on the manipulation of success 

contingencv. Subjects also rated the extent to which the expenmenter was aware of 

their distraction rating/tape choice and the likelihood that she would laow their 

scores on the second test. as checks on Our ~rivacv rnani~ulation. 
L 

Resul ts 

Unless otherwise stated, d l  analvses consisted 

(contingent/noncontingent success x publidpnvate x 

variance. Data from the two 

Claimed self-handicaming 

Manipulation checks. 

o f 2 x 2 x 2  

malelfemale) analvses of 

sub-studies were analvsed separatelv. 

Separate ANOVAs were performed on each of the five 

indices of success contingency. Mean sureness ratings on the analogies were 

cdculated for each subject. Analyses revealed signifiant main effeas for success 

contingency F(1,72) = 137.06, p c .O0 1 and sex F ( l , i 2 )  =4.83, p c.005. Subjects 

in the contingent success condition were more sure of their answers (M = 6.43) than 

subjects in the noncontingent success condition (M = 4.16) and males were more 



sure (M = 5.5 1 ) than females (M = 5.09). 

On the rnidpoint questionnaire, subjects rated (on 9-point sales) the difficultv 

of the first test as well as how thev expeaed to do on the second test. Additionallv. 

subjects' attributions for their success on the first test (abilitv, luclc) were assessed. 

Subjects in the noncontingent success condition rated the test as more difficult (M = 

6.30) than subjects in the contingent success condition (M = 3 - 5 5 ) ,  F( 1.72) = 

53.12, p c -00 1. Contingent success subjects expected to do better on the second 

test (M = 6.38) than noncontingent success subjects (M = 5-20), F( 1,72) = 1 1 -54. p 

< .O0 1. Contingent success subjects made greater attributions to abilitv (M = 7.00) 

than noncontingent success subjects (M = 5.55), F(1,72) = 12.83, p < -01. 

Noncontingent success subjects made greater attributions to luck (M = 5.03) than 

contingent success subjects (M = 2.63), F( 1.72) = 40.94, p < -00 1. Unlilce studv 1 , 

there were no sex differences in subjects' difficultv ratings, evpectancv scores, or 

attribution scores. 

Two questions on the midpoint questionnaire assessed the effectiveness of our 

p n v a q  manipulation. Analvses of these items found a main effect for condition on 

the perceived privacy of subjects' distraction ratings, F( 1 , 7 1 ) = 10.26, p < ,002. and 

their posttest scores, a( 1. 7 1 )  = 8.46, p <.O5 Subjects in the private condition felt 

the expenmenter was less aware of their distraction rating than subjects in the public 

condition (M = 3.38 versus M = 5.03, respectively) and was less likelv to lcnow their 

posttest scores (M = 4.40 versus M = 5.72, respectively). 



5s 

Distraction ratinm. Subjects' distraction ratings were used as our measure of 

daimed self-handicapping. Scores ranged kom 1 to 5 with higher scores indicating 

greater self-reported handicapping. Analvsis of variance found a significant main 

effect for success, F( 1,72) = 6.84, p < -02. Subjects rated the tape as more 

distracting after noncontingent (M=2.63) than contingent success (M= 2-15), t ( 7S )  

= 2.75, p < -05. There were no other significant effects. Ce11 means are presented in 

Table 2. 

Behavioural self-handicao~ing 

Mani~ulation checks. Analysis of subjects' mean sureness ratings vielded a 

significant main effect for success contingencv F ( 1 , 7 1 ) = 1 12.7 1, p < .O0 1 and seu F 

( 1. 7 1) = 12-94, p c.002. Noncontingent success subjeas were less certain of their 

answers (M = 3.90) than contingent success subjects (M = 6.30) 

and females were less sure of their answers (M = 4.72) than males (M = 5.50). 

Compared to contingent success subjects, noncontingent success subjects rated the 

first test as more difficult F (1, 72) = 5 1.492, p <.O0 1 (M = 6.10 versus M = 3.18, 

respectively) and expected to do worse on the second test F ( 1, 72) = 4.16, p < .O5 

(M = 5.00 versus M = 5.63, respectivelv). Subjects' attnbutions scores were also 

analvsed. Analvses indicated that subjects in the noncontingent success conditions 

made greater attnbutions to luck (M = 5.48) than subjects in the contingent success 

condition (M = 2.75), F (1, 72) = 41.75, p <-001. Contingent success subiects 

made greater attributions to ability (M = 6.78) than noncontingent success subjects 



(M = 5 .  lS), F ( 1 ,  72) = 26.43, p c.001. Unlike studv 1, there were no sex 

differences in attribution scores. 

Analvses of checks on our pnvacv manipulation found a main effect for 

condition on the perceived privacv of subjects' tape choice, F( i , 7 1 ) = 1 0.26. p 

< .005, and posttest scores, F( 1,  7 1 ) = 8.46, p < .OO5. Subjects in the pnvate 

condition felt that the experimenter was less aware of their choice of tape (M = 3.38 

versus M = 5.03) and less likelv to lcnow their posttest scores than subjects in the 

public condition (M = 4.40 versus M = 5-72), respectivelv. 

Tape choice. Behavioural self-handicapping scores were based on subjects' tape 

seleaion. Scores ranged hom 1 (no effect) to 5 (extremelv distracting). Analvsis of 

variance found a significant main effect for sex, F(1,72) = 16.54, p c .O 1,  with males 

(M = 4.38) self-handicapping more than females (M = 3.60) and for priva. E( 1,72) 

= 4.97. p < .05, with subjects self-handicapping more in private (M = 4.20) than in 

public (M = 3-78). There was no main effect for success contingency, although 

there kvas a significant pnvacv + bv , success contingency interaction. E( 1,72) = 9.10, p 

c .O 1. Cell means are presented in Table 3. Planned cornparisons indicated that 

males self-handicapped more after noncontingent (M = 4.60) than contingent success 

(M= 3.50) in public, (72) = 3.4 1, p < .OS, but not in pnvate (M = 4.80 versus &J 

= 4.60), (72) < 1 , ns. The mean self-handicapping scores for fernales did not differ 

as a function of success contingency in public, F ( 1, 72) = 1 .O5, ns, or in pnvate F ( 1 , 

72) = 1.57, ns. Post hoc tests using Duncan's multiple range statistic (Kirk, 1982) 
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found that contingent success/pnvate males self-handicapped more (M = 4.60) than 

their contingent success/public counterparts (M = 3-50), q(72) = 3.08, p < . O 5  

For male subjects, one mean appeared anomaious. Male subjects in the 

contingent success/private condition self-handicapped as much as those in the 

noncontingent success conditions. If these subjects found the first test more difficult 

than those in the public condition, thev mav have been motivated to self-handicap. 

However, our analvses of subjects' mean sureness and difficultv ratings produced onlv 

a signifiant main effect for success. In neither case did the effect of privacv or the 

privacv . bv - success interaction approach si@ ficance. Additionallv, reanalvsing 

subjects' self-handicapping scores based on a median split of difficultv ratings, found 

no effea of difficultv. 

On the midpoint questionnaire, subjects were aslced to indicate (on a 9-point 

scale) how well thev expeaed to do on the second test. Examination of male subjects' 

mean expectancy scores using Duncan's multiple range test (IGrk. 1982) indicated 

that subjects in the contingent success/private condition (M= 6.20) expected to do as 

well as subjects in the contingent success/pubiic condition (M= 5.40) q(72) c 1, ns. 

despite the fact that their mean self-handicapping scores were higher. This suggests 

that male subjects in this group mav have self-handicapped in an effort to self- 

enhance, since performing even moderatelv well wïth a handicap would augment 

ability attributions. 

Tice ( 199 1 ) demonstrated that individuals high in self-esteem self-handicapped 
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pnmarily for purposes oÇ self-enhancement rather than self-protection. Recall that in 

her study, subjects high in self-esteem self-handicapped onlv when success was 

rneaningfd, whereas individuals low in self-esteem self-handicapped when failure was 

meaningful. When success was meaningless (but failure meaningful) individuals high 

in self-esteem did not self-handicap. With this in mind, we analvsed subjeas scores 

on the Janis-Field Self-esteem Scale, treating self-esteem as  a dependent rneasure, and 

found a margindlv significant main effect for priva? F( 1.70) = 2.6 1, p c - 1  1. 

Subjects in the private condition had higher self-esteem scores (M = 56.38) than 

subjects in the public condition (M = 50.63). Ce11 means are presented in Table 4. 

Males in the contingent success/pnvate condition had the highest self-esteem scores. 

but analvses using Duncan's multiple range test (Krk, 1982) indicated that this 

mean differed significantlv onlv from that of noncontingent success/public males, 

q(70) = 3.08, p c.05. Within-ce11 ccrrelations between abilitv attributions on test 1 

and self-handicapping scores, vielded a marginallv significant positive correlation for 

males in the contingent success/private condition 1 = 5 4 ,  p e. 1 1 ,  indicating that the 

more these subjects attnbuted their success on test 1 to abilitv the more likelv thev 

were to self-handicap on test 2. None of the other within-ce11 correlations approach 

significance. Therefore, it is possible that males in the contingent success/private 

condition self-handicapped in an effort to self-enhance. 

Discussion 

The results of this studv indicate that subjects are more likely to engage in 



claimed self- handicapping aher noncontingent than contingent success under 

conditions of high and low privacv. These findings argue against Learv and 

Shepherd's ( 1986) contention that individuals who claim a handicap do not aauallv 

consider themselves disadvantaged. Based on their reasoning, subjects should claim a 

handicap in public, but not in pnvate. Claiming a handicap in private would serve 

little purpose if individuals do not believe their own claims. Our results suggest that 

individuals who engage in claimed self-handicapping may aauallv believe these claims 

to some extent. 

As in studv 1 ,  females did not behaviourallv self-handicap. We were puzzled, 

however, bv Our failure to replicate the pattern of behavioural effects for males. 

Although males self-handicapped more after noncontingent than contingent success 

in public, mean self-handicapping scores did not differ in private. In the private 

condition, males behaviourallv self-handicapped as much after contingent as 

noncontingent success. Conceivablv individuals in this group mav have self- 

handicapped in an effort to self-enhance, if thev considered themselves relativelv 

immune to the effects of distraction or were particularly self-confident (Tice, 1 99 1 ) . 
since perfoming well with a disadvantage would augment abilitv attributions. 

Indeed, additional analyses indicated that males in the contingent success/private 

condition expected to do as well on the second test as their counterparts in the 

contingent success/public condition despite the fact that their behavioural self- 

handicapping scores were significantly higher. Males in the contingent 
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success/pnvate condition had the highest self-esteem scores and their attributions on 

test 1 were positivelv correlated with self-handicapping scores. 

Adrnittedlv, manv of the effects described above are onlv marginallv 

signi ficant. Taken together, however, the results suggest that males in the contingent 

success/private condition rnav have self-handicapped in order to augment abilitv 

attributions for success, rather than to discount ability attributions for failure. Whv 

this occurred in pnvate but not in public is not clear. I t  is possible that males in the 

contingent success/public condition were not confident enough to risk public failure 

or that their desire to self-enhance was offset bv self-presentational concems. 

Our failure to replicate the behaviourai effects of studv 1 mav also be due to 

the change in our dependent measure. Recall that in studv 1 subjects had a choice of 

music that was enhancing, impainng, or had no effect, whereas in studv 2 thev chose 

among recordings of white noise that had no effea or produced vaMng amounts of 

distraction. Presumablv, in decîding which tape to Listen to while talcing the second 

test, contingent success subjects should be motivated to  look as good or better than 

on the first test. In studv 1, subjects could accomplish this bv either choosing an 

enhancing tape and improving their performance on the second test, or bv choosing 

an impairing tape and achieving a respectable score with a handicap. An examination 

of frequencv data from studv 1 indicated that males in the contingent success 

condition split on this option. That is, of those subjects who did not choose the "no 

effect" tape, approximately half selected the performance-enhancing tape, whereas the 



64 

rest chose the performance-impairing tape. Contingent success subjects in studv 2 ,  

however, had little hope of improving their score and could onlv self-enhance bv 

performing well with a handicap. 



Chapter 4 

Studv 3 

Taken together, the results of studies 1, 2a, and 2b indicate that individuals 

will engage in behavioural and claimed self-handicapping in private as well as in 

public. These results suggest that behavioural and claimed self-handicapping are not 

solelv self-presentational strategies, but are motivated at least in part bv self- 

protective concems. Minimizing self-presentational motives did not eliminate or 

reduce either form of self-handicapping. 

Study 3 focused o n  two issues: 1 ) does self-handicapping aauallv protect 

abilitv attributions and self-esteem following failure? 2) If sol does behavioural self- 

handicapping provide superior self-esteem protection to claimed self-handicapping? 

As noted earlier, a few studies have addressed the first issue. Before administenng a 

test, islieb, Vuchinich, and Tuclcer (1 988) gave male subjects alcohol or nonalcohol 

and told them thev had taken alcohol or a placebo. The authors found that subjects 

who thought thev had talen alcohol and failed subsequentlv attnbuted their failure 

more to the alcohol and less to abilitv than subjects who thought thev had been given 

a placebo. Further, subjects in the "told alcohol" group had higher self-esteem scores 

than those in the "told nonalcohol" group, regardless of whether thev succeeded or 

failed. Rhodewalt, Morf, Hazlet, and Fairfield ( 199 1 ) gave subjects noncontingent 

success feedback and exposed them to music described as slightly distracting 

(ambiguous handicap) or very distracting (nonambiguous handicap) dunng a second 



test. The results indicated that subjects who failed a test with an unarnbiguous 

handicap had higher self-esteem and more positive mood scores than did those who 

failed with an arnbiguous handicap. Onlv subjects high in trait self-handicapping, 

however, dlscounted abilitv attributions for Çailure. 

As discussed previouslv, the results of Islieb et al. ( 1988) and Rhodewalt e t  al. 

( 199 1) demonstrate that if individuals fail with a handicap, thev \ d l  discount abilitv 

as a cause of this failure. It must be noted, however, that subjects in these studies did 

not choose a handicap. Instead, a handicap either \vas or was not provided bv the 

euperimenter. Onlv Mercian and Rhodewalt ( 1988) have examined the effeas of 

self-handicapping (in this case claimed self-handicapping) on abilitv attributions 

following failure. Subjects were given contingent or noncontingent success feedbaclc 

on a test and, pnor to taking a second test, rated the painfulness of a cold water bath, 

in which their hand was submerged. Pain ratings and posttest scores were private for 

al1 subjects. Analvsis of pain ratings indicated that subjects rated the water as more 

painful after noncontingent than contingent success. Further, compared to those who 

did not, subjects who claimed pain as a handicap and faiailed the second test attnbuted 

their poor performance more to pain-induced distraction and less to low abilitv. The 

authors did not measure self-esteem. 

L e q  and Sheppard ( 1986) suggested that individuals who claim a handicap 

do not actuallv believe thev are disadvantaged. Based on this assumption, it would be 

predicted that: 1 ) people should claim a handicap only in public, and not in private, 



2)  individuals who have claimed a handicap should not. privatelv, consider 

themselves disadvantaged and should not anticipate performance decrements, 3) 

people who claim a handicap and fail should, privatelv, make less protective abilitv 

attributions and have lower self-esteem scores and than those who behaviourallv self- 

handicapped. Studv 2 addressed, and failed to support, the first prediction from 

Learv and Shepherd's assumption. Subjects in studv 2 were just as likelv to claim a 

handicap in pnvate as in public. These results suggest that subjects who claimed a 

handicap mav actuallv have perceived themselves as disadvantaged; othenvise thev 

would not have self-handicapped in private. If this is the case, individuals who claim 

a handicap and fail should not attribute failure to lack of abilitv, but to the handicap. 

and their self-esteem should be undiminished (as would be also the case with a 

behavioural handicap). Some evidence in support of this assumption is provided bv 

Mercian and Rhodewalt ( 1988). Thev Çound that, compared to those who did not 

claim a handicap, subjects who did claim a handicap were less likelv to attnbute 

failure to abilitv. However, the investigators did not manipulate opportunitv to self- 

handicap. That is, thev did not include a "no self-handicap" control condition. Al1 

subjects were given the opportunitv to claim a handicap. Consequentlv, observed 

differences in ability attributions may not be a product of subjects' self-handicapping, 

but may simplv reflea individual differences in attributional stvle. Furthemore, 

Mercian and Rhodewalt (1 988) did not include a behavioural self-handicapping 

cornparison group and did not measure self-esteem. Finally, none of the studies 



examining the effectiveness of behavioural or claimed self-handicapping assessed 

subjects' perceived level of impairment or antiapated performance decrements. As a 

result, two questions remain unanswered: 1 ) do daimed and behavioural self- 

handicapping afford comparable levels of self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem 

protection? 2) do individuals who claim a handicap actuallv consider themselves 

disadvantaged and anticipate performance decrements? It \vas the purpose of studv 3 

to address these questions. 

O v e ~ e w  and desim 

Al1 subjects received noncontingent success feedback after completing an 

impossible "intelligence test." Before tdcing a second test, subjects were given either: 

1) the opportunitv to claim a handicap, 2) the chance to behaviourallv self-handicap. 

or 3 )  no opportunitv to self-handicap. Crosscutting the tvpe of handicap available 

was priva? of handicap and posttest scores. Just prior to talung the second test, but 

after the opportunitv to self-handicap, subjects' expeaancies for test 2 were measured 

in private (how well thev expected to do, how much thev thought the noise would 

impair performance). Then, al1 subjects actuallv completed a second test and failed it. 

Subsequently, subjeas' attributions for fai1ure and their state self-esteem were 

assessed in private. We predicted that, compared to subjects in the control condition, 

subjects in the behavioural and claimed self-handicapping conditions would attnbute 

failure on the second test less to ability and would have higher self-esteem scores. 

Finallv, we expeaed that subjects in the behavioural and claimed self-handicapping 
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conditions would anticipate equal levels of performance impairment from the noise 

and would expect similar decrements in performance. 

Although we wanted to compare the relative effectiveness in protecting abilitv 

attributions and self-esteem of the daimed and the behavioural self-handicaps used in 

this studv, we c a n o t  draw any firm conclusions regarding the general superiontv of 

one tvpe of self-handicap over the other. Our conclusions must be limited to the 

specific self-handicaps used in this studv. Anv differences in the relative effectiveness 

of one self-handicap over the other would not necessarilv generalize to other 

behavioural and claimed self-handicaps. 

Method 

Subjects 

One-hundred and twentv introduaorv psvchology students (60 female and 60 

male) participated in this studv. 

Procedure 

The studv \vas desmbed as exarnining the effects of distraction on intellectual 

performance. Subjects were told that thev would take short versions of two 

standardized aptitude tests, the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the Miller's 

Analogy Test (MAT). The tests were desaibed as equally vaiid measures of 

intelligence and academic potential. Ostensibly, subjects would take the first test 

without distraction as a baseline measure. Each test consisted of 15 analogies (2 

solvable and 13 unsolvable). The analogies were presented to subjects one at a time, 
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bv the expenmenter, and subjects were given 20 seconds to respond to each. M e r  

each response, subjeas rated how sure thev were that their ansiver was correct. 

Further, subjects were instmcted to guess even if thev were unsure, since thev would 

not be penalized for answenng incorredv. M e r  subjects completed the test, the 

experimenter went behind a partition to score it. Upon scoring the test, the 

expenmenter exclaimed that the subject had done verv well on the first test. receiving 

a score 1 1 out of 15, one of the highest scores she had seen to date. Thus, al1 subjects 

received noncontingent success feedback. 

Before taking the second test, subjects were given either no opportunitv to self- 

handicap, the opportunitv to daim a handicap, or the opportunitv to acquire a 

handicap. Following this, but before talcing the second test, subjects were aslced to 

complete a 'midpoint' questionnaire assessing their attributions for test 1 and their 

expectancies for test 2 (see below), but were instmcted not to let the experimenter see 

their answers. Instead, subjects were aslced to put completed forms in an envelope. 

which the expenmenter prov-ided. The experimenter explained that she \vas not 

supposed to Icnow their expectancies for the second test. 

The second 'intelligence test' consisted of another set of 15 analogies (2 

solvable, 13 unsolvable). The analogies used in test 2 were selected, based on pilot 

ratings, because they were rated as slightly less difficult than those used in test 1. in 

order to prevent subjects from making task attributions for failure. Subjects in the 

expenmental conditions toolc the second test while listening to a recording of white 
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noise. Subsequentlv, ail subjects were asked to score the test themselves. while the 

experimenter prepared a packet of questionnaires for them to complete. Subjects 

were then provided with a Use, but official looking, answer kev. The kev kvas 

developed bv administenng the same 15 analogies to a group of 30 introductow 

psvchologv students. The response least often chosen for each question was listed as 

the correct answer on the lev, with the exception of the first two responses (for which 

the aaual answers were provided). Based on  this procedure, most subjects were 

ewpeaed to fail the second test. Based on chance, we expected the mean score on the 

unsolvable portion of the test to be approximatelv 3 out of 13. Therefore, even if 

most subjects answered the two solvable analogies correctlv, we were confident that 

the majontv of subjects would receive a failing score on the test. In an effort to 

underscore their poor performance on the test, a guideline for interpreting the scores 

was provided at the bottom of the answer kev. According to these guidelines, a score 

of 8 or less out of 15 was considered below average. 

Finailv, for al1 subjects, performance attributions and state self-esteem were 

assessed under conditions of complete privas.. Subjects were given a number of 

questionnaires that assessed their attributions for test 2, their state self-esteem and 

trait self-handicapping (see below). The experimenter explained that the 

questionnaires were not really part of her expenment. but were for her s u p e ~ s o r  who 

was (ostensibly) trving to validate a penonality measure. Subjects were instmcted to 

fil1 them out in the order in which they received them. to put the completed 



questionnaires 

several others. 

in the envelope provided, and place the envelope in a box 

Thev were assured that the experimenter would never see 

containing 

anv of their 

responses, but that a research assistant would be scoring the questionnaires and 

entering the data. 

Manipulation of handicao twe. Subjects in the behavioural self-handicapping 

condition were presented with 5 cassettes labelled "no effect," "slightlv distracting," 

"moderatelv distracting," " verv distracting," and "extremelv distracting," and asked to 

chose one tape to listen to while taking the second test. The recordings were 

produced using a white noise generator set at increasing amplitudes. Pilot tests 

revealed that subjects actuallv perceived the tapes as increasinglv distracting. 

In the claimed self-handicapping condition. sub jects listened to the "slightlv 

distracting" tape used in the behavioural self-handicapping condition. The 

evperimenter told subjects that the noise had verv different effects on different 

people. "Some subjeas find the tape extremelv distracting, some moderatelv 

distracting, some find i t  has no effect. The more distracting it is, the more it \vil1 

impair your pexfomance on the second test. Since we have no wav of knowing what 

effea it will have on anv given individual, 1 am going to get vou to listen to the tape 

for a haif a minute or so and rate how distracting vou think o u  will find it." 

Subjects then listened to the tape for approximately 30 seconds and indicated on a 

f o m  whether they found the noise on the tape had no effect, was slightly distracting, 

moderately distracting, vexy distracting, or extremely distracting. 



M e r  their attributions for test 1 were assessed, subjects in the no 

handicapping condition were told that thev were in the control group and would, 

therefore, take the second test without distraction. 

Manioulation of orivaq. Subjects in the public condition ratedkhose the tape 

in the presence of the euperimenter. Thev were instmcted to put their narne at the 

top of test 2 and were told that the experimenter would score the test immediatelv so 

thev could both see the effect of the distraction on the subject's performance. M e r  

subjects completed the second test, the experimenter evplained that she had to put 

together a packet of questionnaires for them to complete. Since this would talce a few 

minutes, she asked subjects if thev wouldn't mind scoring the second test themselves. 

in order to Save time. Subjects were then given the answer lev.  After scoring the 

test. subjects were asked to put their score at the top of the paper and give i t  to the 

experimenter. 

Subjects in the private condition rated/chose the tape while the experimenter 

was absent (ostensibly so the experimenter would be blind to expenmental 

condition). Thev were instmcted not to put their name or any identifving marks on 

their test papers. As in the public condition, these subjects also scored the second 

test themselves. The experimenter explained that she would not be scoring the 

second test, but would let the subject score it instead (ostensiblv because she did not 

want to lwow the results of the study until the experirnent was over). Subjects were 

instmcted to put the test in the envelope provided when they had finished checlung 



t hei r answers. 

De~endent measures 

Midooint auestionnaire. After having the opportunitv to self-handicap, but 

pnor to talung the second test, subjects were aslced to rate, on 9-point scales, the 

difficultv of test 1, and the extent to which thev attributed their performance on the 

test to abilitv, lu&, and effort. Thev were also asked how well thev expected to do on 

the second test and how much thev expected to be impaired by the distracting effects 

of the noise. 

Attribution auestionnaire. After checking their scores on the second test. 

subjects were given a number of questionnaires to complete in private. The first of 

these questionnaires assessed their attributions for test 2. Subjects were asked to 

rate, on 9-point scales, the difficultv of the second test, and the extent to which thev 

attnbuted their performance to abilitv, luck, effort, and the distracting effects of the 

tape. 

Self-esteem. Subjects completed the Performance and Social Self-esteem 

Subscales of Heatherton and Poliw's ( 199 1 ) State Self-esteem Scale (SSES). The 

SSES is a 20 item scale designed to measure temporarv fluctuations in self-esteem 

(e-g., 1 feel infenor to others at this moment; I feel good about myself). ï h e  scale has 

a three factor structure consisting of performance, social, and appearance self-esteem. 

The four items of the Appearance Self-esteem Subscde were not included. The scale 

was found to have satisfactory intemd consistency, test-retest reliability, convergent 



and divergent validi tv (Heatherton & Poliw, 1 99 1 ) . 

Trait self-handica~pin~. Subjects completed the short version of the Self- 

handicapping S a l e  (Stmbe. 1986). a 10-item version of the scale developed bv Jones 

and Rhodewalt ( 1  982). Psvchometric analvses indicated that the 10 item scale had 

slightlv higher intemal consistencv than the whole scale, as ive11 as adequate 

convergent and divergent validitv (Stmbe, 1 986). 

Mani~ulation checks. Two questions were included on Our postexpenmental 

questionnaire as checks on the pnvaçv manipulation. Subjects were asked "How 

likelv is it that the experimenter is aware of the tape vou chose (the distraction rating 

vou made) prior to talung the second test?" and "How lilcelv is i t  that the 

experimenter knows or will find out vour score on the second test?" Subjects 

responded on 9-point scaies ( 1 = not at al1 likelv, 9 = extremelv likelv). 

Materials 

AnaloPies. Analogies were developed based on questions from the G R .  and 

SAT and emploved a multiple choice format. A number of unsolvable analogies was 

~retested on a  mou^ of 28 introductow ~svchology students. Subjects were aslced to 

how sure thev were of their answers. 

ratings so that the second test would be 

A a L . ' A d  

solve each analogy and rate on a 9-point s a l e  

Items were selected based on average sureness 

somewhat easier than the fint test. If the second test was perceived as more difficult 

than the first test subjects might have attnbuted failure on test 2 to the difficultv of 

the test rather than to their self-handicap. The average sureness rating for items on 



test 1 was M = 2-7 1 and for those on test 2 was M = 4.16. 

Distraction taDes. The five distraction tapes used in this studv were recorded 

using a noise generator set a t  increasing amplitudes. The tapes were then pretested 

on a group of 22 introductorv psvchology students. Subjects were presented with one 

of 5 cassettes labelled either "no effect," "slightlv distracting," "moderatelv 

distracting," "verv distracting," or "extremelv distracting," and were asked to rate on a 

9-point scde how distracting thev found it. A one-wav ANOVA was performed on 

these ratings using a measure of individual differences in self-reported distractibilitv 

as a covariate. The covariate was significant F(4.16) = 14.83, p < .O 1 as was the 

effect for tape, F(4,I 6) = 4.9 1, p <.O 1 and the means were in roughlv ascending 

order (Ms = 2.80, 2.20, 4.70, 3.25, 6.25, respectivelv). 

Results 

Unless othenvise stated, al1 analvses consisted of a 3 x 2 s 2 (self-handicapping 

condition x sex x publidprivate) analvsis of variance. 

Mani~ulation checks 

Analvses of our manipulation checks found a main effect for privacv on the 

perceived pnvaw of subjects tape choice/distraction ratings, (1, 72) = 88.58, p 

< .O0  1, and posttest scores, E ( 1,  72) = 105.62, p < .O0 1. Subjects in the private 

condition felt that the experimenter was less aware of their tape choice/distraction 

rating (M = 8.43) than subjects in the public condition (M = 4.08). Also, subjects 

in the private condition thought that the experimenter was less likely to laiow or find 



out their posttest score (M = 8.48) than subjects in the public condition (M = 3.83). 

There were no other signifiant effects or interactions. 

Se l f -hand ica~~ in~  scores 

In this studv, because we did not manipulate success contingencv, we could not 

aauallv test whether subjects self-handicapped or not. However, we could evarnine 

differences in behavioural and daimed self-handicapping scores as a function of 

subject sex and privacv. 

Behavioural self-handicaooing. A 2 x 2 (subjects' sex x publidprivate) ANOVA 

on subjects' behavioural self-handicapping scores found a signifiant main effect for 

seu, F ( 1, 36) = 6.98, p < -02, indicating that males behaviourallv self-handicapped 

more than fernales (M = 4.10 versus M = 3.30). There was no effect or interaction 

of privacv. Mean behavioural self-handicapping scores are presented in Table 5 .  

Claimed s e l f - h a n d i c a ~ a .  A similar 2 x 2 ANOVA on subjects' claimed self- 

handicapping scores found no signi ficant main effects or interaction involving su b ject 

sex, or privacv. Cell means are presented in Table 6. 

These results parallel those of studies 1 and 2, where males were more likelv to 

behaviourally self-handicap than fernales, but no sex differences were found for 

claimed self-handicapping. 

De~endent measures 

lmoaixment scores. Prior to taking the second test, but after the opportunitv 

to self-handicap, subjects in the behavioural and claimed self-handicapping conditions 
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wrre aslced to rate on 9-point scales, in pnvate, the ewtent to which the distraction 

would impair their performance (1 = would have no effect on performance. 9 = 

would greatlv impair performance). This item was inchded in an effort to determine 

whether, compared to subjects who behaviourallv self-handicapped, subjeas who 

claimed a handicap would actuallv consider themselves disadvantaged. A 2 x 2 x 2 

(behaviouraVclaimed self-handicapping x sex x publidprivate) ANOVA on these 

ratings found a significant main effect for self-handicapping condition, (1 .  72) = 

15.52, p <.O0 1. Subjects in the behavioural self-handicapping condition anticipated 

greater impairment from the distraction (M =6.03) than subjects in the claimed self- 

handicapping condition (M = 4.45). Anticipated impairment scores were not 

available for control subjects, because these subjects were not ewposed to anv form of 

distraction. 

Ex~ectancv scores. In addition to anticipated impairment, al1 sub jects 

(induding controls) were aslced to indicate, in private, how well thev expected to do 

on the second test. As with the impairment scores, we wanted to detennine whether, 

compared to sub jects who behaviourally self-handicapped, sub jects who claimed a 

handicap would actually anticipated performance decrements. Because control 

subjects expected to take a second test, we were able to get expected performance 

scores from them. A 3 x 2 x 2 ANOVA vielded a significant sex by priva- 

interaction, F ( 1, 72) = 1 O..j8, p < .O 1. An examination of the means suggested that 

males expected to do better in pnvate (M = 6.10) than in public (M = 5.00). The 



pattern of results for females was reversed with those in the public condition 

expecting to do better (M = 5.33) than those in the private 

conditions (M = 4.83). Neither daimed (M = 5.33) nor behavioural (M = 5.13) 

self-handicapping subjects evpected to do worse on the second test than control 

subjects (M = 5-50), despite the fact that both groups of subjects antitipated some 

degree of performance impairment h-om the distraction. That is, although behavioural 

and daimed self-handicapping sub jects expected to be impaired bv the distraction. 

they did not expect this impairment to have an adverse effect on their test 

performance. 

Abilitv attributions. On the attribution questionnaire subjects were aslced to 

rate, on a 9-point scale, the extent to which thev would attnbute their performance 

on test 2 to abilitv, with higher scores indicating greater abilitv attributions. Analvsis 

of subie-' abilitv attributions for test 2 Çound a significant main effect for condition, 

F (2,108) = 5.14, p <.O 1. Planned cornparisons indicated that subjects in the - 

behavioural self-handicapping condition were less likelv to attribute failure on test 2 

to ability (M = 5.60) than subjects in the control condition (M = 4.30), (78) = 

3.19, p <.OS; subjects in the claimed self-handicapping condition were also less lilcelv 

to attribute failure to ability (M =5.03),  6 (78) = 1.80, p <.O5 (one-tailed). Mean 

ability attributions in the two self-handicapping conditions did not differ 

significantly, 1 (78) = 1.40, ns. 

Self-esteem. Analysis of subjects' scores on the SSES found only a main effect 
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for sex, ( 1, 108) = 12.93, p < .O0 1 ,  with males (M = 60.57) displaving a higher 

state self-esteem than females (M = 53.00). The effea of condition did not approach 

significance. although the pattern of means was in the predicted direction with 

subjects in the behavioural (M = 57.78) and claimed (M = 58.30) self-handicapping 

conditions having slightlv. but not significantly, higher self-esteem scores than 

subjects in the control condition (M = 54.28). Further, separate analvses using the 

Performance and Social Subscdes of the SSES also found no significant effect of 

condition on either. 

Trait self-handicap~ing. Subjects were divided into high and low trait self- 

handicappers based on median scores on the Self-handicapping Scale and this variable 

kvas added 

significant 

dependent 

to the analvses 

main effects or 

of al1 the dependent variables. Analvses found no 

interactions of trait self-handicapping on anv of the 

Correlational analvses. Correlational analvses for both behavioural and 

claimed self-handicapping subjects combined, collapsing across priva., Çound a 

marginallv significant correlation between self-handicapping scores and abilitv 

attributions on the second test, E (78) = -2 1, p 4.07, indicating that the more 

subjects self-handicapped the less they attributed failure on test 2 to abilitv. Separate 

within-condition correlations for the claimed and behavioural self-handicapping 

conditions were in the predicted direction, but were not significant. Separate within- 

condition correlations between self-handicapping scores and state self-esteem were 
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not significant for the behavioural, (38) =. 12, p c.50, or the daimed (35)=.04, p 

< .SO conditions. 

Correlational analysis indicated that trait self-handicapping was significantlv 

correlated with state self-esteem r( 11 8) = -.49, p c -00 1. Trait self-handicapping 

scores did not correlate significantlv with daimed self-handicapping or behavioural 

self-handicapping scores. 

Other analvses. O n  the attribution questionnaire subjects were asled to rate 

the extent to which thev would blame their performance on the second test to the 

distracting effects of the tape. A 2 x 2 x 2 (behaviouraVclaimed self-handicapping x 

sex x publidprivate) ANOVA on these scores found a significant main effect for 

condition. Subiects in the behavioural self-handicapping condition blamed their poor 

performance on the distracting effects of the tape (M = 6.08) more than subjects in 

the claimed self-handicapping condition (M = 4.85). 

Discussion 

The results of this studv indicate that after either behaviourallv self- 

handicapping or claiming a self-handicap, individuals will discount abilitv attributions 

for failure on evaluative tasls. Subjects who were given the opportunitv to 

behaviouralb self-handicap and to daim a handicap were less likelv to attribute 

failure on the second test to ability than were subjects in the control group, who had 

no opportunity to self-handicap. Furthemore, the ability attributions of subjects in 

the behavioural and claimed self-handicapping conditions did not differ, indicating 
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that the two self-handicaps afforded equal amounts of protection against negative 

ability attributions. Also. as in studv 2, subjects were just as likelv to claim a 

handicap in private as in public, suggesting that individuals who claim a handicap 

mav privatelv believe themselves to be handicapped. These results conflict with 

Learv and Shepherd's ( 1956) assertion that individuals who daim a handicap do not 

actually consider themselves disadvantaged. If this were the case, subjects in the 

daimed self-handicapping condition should not have self-handicapped in private or 

discounted abilitv as a possible cause for failure. 

Analvsis of subjects' expected impairment scores indicated that both 

behavioural and claiined self-handicapping subjects expected that the distraction 

would impair their performance to some degree, although subjects in the behavioural 

self-handicapping condition expected greater impaixment. Subjects in the behavioural 

self-handicarmine condition also attributed their failure on test 2 to the distracting 
A L  U 

effects of the tape more than claimed self-handicapping subjects. This suggests 

the behavioural self-handicap employed in this study mav have been somewhat 

that 

more 

believable than the claimed self-handicap. Indeed, the behavioural self-handicapping 

subjects actudlv listened to tapes rated as more distracting than the tape heard bv 

claimed self-handicapping sub jects. However, the differences in expected impairment 

and tendency to blame failure on the tape did not translate into differences in 

subjects' ability attributions, suggesting that the behavioural and claimed self- 

handicaps were equaiiy effective in protecting self-perceived abilitv. This is not to sav 



that al1 forms of claimed self-handicapping would offer self-perceived abilitv 

protection equal to ail forms of behavioural self-handicapping. Presumablv, the 

discounting effects of anv given self-handicap depends on the believabilitv of the self- 

handicap. The results of this studv must be replicated using other examples of 

behavioural and claimed self-handicaps before anv general conclusions can be draivn 

conceming the effectiveness of one categorv of self-handicapping over the other. The 

results of this studv do suggest. however, that Learv and Shepherd ( 1986) are 

incorrect in their assertion that claimed self-handicapping is not reailv self- 

handicapping because individuals who daim a handicap do not actuallv believe their 

own daims. 

Surprisinglv, neither behavioural nor claimed self-handicapping subjects 

anticipated performance decrements. That is, subjects in both self-handicapping 

conditions expected to do as well on the second test as control subjects. This calls 

into question subjects' motivation for engaging in self-handicapping. To our 

knowledge, no other research has examined expected impairment or anticipated 

performance decrements following self-handicapping. Self-handicapping researchers 

have assumed that individuals self-handicap because they expea to do poorlv on an 

upcoming task and wish to protect against losses in self-perceived abilitv and self- 

esteem, even though they believe that doing so actuallv increases the lihlihood of 

Mure (Baumeister 6r Scher, 1 9 88). Our finding that sub jects did not anticipate 

performance decrements after self-handicapping suggests that they may have been 
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self-handicapping for purposes of self-enhancement rather than self-protection. In 

other words, instead of attempting to avoid looking bad bv failing with a handicap, 

subjects mav have been attempting to look good bv doing moderately well with a 

disadvantage, because performing as well with as without a handicap would enhance 

attributions to abilitv. 

State self-esteem scores of subjeas in the 

handicapping groups did not differ significantlv 

behavioural and claimed self- 

h-om those of control subjeas, 

although the means were in the predicted direction. Our M u r e  to find a significant 

effect of self-handicapping on state self-esteem is puzzling given that other researchers 

have demonstrated the protective effeas of handicaps on trait self-esteem (Isleib, 

Vuchinich, & Tucker, 1 988; Mercian & Rhodewalt. 1 988; Rhodewalt, Morf, Hazlet. 

& Fairfield, 199 1 ). Conceivablv, the self-handicaps used in this studv mav not have 

been convincing enough to protect self-esteem from failure, although it did protect 

abilitv attributions. Ideallv, we would have preferred a pre-post design to examine 

the relative effectiveness of behavioural and claimed self-handicapping in protecting 

state self-esteem following failure, but were concemed that assessing self-esteem pnor 

to our experimental manipulations would have sensitized subjects to the true nature 

of the study. Hence, we mav have been unable to detect between-condition 

differences in state self-esteem, because there was so much between-subject vaxiabilitv 

in state self-esteem scores. 



Chapter 5 

General Discussion 

This research was conducted to address three questions: I ) 1s self-handicapping 

(either behavioural or claimed) entirelv a self-presentational strategy or do individuals 

also self-handicap to control their own attributions for success or Mure? 2) 1s L e m  

and Shepherd's (1  986) suggestion that individuals who daim a handicap do not 

aauallv consider themselves disadvantaged correct? 3) Do behavioural and claimed 

self-handicapping adequatelv and equ& protea self-perceived ability and self- 

esteem? 

Kolditz and Arlun's ( 1982) studv is largelv cited as evidence for a self- 

presentational explanation of self-handicapping. These authors varied the privacv of 

subjects' dnig choice (self-handicap) and posttest scores and found that subjects self- 

handicapped, bv choosing a performance-impairing dnig, in public, but not in private. 

Because subjects self-handicapped onlv in the presence of an audience (i-e., the 

experimenter), the investigators concluded that subjects were self-handicapping in 

order to self-present not self-protect. However, as discussed previouslv, subjects in 

the pnvate dmg choice condition mav have been reluctant to ingest a performance- 

impairing dnig with the experimenter absent. Further, delav of posttest feedback and 

privacy were confounded in this study. Subjects in the public posttest condition 

expected immediate feedbaclc, whereas subjects in the pnvate posttest condition did 

not. In faa, it is unclear from Kolditz and Arkin's ( 1 982) procedure whether subjects 



in the private posttest condition ever expected to get feedback at  d l .  If private 

posttest subjects did not expect feedback, or if thev did not expect to receive it  for 

some time, thev mav have been less motivated to self-handicap than public posttest 

subjects. Finally, because Kolditz and Arkin (1982) included onlv males in their 

studv, their findings cannot be generalized to fernales. Other research that has 

addressed the issue of self-presentational versus self-protective motives to seif- 

handicap has been even less conclusive, demonstrating onlv that increasing self- 

presentational motives increases the incidence of self-handicapping (Baumgardner, 

199 1 ; Baumgardner et al., 1985; Tice & Baumeister, 1990; Shepherd & Arkin, 

1989b). 

A major difficultv in reconciling the inconsistencies in the self-handicapping 

literature stems from the tendencv on the part of researchers to emplov a varietv of 

operational definitions of self-handicapping. Although this strengthens our faith in 

the robustness of the phenomenon, i t  malces cornparisons across studies problematic. 

In this research we adopted behavioural self-handicaps (performance-impairing music, 

distracting noise) that were similar, if not identical, to those emploved bv a number 

of other researchers (Ferrari, 199 1 a, b; Rhodewalt & Davison, 1986; Rhodewalt, 

Morf, Hazlet, & Fairfield, 1 99 1 ; S hepherd & Arkin, 1 989a, b) . 

In study I , we attempted a conceptual replication of Kolditz and Mun 's  

( 1982) studv using a less threatening self-handicap (impairing music) and 

unconfounding privacy and time of posttest feedbaclc (feedback was immediate for 
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subjects in both the public and private conditions). Also, we included equal numbers 

of male and female subjects. We found that male subjects were just as likelv to self- 

handicap (bv selecting performance-impairing music) in private as in public. Females 

did not self-handicap in either condition. The results of this studv indicate that, for 

males, behavioural self-handicapping is motivated in part bv the desire to control 

their own attributions and is not solelv a self-presentational strategv. This is not to 

sav that the desire to self-present would not increase the motive to self-handicap. 

Other research has shown that the presence of an audience increases the incidence of 

self-handicapping (Tice & Baumeister, 1990; Shepherd & Arlcin, l989b). Tice and 

Baumeister ( 1990) found that subjects were more Iikelv to self-handicap bv practising 

inadequatelv in public than in pnvate, espeàallv those subjects high in self-esteem. 

Shepherd and Arkin ( 1989a) found that subjeas high in public self-consàousness 

were more lilcelv to self-handicap in public than were those low in public self- 

consciousness. Presumablv, motives to control self- and audience-attributions should 

be additive; however, ceiling effects mav have prevented us from detecting an increase 

in self-handicapping in the public (relative to the private) condition. In anv event. 

our studv has clearlv shown that individuals self-handicap to control their own 

attributions and not just those of an audience. 

Study 2 was conducted to determine the role of self-presentational versus self- 

protective motives in claimed self-handicapping. Learv and Shepherd ( 1 9 8 6 )  

suggested that behavioural and claimed self-handicapping are conceptuallv distinct 



because 1 ) daiming a handicap does not aaually impede performance, whereas 

behaviourallv self-handicapping does, 2) individuals who claim a handicap do not 

aauallv consider themselves disadvantaged. IF this reasoning is correct, then 

individuals should claim a handicap in public, but not in private. Presumablv 

individuals self-handicap in private in order to control their self-attributions for 

success or failure. If individuals who claim a handicap reallv do not believe their oivn 

claims, there would be no reason for them to self-handicap in pnvate. Mercian and 

Rhodewalt ( 1988), however, found that subjects were more likelv to claim pain as a 

handicap after noncontingent than contingent success in private, but the authors did 

not include a public cornparison group in their design. 

In studv 2. after receiving contingent or noncontingent success feedback, 

subjects were given the opportunitv to claim a handicap or behaviourallv self- 

handicap, in public or in private, pnor to taking a second test. Analvsis of claimed 

self-handicapping scores indicated that subjects were equallv likelv to daim a 

handicap in private as in public. These findings suggest that individuals who claim a 

handicap may aauallv consider themselves disadvantaged. 

The results from studies 1 and 2 indicated that individuals engage in 

behavioural and claimed self-handicapping, at least in part, for purposes of controlling 

self-attributions. That is, individuals emplov performance impediments (or claims of 

such impediments) in an effort to promote non-abilitv attributions for failure and to 

protect their self-esteem. In study 3, we wanted to determine how effective these 



strategies are in achieving these ends. There was sorne evidence to suggest that 

individuals who failed with a handicap would discount abilitv attributions for failure 

(Islieb, Vuchinich, & Tuclcer, 1988; Mercian & Rhodewalt, 1988; Rhodewalt, Morf, 

Hazlet, & Fairfield, 199 1 ). However, none of these studies induded a no self- 

handicap (control) condition. Furthemore, there was no research examining 

subjects' performance expectations or level of self-perceived impairment prior to test 

administration. 

Studv 3, therefore, addressed two questions: 1 ) Does claimed self- 

handicapping afford self-perceived abilitv and self-esteem protection similar to that of 

behavioural self-handicapping? 2) Do individuals who daim a handicap actuallv 

consider themselves disadvantaged and anticipate performance decrements? Analvsis 

of subjects' abilitv attributions indicated that behavioural and claimed self- 

handicapping sub jects attn buted failure less to abilitv than did control subjeas. 

Abilitv attributions of behavioural and claimed self-handicapping subjects were lower 

than those of controls, but did not differ significantlv, indicating that both afforded 

equal amounts of self-perceived abilitv protection. Mean state self-esteem scores did 

not differ bv condition, although the means were in the predicted direction. 

Conceivab., the self-handicaps used in this study mav not have been believable 

enough to protect against losses in self-esteem. Altemativeiy, success on test 1 mav 

have buffered subjeas against subsequent failure. Analvsis of subjects' expeaed 

impairment ratings indicated that behavioural and claimed self-handicapping subjects 
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e~pected to  be impaired bv the distraction to sorne degree, although behaviourai self- 

handicapping subjects anticipated greater impairment. Behavioural self-handicapping 

subjects were also more likelv to blame poor performance on the distracting effects of 

the tape than were clairned self-handicapping subjects. These differences mav reflect 

accuratelv variations in the amount of distraction produced bv the tapes used in the 

two self-handicapping conditions. Analvsis of subjects' performance expectations 

indicated that neither behavioural nor claimed self-handicapping subjects expected to 

do worse on the second test than control subjects. Researchers have often 

commented on the paradoxical nature of self-handicapping, that in an effort to  reduce 

the negative implications of M u r e  self-handicappers actuallv increase the likeliliood 

that thev will fail (Baumeister & Scher. 1 988; Jones, 1 990; Mercian & Rhodewalt, 

1988). The results of studv 3 suggest that individuals who either behaviourallv self- 

handicap or daim a handicap mav not actuallv anticipate a subsequent reduction in 

performance, but mav expect to do as well with as without a handicap. 

ConsequentIv, individuals mav self-handicap more for the purposes of self- 

enhancement rather than self-protection. That is, individuals mav self-handicap in an 

effort to augment abilitv attributions bv performing moderatelv well with a handicap. 

In summarv, results of the present research suggests that behavioural and 

claimed self-handicapping are not solely self-presentational strategies, but are 

motivated, a t  Ieast to some degree, by the desire to control self-attributions. Subjects 

were just as lilcely to engage in behavioural or daimed self-handicapping in pnvate as 



in public. We recognize that i t  is impossible to eliminate completelv self- 

presentational concems in a laboratory setting. However, analvses of our 

manipulation checks indicate that subjects in the pnvate conditions experienced a 

greater degree of anonvmitv than subjects in the public conditions. If Kolditz and 

M n ' s  ( 1982) suggestion that self-handicapping is entirelv a self-presentational 

strategy is correct then subjects should have self-handicapped more in public than in 

private, which was not the case. 

Further, we found that subjects who claimed a handicap and failed were just as 

likelv to discount abilitv as those subjects who behaviourallv self-handicapped. These 

findings provide evidence against Learv and Shepherd's ( 1986) assertion that claimed 

self-handicapping is not reallv self-handicapping because individuals who claim a 

handicap do not actuallv believe their own claims. We cannot conclude, however. 

that claimed self-handicapping is generallv as effective as behavioural self- 

handicapping in promoting non-abilitv attributions for faiailure; we can conclude onlv 

that the particular claimed and behavioural self-handicaps used in our research were 

equdv effective. The claimed self-handicap emploved in this 

distraction kom white noise) has not, to Our knowledge, been 

and was adopted in an attempt to equate the behavioural and 

research (claims of 

emploved previously 

claimed self-handicaps. 

Despite our efforts, however, the two self-handicaps may have differed on dimensions 

other than the behavioural-claimed distinction. Whether these results would 

replicate using other types of behavioural and claimed self-handicaps is an issue for 



future research. 

Directions for future research 

In conducting this research, we wanted to address two main issues: 1)  1s self- 

handicapping entirelv a self-presentational strategv or is it also motivated bv self- 

protective concems? 2) Are Leary and Shepherd ( 1986) correct in asserting that, in 

contrast to  behavioural self-handicapping, individuals who daim a handicap do not 

actuallv consider themselves disadvantaged and, consequentlv, do not anticipate 

performance decrements? The results of our research suggest that Learv and 

Shepherd ( 1986) mav be partlv correct, but not for the reasons thev put forth. 

Claimed self-handicapping subjects did not anticipate performance decrements 

relative to controls, but neither did behavioural self-handicapping subjects. 

Therefore, although Our research indicates that individuals self-handicap to control 

their own attributions for performance outcomes, not just those of an audience, 

descxibing i t  as a self-protective strategv mav not be entirelv accurate. If individuals 

expect to do as well with as without a handicap, thev may employ performance 

impediments (or clairns of such impediments) for purposes of self-enhancement, since 

perfonning even moderatelv well with a disadvantage would augment attributions to 

ability. Some evidence for self-enhancing motives to self-handicap was provided bv 

Tice (1 99 1). She found that subjects high in self-esteem self-handicapped onlv when 

success w-as meaningful, but not when it was meaningless. That is, her high self- 

esteem subjects self-handicapped onlv when doing so provided an opportunity to 
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augment abilitv attributions for success, but did not self-handicap to self-protea (Le.. 

discount abilitv attributions for failure). R e d ,  also, that in our second studv males 

in the contingent success/pnvate condition were just as lilcelv to  self-handicap as their 

counterparts in noncontingent success/pnvate condition. Since it is unlikelv that 

contingent success subjeas would anticipate failure on the second test, these subjects 

mav have self-handicapped in order to augment abilitv attributions for success. As 

mentioned previouslv. self-handicapping is generallv construed as a somewhat 

counterintuitive strategy, wherein individuals accept a greater risk of failure in order 

to reduce the negative implications of failure. Our results provide some evidence, 

albeit tentative. that individuals who engage in self-handicapping mav not perceive 

this tradeoff. Mrhether self-handicapping (behavioural or claimed) actuallv results in 

corresponding declines in performance is unclear, since little research has addressed 

this issue. In fact, there is some evidence that the presence of a handicap (either 

other-imposed or self-selected) can aauailv improve performance (Learv, 1 956; 

Rhodewalt, Saltzman. & Wittmer, 1 984; Weiner 6r Sierad) . Admi ttedlv, our 

conclusions regarding subjects' motivation to self-handicap and corresponding 

performance expectations are speculative. However, it mav be interesting in future 

research to examine hrther individuals' underlying motivations for self-handicapping 

and their resultant performance expectancies. 
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Tables 



Table i 

Mean Tape Choice as a Function of Success Contingencv, 
Privacv, and Sex in Studv 1 

1- Success 

11 Noncontingent 

Males 
- -  

Public 

Females 

Public Private 

Scores ranged from 1-5 with higher scores indicating greater self-handicapping. 



Table 3 

Mean Claimed Self-handicapping Score as a Function of Success 
Contingencv Privacv, and Sex in Studv 2 

Males 

Public Private Public 

Scores ranged h-om 1-5 with higher scores indicating greater self-handicapping. 

S uccess 

Contingent 

(4 
Noncontingent 

(n) 

- 
- 

(10) 

r 

- 

. . . I 1 . , 



Table 3 

Mean Behavioural Self-handicapping score as a Function of Success 
Contingencv, Privacv, and Sex in Studv 2 

1 Males 

Success Public 

Contingent 3.5Oab 

Noncontingen t 4.80, 

Private 

Females 

Public 

Scores ranged from 1 t o  5 with higher scores indicating greater self-handicapping. 
Means with the same subscrïpt are significantlv different at p c.05. 



Table 4 

Mean Self-esteem Scores as a Function of Success Contingencv, 
Privacy, and Sex in Studv 2 

---  

Males 

Public Private 

Females 11 
Public 

Higher scores indicate greater self-esteem. Means with the same subscript differ 
significantlv at p < .O5. 



Table 5 

Mean Behavioural Self-handicapping score as a Function of Success 
Contingencv. Privacv, and Sex in Studv 3 

Public Private Public Private 

4.30 3.20 3.40 

(10) ( 10) (10) 

Scores ranged from 1 to 5 with higher scores indicating greater self-handicapping. 
Ce11 ns are given in parentheses. 



Table 6 

Mean Claimed Self-handicapping score as a Function of Success 
Contingency, Privacv, and Sex in Study 3 

Private 

Femdes 

Public 1 Private 

Scores ranged from 1-5 with higher scores indicating greater self-handicapping. Ce11 
ns are given in parentheses. 



Appendi. A 



Success X PublidPrivate X Sex ANOVA on mean self-handica~pin~ scores in Studv 1 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Sauares DF Sauare F of F 

Main Effects 33.263 3 1 1 .O88 6.025 .O0 1 
SUCCESS 7.860 I 7.860 4.27 1 ,042 
PUBPFU -138 I -138 .O75 .755 
SEX 25.203 1 25.203 13.695 ,000 

2-Way Interactions 3.3 12 3 1.104 ,600 ,617 
SUCCESS PUBPRI .6 12 1 -6 12 -333 .566 
SUCCESS SEX 2.084 1 2.084 1.132 .29 1 
PUBPU SEX .6 1 O 1 -6 1 O .33 1 .567 

3-Wav Interactions -3 14 1 -3 14 .171 .68 1 
SUCCESS PUBPRI SEX .314 1 -3 14 A71 .65 1 

Residual 132.498 72 1.840 

Success X PubIidPrivate X Seu ANOVA on mean behavioural self-handicapping 
scores in Studv 2 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Sauares DF Sauare F of F 

Main Effects 17.138 
SUCCESS 1.512 
PUBPEU 3.613 
SEX 12.013 

2-Wav Interactions 9.438 
SUCCESS PUBPEU 6.613 
SUCCESS SEX 2.8 13 
PUBPRi SEX .O 13 

3-Way Interactions - 1  13 
SUCCESS PUBPRI SEX ,113 

Residual 52.300 



Success X Publiflrivate X Sex ANOVA on mean claimed self-handica~pin~ scores in 
Studv 2 

Source of Surn of Mean Sig 
Variation Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 7.038 
SUCCESS 4.5 13 
PUBPRi 1.013 
SEX 1.512 

2-  Wav Interactions -438 
SUCCESS PUBPRI .3 13 
SUCCESS SEX - 1  13 
PUBPRI SEX .O 12 

3-Way Interactions .O 13 
SUCCESS PUBPRI SEX -012 

Residual 47.500 

Publidprivate X sex ANOVA on mean behavioural self-handicao~ine scores in 
studv 3 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 7.300 2 3.650 3.982 .O2 7 
PUBPRI .900 1 -900 .982 .328 
SEX 6.400 1 6.400 6.982 .O 12 

2-Way Interactions - 1  O 0  1 - 1  O 0  .109 -743 
PUBPRI SEX .IO0 1 1 O 0  .IO9 -743 

Residual 33.000 36 .9 17 



Publid~rivate X sex ANOVA on mean claimed self-handicap pin^. scores in studv 3 

Source of Sum of Mean Sig 
Variation Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 2.500 2 1.250 1.452 -248 
PUBPRI -900 1 -900 1 .O45 -3 13 
SEX 1 A00 1 1.600 1.858 ,181 

2-Wav Interactions .400 1 .400 -465 -500 
PUBPRI SEX .400 1 -400 -465 -500 

Success contin~encv X oublidorivate X sex ANOVA on mean ex~ected impairment 
scores in studv 3 

Source of Sum of Mean Sig 
Variation Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 57.937 3 19.312 6.043 .O0 1 
CONDIT 49.6 13 1 49.613 15.524 .O00 
PUBPRI 2.812 1 2.812 .880 -35 I 
SEX 5.5 12 1 5.5 12 1,725 .193 

2-Wav Interactions 3.438 3 1.146 -359 -783 
CONDIT PUBPEU 2.813 1 2.813 .880 -35 1 
CONDIT SEX -613 1 -613 ,192 .663 
PUBPRI SEX .O 12 1 -0 12 .O04 .950 

3- Wav Interactions 1.013 1 1.013 -317 -575 
CONDIT PUBPEU SEX 1 .O13 1 1.013 -3 17 .575 

Residual 230.100 72 3.196 



Success contin~encv X oublid~rivate X sex ANOVA on mean ex~ected performance 
scores on test 2 in studv 3 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 12.050 
CONDIT 2.8 17 
PUBPRI 2.700 
SEX 6.533 

2- Wav Interactions 23.067 
CONDIT PUBPRI 1 .O50 
CONDIT SEX 2.8 17 
PUBPRI SEX 19.200 

3-Wav Interactions 10.850 
CONDIT PUBPRI SEX 10.850 

Residual 196.000 



Success contineencv X ~ublichrivate X sex ANOVA on mean abilitv attribution 
scores on test 2 in studv 3 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Squares DF Square F of F 

Main Effects 50.300 
CONDIT 33.950 
PUBPRI 3.675 
SEX 12.675 

2-Wav Interactions 12.908 
CONDIT PUBPEU 3.650 
CONDIT SEX 4.850 
PUBPRI SEX 4.408 

3-Wav Interactions .8 17 
CONDIT PUBPRI SEX 3 1 7  

Residuai 356.900 



Success continpencv X oublid~rivate X sex ANOVA on mean state self-esteem scores 
in studv 3 

Source of 
Variation 

Sum of Mean Sig 
Sa uares DF Sauare F of F 

Main Effects 2101.483 4 525.37 1 3.953 .O05 
CONDIT 383.017 2 19 1.508 1.44 1 -24 1 
PUBPRI -833 1 .833 .O06 -937 
SEX 1717.633 1 17 17.633 12.925 .O00 

2- Way Interactions 1010.467 5 202.093 1 .52 1 .189 
CONDIT PUBPFU 909.1 17 2 454.558 3.420 .O36 
CONDIT SEX .517 2 2 5 8  .O02 -998 
PUBPRI SEX 100.533 1 100.833 .759 .386 

3-Wav Interactions 369.617 2 1 84.808 1.39 1 .253 
CONDIT PUBPRI SEX 369.617 2 I 84.808 1.39 1 -253 





Studv 1 and 2 - Analogies 

Contingent Success Condition 

Solvable anaio~es  

1. GRAPES is tu WINE m 
a) butter is to bread 
b) king is tu cake 
c) fruit is tu apple 
d) barlev is tu beer 

7 -. FOUNDATTON is to BUILDING as 
a) hammer is to nail 
b) root is tu tree 
c) cottage is to house 
ci) leg is to foot 

3. P E A i s  tu POD as 
a) orange is tu j uice 
b) petal is tu flower 
C) pumplcin is tu squash 
d) nut is tu shell 

4. BUS is to  DEPOT m 
a) ship is to ocean 
b) jet is to s k v  
c) motorcvcle is to sidecar 
d) train is to station 

5. SIP is to GULP us 
a) chudde is tu laugh 
b) find is tu loose 
c) m m  is to divorce 
d) hun; is to fish 

6. ROOSTER is to HEN as 
a) pigeon is to robin 
b) dog is to puppy 
c) calf is tu colt 
d) gander is to goose 



TRUMPET is to INSTRUMENT as 
a) colour is tu sound 
b)  blow is to hom 
C) chisel is to tool 
d )  sing is to shout 

FOOD is to HUNGER as 
a)  sleep is to fatigue 
b)  insurance is to premium 
c) faith is to tmst 
d )  diaper is to babv 

CARPENTER is tu HAMMER as 
a) baker is to butcher 
b) dentist is to drill 
c) patient is to prescription 
d) mustard is to sausages 

FROWN is to DISPLEASURE LIS 

a) vawn is to fatigue 
b) iiate is to love 
c) more is to relief 
d) hope is to regret 

ATLAS is to MAPS us 
a )  road is to sign 
b)  album is tu photographs 
c)  star is to planets 
d )  tire is to wheel 

12. ARTIST is to PAINTING 
a )  playwight is tu rehearsal 
b)  actor is to stage 
C) opera is to jazz 
d )  poet is to poem 

13. HEAR.Tisto PUMPm 
a )  lung is to cancer 
b )  tooth is tu ache 
c) stomach is to digest 
d )  nose is to face 



EIATE is to DISLIKE 
a) viaorv is to defeat 
b) allowis to forbid 
c)  omit is to include 
d )  destrov is to damage 

CHIEF is to TRiBE as 
a) office is tu pavroll 
b)  captain Ez to team 
c )  emplnvee is to vacation 
d)  oil is b lantern 

AUTOMOBILE is to GASOLINE as 
a) vaccine ir to infection 
b) milk is to cow 
C) flashlight is to batteries 
d) keg is to beer 

Unsolvable analoges 

SLINK is ta STEALTH m 
a) e n  is to petulance 
b) delusion is to displeasure 
c) disguise is to sincentv 
d )  condescend is to admiration 

METAPHOR is to ALLEGORICAL as 
a) egaiitarian is to conventional 
b) conjecture is to empincd 
C )  cryptic is to comprehensible 
d) d&ithm is to tautological 

BELAY is to ORDER m 
a) calm is to still 
b) encode is tu memow 
c) endiant is to delusion 
d)  dismiss is to concem 



20. I m R E S T  is to USURY as 
a) hgalitv is to serendipitv 
b) situation ic to position 
C )  pleasure is to lassitude 
d)  thought is to expenment 



Noncontingent Success Condition 

Solvable andopies 

HILL  is to MOUNTAIN m 
a) spice is to herb 
b) pond is to lake 
c)  tree is tu lumber 
d )  corn is tu cob 

THERMOMETER is tu F 
a) bulb is tu light 
b)  oedometer is tu waves 
c )  barorneter is air pressure 
d)  speedometer is tu radiation 

MASTER is to SERVANT as 
a) oath is tu verdict 
b )  monarch is tu subject 
c )  capital is tu investment 
d) rent is to own 

POODLE is tu DOG m 
a)  stable is tu horse 
b) fiock k tu sheep 
c )  snalce is to rodent 
d )  cow is to mammal 

Unsolvable analonies 

5. A l M A S S i s t o  WEALTi-ias 
a)  lavish is tu hope 
b) profit is to liquidate 
c )  mortgage is to audit 
d )  disperse is tu deposit 

6. PRECIPICE is to STEEPNESS as 
a )  apex is tu concavity 
b) marsh is to ariditv 
C) defile is to narrowness 
d )  parallax is tu angulari t y  



7. REPROACH is to CHIDE as 
a)  industrious is to procrastinate 
b) parsimonv is tu emdite 
c) underscore is tu exclude 
d) portend is tu forebear 

S. LABYlRINTHINE is tu W E  as 
a) succinct is tu verhose 
b) fastidious is tu trivial 
c) tonnent is to soIace 
d) pressure is tu implosion 

9. FLAVOUR is tu INSIPID as 
a) corpulent is tu weight 
b) quaint is tu trite 
C) pailid is tu texture 
d) vanquish is tu conquer 

10. ANGER is tu CHOLEFUC as 
a) wrath is tu ironic 
b) belligerence is tu indifference 
c) allegiance is to treacherv 
d) malicious is tu precocious 

1 1. ADVISE is tu COUNSEL crs 
a) delight is tu chagrin 
b) dissuade is tu implore 
C) apprentice is to joumevman 
d) judgement is to standard 

12. CARTOGRAPHERistoGAZETTEERm 
a) palaeontologist is to stratosphere 
b) apprentice is to joumevman 
c) lexicographer is to @m;ograph 
d) endodontist is tu kidnev 

13. A N I M O S I T Y i s t o  FRIENDas 
a) chastitv is tu pnest 
b) practicalitv is tu pedagogue 
c) extravagance is to philanthropist 
d) insularity is tu hennit 



14. E X T O R T I O N i s t o  FRAUDas 
a) cornpliance is tu argument 
b) motivation is tu depression 
c) impatience is to wisdom 
d )  indulgence is to emotion 

15. B E L A Y i s t o  0 R O E R a . s  
a) calm is to still 
b) encode is to memorv 
C) enchant is to delusion 
d) dismiss is to concern 

16, A L L O Y i s t o  M E T A L S a s  
a) invulnerable is to fortress 
b) vintage is to bouquet 
C) binding is to arbitration 
d )  cherish is  to kagile 

17. AMUSING is to HUMOUROUS as 
a) bland is to clamorous 
b) lenient is to intractable 
c) stoic is to narrow-minded 
d) intimate is to intolerant 

18. H E R O  is to ACCOLADE as 
a) vassal is to homage 
b) witch is tu coven 
C )  cavalier is to chivalrv 
d) liegeman is to reverence 

19. N A R C O T I C i s t o A N A L G E S I C m  
a) palliative is to paizacea 
b )  antiseptic is to syringe 
c)  antihistarnine is to amphetamine 
d) injection is to diagnosis 

20. INTEREST is to USURY as 
a )  frugalitv is tu serendipitv 
b)  situation is to position 
c )  pleasure is to lassitude 
d) thought is to expenment 



Studv 1 

Midpoint Questionnaire 

We are interested in vour impressions of the first haif of the experiment. Please 
answer the following questions. 

1. How difficult did vou find the first test? 

extremely neither easv extremelv 
easv nor difficuit di ffimlt 

1 - 7 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 1  

2. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the first test to vour 
abili tv? 

not at al1 moderatelv entirelv 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 1  

3 .  To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the first test to luck? 

not at al1 moderatelv entirelv 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 1  

4. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the first test to vour 
effort? 

not at al1 moderately entirelv 
1 - 9 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 IO 1 1  

5. How well do vou expect to do on the second test? 

very pooriy verv well 
I 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 1  



6. M a t  effect do vou think the music will have on vour performance on the 
second test? 

will 
greatlv 
impair 

1 
no effect 

7 - 3 4 5 6 

\vil1 
greatlv 
enhance 
I l  

7. To what evtent do vou feel vour choice of according is lcnown to the 
experimenter at this moment? 

not at al1 completelv 
known 
11 

8. In vour opinion, how lilcel is it that the experimenter will laow vour  erso on al 
score on the second test? 

not at al1 
likelv 

1 

very 
lilcelv 
1 1  

9. Which recording did vou select? 

10. Whv did vou malce this selection? 

1 1. Which cassette do vou thinlc most people wodd select and whv? 



Studv 2 

Midpoint Questionnaire 

We  are interested in vour impressions of the first half of the experiment. Please 
answer the following questions. 

1. How difficult did vou find the first test? 

extremeIv 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 extremelv 
easv difficult 

2. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the first test to vour 
abilitv? 

not at 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 

3. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the first test to luck? 

not at 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 en tirelv 
al1 

4. To what extent would vou attnbute vour performance on the first test to vour 
effort? 

not at 1 - 7 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 
d l  

5. How well do vou expect to do on the second test? 

verY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 v e v  well 
poorly 



6.  M a t  effect do vou thinlc the distraction will have on vour performance on the 
second test? 

wili greatlv 
impair 1 

will greatlv 
enhance 

7.  To what extent do vou feel vour choice of accord in^ [distraction ratinel is 
known to the experimenter at this moment? 

not at al1 
luîown 

completelv 
luiotvn 

8. In vour opinion, how lilcel is i t  that the experimenter d l  lcnow vour oemnal 
score on the second test? 

not at al1 
li kelv 

very 
li kelv 



Studv 3 - Analogies 

Test 1 

Solvable analopies 

1. ARMOURYisto WEAPONSas 
a) bow is to  arrows 
b) warehouse is to merchandise 
C) hoe is  to garden 
d )  hospital is  to clinic 

2.  TETHER is to HORSE as 
a) arcus is to zoo 
b )  restrain is to desire 
C )  handcuffs is to prisoner 
d) forge is to document 

Unsolvable analom es 

3.  O M E N  is to WARNING as 
a)  artifact is to validitv 
b) order is to entropv 
C )  tangible is to  imagerv 
ci) perfidious is to insanitv 

4. AMUSING is to HUMOROUS as 
a) bland is to clamorous 
b) lenient is to intractable 
c) stoic is to narrow-minded 
d )  intimate is to intolerant 

5. BIZARRE is to EXOTIC US 

a) succinct is to concise 
b)  implore is to beseech 
C) surprise is to astonish 
d )  exhaustive is  to cursoxy 



6. CARTOGRAPHER is to TOPOGWHY as 
a) palaeontologist is to stratosphere 
b)  phonographer is to linguistics 
c)  lexicographer is to literature 
d )  endodontist is to ludnev 

7 .  ANGER is to CHOLERIC as 
a) wrath is to ironic 
b)  belligerence is to indifference 
c) ailegiance is to treacherv 
d )  rnalitious is to pecoci&s 

8 .  PUGNACIOUS is to CONCILiATORY as 
a) ephemeral is to trite 
b) insulantv is to segregation 
c)  abstinence is to prohibition 
d) subsume is to superordinate 

9. SEDULOUS is to DILIGENT as 
a )  haughtv is to obsequious 
b)  devious is to diverse 
c) vibrant is to palatial 
d )  ambitious is to vain 

10. METAPHOR i s to  ALLEGORICALUS 
a) outlandish is to conventional 
b)  conjecture is fo empirical 
c) avptic is to comprehensible 
d) &rithm is to tautological 

1 1. REPROACH is to CHIDE as 
a) industrious is to procrastinate 
b) parsimonv is  to emdite 
C) underscore is tu exclude 
d) portend is to forebear 

12. FLAVOUR is to INSIPID as 
a) corpulent is to weight 
b) quaint is to trite 
c)  pallid is to texture 
d )  vanquish is to conquer 



13. GRISLY is to RECOIL as 
a)  sudden is to rebound 
b) tainted is to  purifv 
C) flagging is to invigorate 
d) aaven is to quail 

14. FEROCITY is to VEHEMENCE as 
a)  exaltation is to venerate 
b) castigate is to punish 
c) quibble is to dicker 
d )  sanctifi is to  absolve 

1 5 .  BRAZEN is to BRAVADO as 
a) preclude is to preempt 
b) gaudv is to mawlcish 
c )  mavericlc is to impetuous 
d) honestv is to guile 



Test 2 

Solvable analoaies 

1 .  S N O W i s t o  DRIFTas 
a )  sand is to dune 
b) wind is to rain 
c) desert is to oasis 
d )  mg is to carpet 

7 . ELECTRON is to ATOM as 
a) individual is to person 
b)  knight is tu amour  
c) planet is to solar system 
d)  sound is to music 

Unsolvable anaIopies 

THEOREM is tu PROVERB as 
a )  Çact is to fiction 
b) historv is to legend 
c )  conclusion is to speculation 
d )  chance is to certaintv 

OBEDIENCE is tu INSUBORDINATlON as 
a)  similarity is tu friendship 
b)  leadership is to tvanny 
c )  leaming is to luiowledge 
d) penance is tu salvation 

HERO is to PRAISE as 
a)  vassal is to homage 
b) witch is to coven 
c )  cavalier is to chivalry 
d )  liegeman is to reverence 



6 .  S P A K  i s to  BLAZEas 
a) cleanse is to gash 
b )  suture is to puncture 
C) superfluous is to unnecessaly 
d) thoughtful is to pensive 

7 .  HUGE is to GIGANTIC as 
a) invulnerable is to impenetrable 
c) deception is to obfuscation 
c )  disastrous is to catastrophic 
d) impossible is to improbable 

8 .  ADVISE is to COUNSEL as 
a )  delight is to chagrin 
b) dissuade is tu implore 
c) apprentice is to joumeyman 
d) judgenient is to standard 

9. IMPULSIVE is to PEMEDITATE as 
a) upright is to integritv 
b )  cutthroat is to conipetition 
c) backward is to direction 
d) underlving is to foundation 

10. SLINK is tu STEALTH a s  
a )  grin is to petulance 
b)  delusion is to displeasure 
c) disguise is to sincerïty 
d )  condescend is to admiration 

1 1 .  EXTORTION isto FRAUDas 
a) cornpliance is to argument 
b)  motivation is to depression 
c )  impatience is to wisdom 
d )  indulgence is to emotion 



12. PRECIPICE is to S T E E P N E S S  as 
a) apex is to concavity 
b)  marsh is to aridity 
c )  defile is  t o  narrowness 
d )  parallax i s  to angularity 

13. ILABYFUNTHINE i s to  W E a s  
a )  succinct is to verbose 
b)  fastidious is to trivial 
C )  torrnent is to solace 
d) pressure is to implosion 

14. AUSTERE is to STYLE as 
a) affluent is tu wealth 
b) subservient is to demeanour 
c)  inspirational is to faith 
d) pragmatic is to speech 

15. TITANIC is to MINUSCULE as 
a )  gigantic is to monstrous 
b) disastrous is to ingenious 
c) oceanic is  tu aquatic 
d)  powerful is to wicked 



Studv 3 

Midpoint Questionnaire 

We are interested in vour impression of the experiment so far. Please answer the 
following questions. 

1. How difficult did vou find the first test? 

extremelv 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 extremelv 
easv difficult 

2. How certain are vou that vour score on the first test was a result of vour 
intelligence? 

not at  al1 1 - 7 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 verv 
certain certain 

3. How certain are vou rhat vour performance on the first test was a result of 
1 uck? - 

not at  al1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 v e ~  
certain certain 

4. How certain are vou that vour performance on the first test was a result of 
vour effort? 

not at al1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 very 
certain certain 

5. How well do vou expect to do on the second test? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 very 
well poorly 



To what extent do vou think the noise on the taoe wiil impair vour 
performance on the second test? 

wi11 
have no I 
effect 
on performance 

will 
9 greatlv 

impair 
perforniance 



Attribution Questionnaire 

Behavioural Self-handicapping Condition 

We are interested in vour impressions of the second half of the expenment. Please 
answer the following questions. 

1. How difficuit did vou find the second test? 

extremely 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 extrernelv 
easv di ffi cul t 

2. To what extent would vou attnbute vour performance on the second test to 
vour abilitv? 

not at al1 1 7 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 en tirelv 

3. To what extent would vou attribute vour perfonnance on the second test to 
luck? - 

not at al1 1 7 3 3 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 

4. To what evtent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
vour effort? 

not at al1 1 2 

5 .  To what extent 

3 

uld vou attribute 
the distracting effects o f  the tape? 

not at aU 1 2 3 4 5 

6 7 8 9 en ti relv 

Iur performance on the second test to 

6 7 8 9 entirelv 

6.  In your opinion, how lilcelv is it that the emerimenter knows or will find out 
which tape you selected for the second haliof the study? 

not at 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 v e ~ y  
al1 likely ii lcely 



7. How lilcelv is it that the expenmenter will find vour aaual score on the second 
test? 

not at 1 3 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 verv 
ail likelv li kelv 



Attribution Questionnaire 

Claimed Self-handicapping Condition 

We are interested in vour impression of the second half of the euperiment. Please 
answer the following questions. 

1. How difficult did vou find the second test? 

extremelv 1 - 7 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 extremelv 
easv difficult 

2. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
vour abilitv? 

not at d l  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 

3. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
luck? - 

not at al1 1 - 7 3 4 

4. To what extent would vou a 
vour effort? 

not at al1 1 2 3 4 

5 6 7 8 

ttribute vour performance on 

5 6 7 8 

9 entirelv 

the second test to 

9 entirelv 

S. To what extent would vou attribute your performance on the second test to 
the distractin% effects of the tape? 

not at ail 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 en tirelv 



6 .  In vour opinion, how lilce is i t  that the experimenter knows or will find out 
the distraction ratine vou assimed to the tape when vou listened to i t  brieflv 
before vour took the second test? 

not at 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 vew 
ail Iilcelv li kelv 

7 .  How likelv is it that the expenmenter knows or will find out how well vou 
{~ersonallv) scored on the second test? 

not at 1 - 7 3 4 5 
ail lilcelv 

8 9 very 
li kelv 



Attribution Questionnaire 

Control Condition 

We are interested in vour impression of the second half of the expenment. Please 
answer the foiiowing questions. 

1. How difficult did vou find the second test? 

extremelv 1 - 3 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 evtremelv 
easv di fficul t 

2. To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
vour abiIitv? 

not at al1 1 2 3 3 5 6 7 8 9 entireh 

3 .  To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
luck? - 

not at ail 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 en tirelv 

4. To what evtent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
vour effort? 

not at al1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 

5 .  To what extent would vou attribute vour performance on the second test to 
the distracting effects o f  the tape? 

. 

notatail 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 entirelv 

6.  How likeelv is i t  that the experimenter knows or di find-2-t bow well vou 
~Dersonali~) scored on the second test? 

not at 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 v e v  
d l  likely li kely 



Short Self-handicapping Scale 

Please indicate the extent to which the following statements applv to p u  generallv. 
Use the response scale given below. 

1 = Disagree verv much 4 = Agree a little 
2 = Disagree prettv much 5 = Agree prettv much 
3 = Disagree a little 6 = Agree verv much 

1 tend to malce excuses when 1 
do something wrong. 

I tend to put tliings 
off until the last moment. 

1 suppose 1 feel "under the weather" 
more often than most people. 1 

1 alwavs trv to do 
mv best, no matter tvhat. 

1 am easilv distracted bv noises or mv 
own dav&earning when 1 try to read.- 1 

1 trv not to get too intenselv involved 
in cornpetitive activities so it won't 
hurt too much if I lose or do poorlv. 1 

1 would do a lot better if 1 tried 
harder. 1 

1 sometimes enjov being 
rnildlv il1 for a dav or ttvo. 1 

1 tend to rationalize when 1 dont  
live up to others' expectations. 1 

1 overindulge in food and 
drink more often than 
I should. 
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