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What is the primary motivational basis of self-definition? The authors meta-analytically assessed 3
hypotheses: (a) The individual self is motivationally primary, (b) the collective self is motivationally
primary, and (c) neither self is inherently primary; instead, motivational primacy depends on which self
becomes accessible through contextual features. Results identified the individual self as the primary
motivational basis of self-definition. People react more strongly to threat and enhancement of the
individual than the collective self. Additionally, people more readily deny threatening information and
more readily accept enhancing information when it pertains to the individual rather than the collective
self, regardless of contextual influences. The individual self is the psychological home base, a stable
system that can react flexibly to contextual influences.

The right of nature . . . is the liberty each man hath to use his own
power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own nature; that
is to say, of his own life.

—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

I only regret that I have but one life to lose for my country.
—Nathan Hale, spoken at his death

The self is in a continual process of construction, it cannot be
adequately made up excepting in terms of the content which it
supplies for the situation in which the agent has to act.

—John Dewey, Lectures on Psychological and Political Ethics

This article is concerned with a fundamental issue in psy-
chology, education, social sciences, and humanities: Does the
self-concept have a motivational hierarchy? Do all selves (i.e.,
self-definitions) have equal motivational potential? Which self-
definition is motivationally primary?

We distinguish among three theoretical approaches to the issue.
The first approach, one example of which is Hobbes’s statement,
posits that the individual self is motivationally primary. The sec-
ond approach, exemplified by Hale’s proclamation, maintains that
the collective self is motivationally primary. The third approach
advocates that neither self is inherently primary. Instead, the self
that is more accessible through situational or contextual influences

is motivationally primary—a proposition that is in spirit with
Dewey’s thinking.

We articulate the three theoretical approaches and review rele-
vant research. We argue that, when considered alone, each ap-
proach appears to be supported. However, independent tests, per
se, tell only part of the story. Comparative tests provide a more
refined solution to the problem. We report a meta-analysis of
empirical studies relevant to the issue of relative motivational
status.

Will the Motivationally Primary Self Please Stand Up?

Both the individual and the collective self are vital components
of a person’s self-concept. However, these two cognitive repre-
sentations are relatively distinct and autonomous (Brewer & Gard-
ner, 1996; Deaux, 1996; Trafimow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991). The
individual self consists of those attributes that render the person
unique from fellow in-group members; this type of self is inde-
pendent of group membership. The collective self, on the other
hand, is composed of attributes that are shared with in-group
members; this self-definition derives from group membership.
Indeed, the collective self is the embodiment of the group in the
self (E. R. Smith & Henry, 1996; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).

Even a cursory review of the literature provides a strong ratio-
nale for the theoretical view that the individual self is motivation-
ally primary. We refer to this position as the individual-self-
primacy hypothesis (Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz, 1999). From
an evolutionary standpoint, the individual self is considered the
unit of natural selection (Dawkins & Krebs, 1978; Sedikides &
Skowronski, 1997; Wallace, 1973). From a developmental per-
spective, the core attributes of the individual self are remarkably
stable across situations (Bem & Allen, 1974; Markus, 1977;
Sedikides, 1995), relatively short time intervals (Pelham, 1991;
Pelham & Wachsmuth, 1995, Study 1), and, indeed, the life span
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(Caspi & Roberts, 2001; McCrae & Costa, 1994; Schuerger, Tait,
& Tavernelli, 1982). Stability prevails even in the midst of change:
When self-conceptions change, they do so slowly and in a pre-
dictable and orderly course (Damon & Hart, 1986; Deutsch, Ruble,
Brooks-Gunn, Flemming, & Stangor, 1988; Mortimer, Finch, &
Kumka, 1982). Stability is maintained partly because the individ-
ual self both is vigorously defended against threatening feedback
(Crocker & Major, 1989; Sedikides & Strube, 1997; S. E. Taylor
& Brown, 1988) and selectively pursues and assimilates verifying
or confirming information (Dunning, 1999; Greenwald, 1980;
Swann, 1990).

On the other hand, a cursory review of the literature also offers
a compelling rationale for the theoretical viewpoint that the col-
lective self is motivationally primary. We refer to this viewpoint as
the collective-self-primacy hypothesis (Gaertner et al., 1999).
Group-level theories of evolution (Bulmer, 1978; Sober, 1980;
Wilson & Sober, 1994) propose that natural selection acts on the
group as well as on the individual of a given species. Fit popula-
tions replace less fit populations. Consequently, natural selection
favors traits that maintain the welfare of the collective. Another
perspective on human evolution regards the social group as the
primary environment for selection at the individual level (Brewer
& Caporael, 1990; Caporael, 1997; Caporael & Baron, 1997). The
social group provides the individual with shared resources, infor-
mation, and protection from predators. Thus, individuals possess-
ing the capacities for group life (e.g., a cooperative social orien-
tation, group loyalty) have a better chance of survival than do
individuals less suited for group life. An additional argument in
favor of the collective-self-primacy hypothesis is that this type of
self maintains cross-situational importance. According to optimal
distinctiveness theory (ODT; Brewer, 1991; Brewer & Roccas,
2001), self-definition fluctuates between the individual and the
collective self as a means of satisfying the competing needs for
assimilation (i.e., fitting in the group) and differentiation (i.e.,
being unique). ODT contends that the collective self provides the
optimal level of self-definition. Unlike the individual self, the
collective self maximizes assimilation and differentiation through
intragroup and intergroup comparisons, respectively.

To complicate matters further, a strong rationale can be offered
in conjunction with a third perspective, the contextual-primacy
hypothesis (Gaertner et al., 1999). According to this perspective,
neither the individual nor the collective self is inherently primary;
instead, primacy is fleeting, is defined in terms of the accessibility
of each self, and varies as a function of contextual influences. The
rationale for this perspective derives mainly from two bodies of
work. Markus and colleagues (Markus & Kunda, 1986; Markus &
Wurf, 1987) conceptualized the self-concept as a collection of both
chronically and momentarily accessible attributes. Behavior is
regulated by the particular subset of self-attributes that is used to
define the self at any given moment (i.e., the working self-
concept). The working self-concept can, in principle, be either the
sum total of attributes that constitute the individual self or the sum
total of attributes that constitute the collective self. Which self is
accessible and more likely to influence behavior depends on con-
textual influences. Self-categorization theory (SCT; Turner et al.,
1987; Turner, Oakes, Haslam, & McGarty, 1994) also posits a
malleable self-concept. However, SCT rejects the proposition of a
structured self-concept in which stable self-attributes underlie
context-dependent self-attributes. According to SCT, self-
definition is fluid and depends on the contrasts provided by the

social context. Self-attributes remain stable to the extent to which
the social context remains stable. On the basis of the principle of
metacontrast (i.e., social categories become salient to the extent to
which the average perceived difference between aggregates of
stimuli exceed the average perceived difference within the aggre-
gates of stimuli; Hogg & Turner, 1987; Turner et al., 1987),
self-definition fluctuates toward the collective self in intergroup
contexts and toward the individual self in intragroup contexts. (For
another contextual statement, see Lewis, 2001.)

Each of the three theoretical approaches appears to be valid in
its own right. That is, each hypothesis, when considered alone,
appears to be buttressed by a web of social theory. Recognizing
that there is inherent confirmation bias in single-theory testing, a
belief shared by many scholars and philosophers of science
(Gould, 1981; Lakatos, 1970; Mahoney, 1977; Platt, 1964;
Rosenthal, 1966; Westfall, 1973), we suggest that the optimal
approach to the issue of motivational primacy is comparative
testing: Pit the hypotheses head to head and test which best
accounts for the data.

Given that the interplay between the individual and the social
group has occupied a central position in the social sciences and
humanities, it is surprising that only one set of studies has been
explicitly designed to provide a comparative test of the three
hypotheses (Gaertner et al., 1999). The results of those studies
offered compelling support to the individual-self-primacy hypoth-
esis. Relative to persons whose collective self was threatened,
persons whose individual self was threatened considered the threat
more severe, experienced a more negative mood state, reported
more anger, and derogated more fervently the source of the threat.
These effects were obtained even when contextually relevant vari-
ables (e.g., level of group identification, the accessibility of the
selves) were controlled and even when potential confounding
variables (e.g., relative importance of the domain of threat) were
controlled.

Given the breadth of the issue of motivational primacy, one set
of studies hardly suffices to conclusively address the issue. Skep-
tics could easily argue that the finding of individual-self primacy
is limited to the particular procedures, forms of threat, or social
groups that the primary investigation used. One method to address
this valid criticism is an endless, assembly-line-like array of stud-
ies that substitute various procedures, threats, and social groups.
An alternative and perhaps more interesting solution (which is not
too far removed from the assembly-line method) is to search the
existing literature for empirical research that is relevant to the
primacy issue although not necessarily designed to test it. Those
relevant studies could be meta-analytically synthesized to provide
further comparative tests of the three hypotheses. In this article, we
address the primacy issue through a meta-analytic integration. We
aspire, however, to accomplish more than a conceptual replication
across various study characteristics. In addition to examining the
issue of motivational primacy in the domain of threat, we expand
the analysis and explore comparative reactions of the individual
and collective self in the domain of enhancement. That is, we
meta-analytically explore the issue of motivational primacy in two
domains of motivation: threat and enhancement. More important,
we conducted the meta-analysis using a random-effects model,
which directly tests whether the results generalize to other possible
studies that differ in regard to the characteristics and procedures of
the synthesized studies.
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The Present Meta-Analysis: Conceptual Issues

We proceed with clarification of several conceptual issues. First,
let us consider the individual-self-primacy and collective-self-
primacy hypotheses. We reasoned that motivational primacy most
likely is manifested when the integrity of a given self is threatened
or enhanced. That is, the more primary self more readily accepts
positive information while more vociferously denying negative
information and thus elicits stronger responses to threat or en-
hancement as compared with the self of lesser primacy (K. W.
Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Sedikides & Gaertner, 2001a). The
experiments included in the meta-analysis modeled threat and
enhancement by (a) directing unfavorable or favorable feedback to
either the individual or the collective self or (b) assessing (e.g., by
a trait-rating task) the extent to which persons associate and
dissociate positive or negative information with the individual or
collective self. Ideally, we would have treated threat versus en-
hancement as a moderating variable. However, the majority of
experiments varied threat versus enhancement as a within-subject
factor. Thus, to avoid problems associated with lack of statistical
independence, we analyzed separately the effects from threat and
enhancement.

Additionally, we needed to take into consideration the possibil-
ity of contextual sensitivity, as anticipated by the contextual-
primacy hypothesis. Hence, we encoded as a meta-analytic study
attribute a two-level factor, termed identification (low vs. high).
This factor reflected the momentary salience and relevance for
self-definition of the individual versus the collective self. As an
example, identification is high to the extent that the social group is
used momentarily as a meaningful source of self-definition
(Abrams, 1994; Branscombe & Wann, 1994; Spears, Doosje, &
Ellemers, 1997). In some cases, the level of identification was
taken directly from the design of the primary experiment. In other
cases, we inferred the level of identification on the basis of the
metacontrast principle of SCT. To restate this principle as it
applied to coding practices, intergroup contexts increase the sa-
lience of the collective self and engage identification with the
in-group, whereas intragroup contexts increase the salience of the
individual self and disengage identification with the in-group. In
line with the metacontrast principle, we coded effects from inter-
group contexts as high identification and coded effects from in-
tragroup contexts as low identification. Consequently, we included
as a second design factor in the meta-analysis the question of how
identification was determined (determinant: authors of primary
experiment vs. authors of current meta-analysis). We also allowed
for the possibility of an interaction between identification and
determinant.

We included as a second contextual moderator the type of group
on which the collective self was based. Some experiments estab-
lished transient groups in the laboratory through a variant of the
minimal-group paradigm (Tajfel, 1969). Other experiments used
natural social groups (e.g., political party membership, sorority or
fraternity affiliation). Minimal and natural groups differ in several
respects (Ostrom & Sedikides, 1992). For example, participants
may be more committed to and invested in natural groups. Also,
unlike members of minimal groups, who are typically assigned to
their group by experimenters, members of natural groups often
voluntarily choose their group membership. Consequently, we
coded as a meta-analytic study attribute a two-level factor that

represented the type of group used in the primary experiment
(group type: minimal group vs. natural group).

In the meta-analysis, we included only experiments that directed
feedback (threat or enhancement) separately to the individual and
collective self (see Inclusion Criteria). When directing feedback to
the collective self, some experiments used procedures that explic-
itly and exclusively targeted the collective self. That is, feedback
to the collective self conveyed no information about the individual
self. Other experiments, however, used procedures that did not
necessarily convey feedback exclusively to the collective self. For
example, Jaffe and Yinon (1979) formed three-person groups and
provided the group with insulting performance feedback. In this
situation, participants could interpret the insult as a threat to their
individual self (e.g., “I did poorly”) in addition to their collective
self (e.g., “My group did poorly”). As another example, some
experiments used a repeated measures trait-rating task in which
participants rated the descriptiveness of the individual self and
collective self on positive and negative traits. In such experiments,
participants might have considered whether a given trait described
the individual self while determining whether the trait described
the group. The potential consequence of this procedural confound
would be to increase the magnitude of the participants’ response
relative to situations in which feedback was directed solely to the
collective self. To assess this potential confound, we coded as a
meta-analytic study attribute a two-level factor representing
whether the primary experiment used procedures that unambigu-
ously unconfounded feedback regarding the collective self from
feedback regarding the individual self. We excluded from the
meta-analysis studies that simultaneously and explicitly directed
feedback to both selves and, therefore, unambiguously confounded
feedback to the two selves (see Inclusion Criteria).

Predictions Derived From the Three Hypotheses

Each hypothesis predicts a unique pattern of results. According
to the individual-self-primacy hypothesis, participants will react
more strongly to threat or enhancement of the individual than the
collective self and will more readily accept enhancing information
and deny threatening information when the information pertains to
the individual than the collective self. For example, threatening
information will produce affective states that are more negative
and enhancing information will produce affective states that are
more positive when the information pertains to the individual
rather than the collective self.

The collective-self-primacy hypothesis, on the other hand, an-
ticipates the opposite pattern of results. Participants will react more
strongly to threat or enhancement of the collective than the indi-
vidual self and will more readily accept enhancing information and
deny threatening information when the information pertains to the
collective as opposed to the individual self. For example, threat-
ening information will produce affective states that are more
negative and enhancing information will produce affective states
that are more positive when the information pertains to the col-
lective rather than the individual self.

The contextual-primacy hypothesis predicts yet another pattern
of results. Primacy will vary with contextual factors such as
identification and group type (i.e., minimal vs. natural group). The
pattern predicted by the collective-self-primacy hypothesis will be
evidenced to the extent to which participants identify strongly with
the group or when the collective self is derived from a natural
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group. On the other hand, the pattern predicted by the individual-
self-primacy hypothesis will be evidenced to the extent to which
participants identify weakly with the group or when the collective
self is derived from a laboratory-induced minimal group. Stated
otherwise, the relative reaction of the individual and collective self
to threatening and enhancing information will be moderated by
identification and group type.

A Consideration of the Relative Potency
of Threat and Enhancement

The three hypotheses, broadly stated, predict that self-defini-
tional primacy will be revealed in the case of both threat and
enhancement and, therefore, assume that threat and enhancement
are equally potent motives. There are reasons, however, to be
circumspect about this assumption.

The asymmetric S-shaped value function of prospect theory
indicates that response to potential loss is more extreme than
response to potential gain (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky
& Kahneman, 1986). That is, losses loom larger than gains. Fur-
thermore, attributions and information processing are more biased
in the face of threat than of enhancement (K. W. Campbell &
Sedikides, 1999; Sedikides & Green, 2000; S. E. Taylor, 1991).
Indeed, negative information affects evaluations more strongly
than does positive information (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Fink-
enauer, & Vohs, 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001; Sedikides &
Skowronski, 1993). Negative stimuli are weighed more heavily in
the brain, as they register larger amplitude late positive brain
potentials than do either positive or neutral stimuli (Ito, Larsen,
Smith, & Cacioppo, 1998). It appears, then, that threat may be a
more potent motivator than is enhancement. Consequently, moti-
vational primacy might be revealed more conclusively in the case
of threat.

Method

Literature Searches

We conducted computer searches on PsycINFO and the Social Sciences
Citation Index. On PsycINFO, we searched from January 1970 to April
2000 using three specific search terms for the individual self (i.e., individ-
ual self, individual identity, personal identity) and three for the collective
self (i.e., collective self, collective identity, social identity). Furthermore,
we repeated the above search using two broader terms (i.e., individual and
group) to prevent the possibility of excluding studies that satisfied our
inclusion criteria but were not captured by the more focused search terms.
On the Social Sciences Citation Index, we searched for articles citing
authors who had published research relevant to the primacy issue, as we
judged by the results of the PsycINFO search. Additionally, we browsed
the social and personality psychology journals between January 1970 and
April 2000. Finally, a helpful colleague brought to our attention a relevant
unpublished experiment (Graetz, 1992). These searches produced 18 ex-
periments and 37 effect sizes that fit the criteria for inclusion in the
meta-analysis.

Inclusion Criteria

In an effort to assess the issue of motivational primacy as precisely as
possible, we included in the meta-analysis primary studies that satisfied
certain criteria regarding the independent and dependent variables. The
independent variable ought to threaten separately the individual and col-
lective self or enhance separately the individual and collective self. We

excluded studies that explicitly and simultaneously directed feedback (ei-
ther threatening or enhancing) to both selves (Barr & Conlon, 1994; Chen,
Brockner, & Katz, 1998; Cialdini et al., 1976; Kawakami & Dion, 1993;
McFarland & Buehler, 1995; Seta & Seta, 1996; H. J. Smith & Spears,
1996; Tindale, Kulik, & Scott, 1991). Such studies prevent an assessment
of whether the ensuing reaction was in response to the threatened (or
enhanced) individual or collective self and, consequently, preclude the
calculation of an effect size. Furthermore, primary studies ought to threaten
(or enhance) the individual and collective self on comparable dimensions.
We excluded studies that threatened or enhanced the individual and col-
lective self on disparate dimensions (Hirt, Zillman, Erickson, & Kennedy,
1992; H. J. Smith, Spears, & Oyen, 1994), because such studies con-
founded target of feedback (individual vs. collective self) with dimension
of feedback.

Examples of research included in the threat domain are studies that (a)
provided unfavorable feedback about task performance or attributes per-
taining to the individual and collective self, respectively, or (b) used a
repeated measures design requiring participants to evaluate the individual
and collective self, respectively, on unfavorable attributes. At issue was
whether participants reacted more strongly (i.e., negatively) when one self
was threatened than they did when the other self was threatened and
whether participants were more or less likely to disassociate negative
information from one self than from the other. Examples of research
included in the enhancement domain are studies that (a) provided favorable
feedback about the performance or attributes of the individual and collec-
tive self, respectively, or (b) used a repeated measures design requiring
participants to evaluate the individual and collective self, respectively, on
favorable dimensions. At issue was whether participants reacted more
strongly (i.e., positively) when one self versus the other was enhanced and
whether participants were more versus less likely to associate positive
information with one self than with the other.

In regard to the inclusion criteria for the dependent variable, primary
studies ought to report comparable responses associated with the individual
and collective self. Relevant dependent variables assessed responses such
as mood states, perceived positivity or negativity of feedback, and trait
ratings of the individual and collective self. We excluded studies in which
the dependent variable could not distinguish unambiguously which self
was primary (Ellemers, van Knippenberg, de Vries, & Wilke, 1988; Elle-
mers, van Knippenberg, & Wilke, 1990; D. M. Taylor, Wright,
Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 1990).1

Calculation of Effect Sizes

We defined the effect size as the standardized mean difference between
responses of the individual and collective selves to threat or enhancement.
A positive effect size indicates that the individual self reacted more

1 Research on the personal–group discrimination discrepancy (PGDD)
indicates that participants report that they personally experience less dis-
crimination than does their social group (e.g., D. M. Taylor et al., 1990).
We excluded from the meta-analysis research on the PGDD, because
explanations of the PGDD are mixed and do not determine clearly which
self is motivationally primary. Motivational accounts suggest that the
discrepancy arises from a self-protective strategy of denying personal
discrimination (Crosby, 1984) or, on the other hand, a tendency to exag-
gerate levels of group discrimination (D. M. Taylor et al., 1990). Informa-
tion processing accounts deny motivational origins of the discrepancy and
offer as explanations a greater availability of episodes of group discrimi-
nation than personal discrimination (Moghaddam, Stolkin, & Hutcheson,
1997) and different comparison standards that are elicited by judgments of
personal discrimination than judgments of group discrimination (Kessler,
Mummendey, & Leisse, 2000). In any event, reports of whether or how
much discrimination has been experienced differ from reports of how
persons react to instances of personal versus group discrimination, with the
latter being the direct focus of this meta-analysis.
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strongly than the collective self or more strongly associated positive traits
with or disassociated negative traits from the individual than the collective
self. Thus, positive effect sizes support the individual-self-primacy hypoth-
esis. A negative effect size indicates that the collective self reacted more
strongly than the individual self or more strongly associated positive traits
with or disassociated negative traits from the collective than the individual
self. Thus, negative effect sizes support the collective-self-primacy hypoth-
esis. An effect size of zero indicates no difference between the reactions of
the two selves or the extent of associating positive traits with and disso-
ciating negative traits from the two selves. Finally, effect sizes with
valences that depend on identification or group type support the contextual-
primacy hypothesis.

We standardized the mean differences using the pooled sample standard
deviation (i.e., we calculated Hedges’s g; Hedges & Olkin, 1985). To avoid
inflating effect sizes from repeated measures designs, we pooled the standard
deviations from each sample (i.e., individual self and collective self) as
though the data had arisen from a between-groups design rather than using
the error mean square that was appropriate for inference in the repeated
measures analysis of variance. (Because repeated measures designs typically
yield smaller error terms, failing to handle the effect-size calculation in this
manner often results in a systematic tendency for repeated measures effect
sizes to be larger.) Table 1 contains the studies included in the meta-
analysis and their corresponding moderators, effect sizes, and conditional
variances. Table 2 displays the characteristics of the included studies in
regard to the independent variable, dependent variable, and collective self.

Table 1
Studies Included in the Meta-Analysis

Source

Moderator

Effect
size (g)

Conditional
variance

Group
identificationa Determinantb

Group
typec

Confound-free
procedured

Threat domain

Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 1) H C N N �0.2402 0.0071
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 2) H C N N 0.8374 0.0419
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 3) H C N N 0.2782 0.0481
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 1) H C M N 0.7797 0.0654
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 2) H C M N 0.9498 0.0572
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 3) H C M N 0.5097 0.0249
Duck, Hogg, & Terry (1995) H P N N 1.4565 0.0945
Duck, Hogg, & Terry (1995) L P N N 0.8239 0.0837
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 1) L C N Y 1.0665 0.0717
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 2) L P N Y 0.3936 0.0342
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 2) H P N Y 0.2320 0.0449
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 3) H C M N 0.9126 0.1076
Graetz (1992, Experiment 2) H C N N 0.4187 0.0238
Jaffe & Yinon (1979) H C M N �0.3323 0.1348
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) H C N N 1.3015 0.2052
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) H C N N 0.0995 0.0127

Enhancement domain

Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 1) H C N N �0.0278 0.0070
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 2) H C N N 0.8569 0.0421
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 3) H C N N 0.9134 0.0527
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 1) H C M N 0.0635 0.0606
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 2) H C M N 0.4285 0.0525
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 3) H C M N 0.4129 0.0246
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 1) L C N Y 1.0032 0.0706
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters A) L P N N 0.3621 0.0384
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters A) H P N N 0.3621 0.0370
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters B) L P N N 1.0000 0.0525
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters B) H P N N 0.5714 0.0695
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) H P N N 1.3928 0.1480
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) H P N N �0.2661 0.0374
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) L P N N 0.6668 0.1413
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) L P N N 0.0000 0.0435
Lindeman & Sundvik (1995) H C N N 0.5239 0.0314
Lindeman & Sundvik (1995) H C N N 0.5430 0.0593
Long & Spears (1998) H C N Y �0.0996 0.1250
Long & Spears (1998) H C N Y 0.6352 0.1625
Long & Spears (1998) H C N Y �0.5362 0.1736
Long & Spears (1998) H C N Y �0.9173 0.1391

a Group identification indicates whether participants were low identifiers (L) or high identifiers (H).
b Determinant indicates whether group identification was determined by the authors of the primary study (P) or the authors of the current meta-analysis
(C).
c Group type indicates whether the collective self was a laboratory-created minimal group (M) or a preexisting natural group (N).
d Confound-free procedure indicates whether the procedure of the primary study directed feedback about the collective self exclusively to the collective
self (Y) or potentially directed feedback about the collective self to the collective self and the individual self (N).
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Mixed-Effects Linear Model

In approaching a meta-analytic synthesis, we needed to be clear about
the type of inference that we wanted to draw. One class of statistical
models (the fixed-effects model) is appropriate when the inferential goal is
to consider randomness associated with the sampling of participants into
experiments and treatment conditions for a particular set of experiments. A
different class of models (the random-effects model) is appropriate when a
researcher wishes, in addition, to consider the experiments that one ana-
lyzes as a sample from a universe of possible experiments. That is, the
random-effects model is appropriate if a researcher wishes to generalize
results beyond exact replications of the particular experiments that are
available. The random-effects model differs conceptually from the fixed-
effects model in that, rather than estimating a single common population
effect, it estimates the mean of a population of possible effects, where the
true population effects that individual experiments estimate may differ
from experiment to experiment. That additional source of variation is
usually accounted for by the estimation of a variance component that
represents between-experiments variability of population effects. In addi-
tion, it is possible to develop explanatory models for such variation. When

such explanatory models are applied in the context of a random-effects
model, the resulting model is called a mixed-effects model.

In the present meta-analysis, our interest was in inference that general-
izes to a universe of possible experiments of the self-definitional primacy
issue. Hence, we used random-effects procedures. This is in keeping with
the recommendations of the National Research Council (1992; see also
Hedges & Vevea, 1998, for further discussion of how the choice of
statistical models relates to the type of inference desired). As we mentioned
above, we were interested in possible associations between effect size and
explanatory factors. Accordingly, we considered a series of mixed-effects
models, described below. Random-effects models require an assumption of
a normal distribution of effects from which the meta-analytic data set is a
sample. Graphical exploration of standardized effects and residuals sup-
ported that assumption.

Because random-effects or mixed-effects models typically have lower
power than their fixed-effects counterparts, we also considered a parallel
series of fixed-effects models. The purpose of examining these fixed-
effects models was to provide evidence that our possibly controversial
choice of analytic approach did not lead us to radically different conclu-

Table 2
Characteristics of Studies Included in Meta-Analysis

Source Independent variablea Dependent variable Collective self

Threat domain

Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 1) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Sorority affiliation
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Negative trait rating University affiliation
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 3) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Fraternity affiliation
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 1) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Minimal group
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Minimal group
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 3) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Minimal group
Duck, Hogg, & Terry (1995) Repeated measure Persuasion rating Political affiliation
Duck, Hogg, & Terry (1995) Repeated measure Persuasion rating Political affiliation
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 1) Moody Feedback valence Gender
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 2) Lack creativity Negative mood University affiliation
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 2) Lack creativity Negative mood University affiliation
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 3) Insult from other Anger Minimal group
Graetz (1992, Experiment 2) Recall threat to self or group Anger Gender
Jaffe & Yinon (1979) Insult Anger Minimal group
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Gender
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Negative trait rating Gender

Enhancement domain

Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 1) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Sorority affiliation
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating University affiliation
Biernat, Vescio, & Green (1996, Experiment 3) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Fraternity affiliation
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 1) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Minimal group
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Minimal group
Cadinu & Rothbart (1996, Experiment 3) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Minimal group
Gaertner, Sedikides, & Graetz (1999, Experiment 1) Emotionally expressive Feedback valence Gender
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters A) Repeated measure Bipolar trait rating Political affiliation
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters A) Repeated measure Bipolar trait rating Political affiliation
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters B) Repeated measure Bipolar trait rating Political affiliation
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 1, Voters B) Repeated measure Bipolar trait rating Political affiliation
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Lindeman (1997, Experiment 2) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Lindeman & Sundvik (1995) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Lindeman & Sundvik (1995) Repeated measure Positive trait rating Gender
Long & Spears (1998) Repeated measure Product evaluation Career
Long & Spears (1998) Repeated measure Product evaluation Career
Long & Spears (1998) Repeated measure Product evaluation Career
Long & Spears (1998) Repeated measure Product evaluation Career

a Repeated measure indicates that participants rated the individual self and the collective self as part of a within-subject factor.
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sions than a more traditional analysis would have provided. Historically,
the most common approach to meta-analysis has been to begin with a
fixed-effects model and attempt to explain variation in effect sizes with
moderators. After the addition of such moderating variables, the effect
sizes might still be more variable than one would expect if they were
estimates of a single, common population effect. In such cases, a variance
component is added to describe the excess variability, resulting in the same
mixed-effects model that we have advocated on theoretical grounds. The
test for excess variability is the same Q statistic that, in the random-effects
or mixed-effects context, tests the null hypothesis that the variance com-
ponent is zero. The addition of the variance component is necessary
because without it the standard errors of the fixed-effects model understate
the true uncertainty of estimation. Hence, inference in heterogeneous
(misspecified) fixed-effects models is severely flawed: Type I errors occur
much more frequently than indicated by the nominal alpha level, and
confidence intervals for population effects are artificially narrow.

We estimated the parameters of the mixed-effects and random-effects
models by unconditional maximum likelihood, using a specialized com-
puter program developed for that purpose (Vevea & Hedges, 1995). We
estimated fixed-effects models by weighted least squares, which is also a
maximum likelihood procedure in this context. We estimated a parallel
series of models for the threat domain and for the enhancement domain.
We conducted tests of the significance of model components using large-
sample Z tests for each of the model parameters, which we calculated by
dividing parameter estimates by their respective standard errors. We as-
sessed these tests using the standard normal distribution. Within each
domain, the sequence of models addressed the following questions:

1. Need we be concerned with the potential procedural confound in
which select studies may have directed collective-self threats (enhance-
ments) additionally to the individual self?

2. Does group identification matter, and does it matter whether the
primary authors or the present authors determined identification?

3. Does group type (minimal vs. natural) matter?
For models containing identification or group type, tests of the null

hypothesis that the identification effect or group type effect is equal to zero
represent tests of the contextual-primacy hypothesis. Keeping in mind
concerns about null confirmation and lack of power, if we fail to reject
these null hypotheses, the implication is that a simple random-effects

model may be more appropriate (i.e., one in which a single mean popula-
tion effect is estimated, with the variability of population effects described
by a variance component). In the context of that model, the valence of the
effect distinguishes the individual-self-primacy hypothesis (positive sign)
and the collective-self-primacy hypothesis (negative sign). And a compar-
ison of the effect against zero provides a significance test of the finding. If
we determine that the simple model is inadequate, then the valence of the
predicted conditional means for different cells of the more complex models
carry the same meaning.

Results

Most experiments pertaining to the issue of self-definitional
primacy included threatening and enhancing situations as a re-
peated measures factor. To avoid complications involving lack of
statistical independence and missing data, we considered the two
types of situations separately.

Threat Domain

Table 3 contains the parameter estimates of the statistical mod-
els from the threat domain, with estimates from the mixed-effects
analyses presented on the left side of the table and estimates from
the fixed-effects analyses presented on the right side of the table.
Before reviewing the results, we should note that the mixed-effects
analysis of each model revealed significant variability in excess of
what could be accounted for by the moderators. Consequently, the
fixed-effects models, which do not model the excess variability,
are misspecified and excessively underestimate standard errors.
The consequence of such underestimation is that the inferential
tests provided by fixed-effects models are inaccurate (i.e., too
liberal). Field (2001), for example, reported that fixed-effects
models result in Type I error rates ranging from 31% to 72% when
between-studies variability is excessive.

Some studies in the analysis purporting to direct threat exclu-
sively to the collective self were successful in doing so, whereas

Table 3
Parameter Estimates for the Threat Domain

Parameter

Mixed-effects analysis Fixed-effects analysis

Estimate SE Z p � �Z� Estimate SE Z p � �Z�

Model involving counfound-free
procedurea

Intercept 0.545 0.148 3.682 .000 0.364 0.066 5.515 .000
Confound free �0.003 0.148 �0.020 .984 0.118 0.066 1.787 .074

Model involving identificationb

and determinantc

Intercept 0.717 0.162 4.426 .000 0.602 0.090 6.689 .000
Identification �0.107 0.162 0.660 .509 �0.191 0.090 2.122 .034
Determinant 0.041 0.162 0.253 .800 0.030 0.090 0.333 .739
Identification � Determinant �0.202 0.162 �1.247 .212 �0.245 0.090 �2.722 .006

Model involving group typed

Intercept 0.560 0.128 4.375 .000 0.408 0.058 7.034 .000
Group type �0.036 0.128 �0.281 .779 �0.206 0.058 �3.552 .000

Simple model (intercept only or
average effect size)

Intercept 0.546 0.119 4.588 .000 0.277 0.045 6.156 .000

Note. All p values are two-tailed.
a Confound free (�1 � no and 1 � yes). b Identification (�1 � low and 1 � high). c Determinant (�1 �
authors of primary study and 1 � authors of current meta-analysis). d Group type (�1 � minimal group and
1 � natural group).
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other studies purporting to threaten the collective self may have
additionally threatened the individual self. The first part of Table 3
presents estimates for the model that distinguished between those
two paradigms. (The confound variable is coded 1 or �1, depend-
ing on whether threat to the collective self was unambiguously
directed to the collective self or not.) The inferential tests of the
fixed effects should be disregarded, as indicated by the significant
variance component of the mixed-effects model (variance compo-
nent � 0.163), Q(14) � 98.335, p � .001. Both the mixed-effects
analysis and the fixed-effects analysis estimated the effect of the
potential confound to be small in magnitude, and the mixed-effects
analysis indicated that it was nonsignificant.

The second part of Table 3 presents the estimates for the model
that tests whether reaction to threat of the individual versus the
collective self was moderated by group identification (coded �1
for low and 1 for high), determinant (i.e., who determined level of
identification; coded �1 for authors of the primary study and 1 for
authors of the current meta-analysis), or an interaction between
those factors. Again, the fixed-effects model is misspecified, as
indicated by the significant variance component of the mixed-
effects analysis (variance component � 0.134), Q(12) � 83.795,
p � .001. The mixed-effects and fixed-effects analyses produced
similar parameter estimates, and the inferential tests of the mixed-
effects analysis indicated that the effects of identification, deter-
minant, and Identification � Determinant were nonsignificant.
Contrary to the contextual-primacy hypothesis, group identifica-
tion does not moderate relative reactions to threat of the individual
versus the collective self.

On the other hand, a skeptic might argue that a different con-
clusion is indicated by the inferential tests of the fixed-effects
analysis. In particular, the fixed-effects analysis suggests that the
Identification � Determinant effect is statistically significant.
Such a skeptic should keep in mind, however, that the p values
from the fixed-effects model are inaccurately low because the
fixed-effects model is misspecified and the standard errors are
underestimated. In any event, the apparent discrepancy between
the analysis strategies can be resolved, in part, by an examination
of the predicted mean effect size for each cell of the interaction.
The predicted means from the mixed-effects and random-effects
models are displayed in the top part of Table 4 (again, the p values
for the fixed-effects analysis cannot be taken at face value). All of
the predicted means (from both analysis strategies) are positively
valenced and indicate that low and high group identifiers react
more strongly to a threat to the individual than to the collective

self. Such a pattern is consistent with the individual-self-primacy
hypothesis.

The third part of Table 3 presents the estimates for the model
that tests whether reaction to threat of the individual versus the
collective self was moderated by the type of group on which the
collective self was based (�1 � minimal group, 1 � natural
group). Once again, inferences based on the p values of the
fixed-effects analysis are compromised, as suggested by the sig-
nificant variance component of the mixed-effects analysis (vari-
ance component � 0.159), Q(14) � 89.080, p � .001. Contrary to
the contextual-primacy hypothesis, the mixed-effects analysis
clearly indicates that group type is not a significant moderator. On
the other hand, if we (incorrectly) disregarded the fact that the
fixed-effects model is misspecified, we would conclude that group
type is a significant moderator, such that the tendency toward
individual-self primacy is stronger when the collective self is
derived from a minimal group. Again, this apparent discrepancy
can be resolved by an examination of the predicted means for
minimal groups and natural groups. Those predicted means are in
the bottom part of Table 4. For both minimal groups and natural
groups, the predicted means (from both the mixed-effects and the
fixed-effects analysis) are positively valenced. Consistent with the
individual-self-primacy hypothesis, people react more strongly to
a threat to the individual than the collective self, regardless of
whether the collective self is derived from a minimal or a natural
group.

The fourth part of Table 3 presents the estimates from a simple
model that estimates the average population effect size, averaging
across the previously examined moderators. As in the previous
analyses, inferences based on the fixed-effects analysis are ques-
tionable, as indicated by the significant variance component of the
mixed-effects analysis (variance component � 0.163), Q(15) �
101.502, p � .001. As would be expected on the basis of the
predicted means from the previously examined models, the aver-
age population effect size is positively valenced (for both the
mixed-effects and the fixed-effects analyses) and indicates that
people react more strongly to threat to the individual than to the
collective self. Such a finding is consistent with the individual-
self-primacy hypothesis.

Enhancement Domain

Table 5 contains the parameter estimates of the statistical mod-
els from the enhancement domain, with estimates from the mixed-

Table 4
Predicted Values for the Threat Domain

Condition
No. of
effects

Mixed-effects analysis Fixed-effects analysis

Prediction SE Z p � �Z� Prediction SE Z p � �Z�

Model involving identification and determinant
High identification, as determined by primary authors 2 0.770 0.317 2.430 .015 0.626 0.174 3.598 .000
Low identification, as determined by primary authors 2 0.581 0.308 1.886 .059 0.518 0.156 3.321 .000
High identification, as determined by current authors 11 0.449 0.130 3.454 .001 0.196 0.050 3.920 .000
Low identification, as determined by current authors 1 1.067 0.453 2.355 .019 1.067 0.268 3.981 .000

Model involving group type
Minimal group 5 0.597 0.215 2.777 .005 0.614 0.106 5.792 .000
Natural group 11 0.524 0.138 3.797 .000 0.202 0.050 4.040 .000

Note. All p values are two-tailed.
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effects analyses presented on the left side of the table and estimates
from the fixed-effects analyses presented on the right side of the
table. As in the previous analyses, the mixed-effects analysis of
each model revealed significant variability in excess of what could
be accounted for by the moderators. Consequently, the fixed-
effects models are misspecified, and the p values should be
disregarded.

The first part of the table presents estimates for the model that
tests whether the effect sizes were moderated by whether primary
studies used a procedure that unambiguously unconfounded en-
hancement of the collective self from the individual self. Although
the fixed-effects model is misspecified, as indicated by the signif-
icant variance component of the mixed-effects analysis (variance
component � 0.151), Q(19) � 87.569, p � .001, both models
point to the same conclusion regarding the potential procedural
confound. The effect of the procedural factor is nonsignificant,
which indicates that we need not be concerned with this procedural
factor when testing the competing hypotheses in the enhancement
domain.

The second part of Table 5 presents the estimates for the model
that tests whether reaction to enhancement of the individual versus
collective self was moderated by group identification and deter-

minant. Again, the inferential tests of the fixed-effects estimates
are compromised, as indicated by the significant variance compo-
nent of the mixed-effects analysis (variance component � 0.138),
Q(17) � 78.066, p � .001. The fixed-effects and mixed-effects
analyses again produced similar parameter estimates and, incon-
sistent with the contextual-primacy hypothesis, the inferential tests
of the mixed-effects analysis indicated that group identification is
not a significant moderator. Skeptics who wish to disregard the
inferential problems with the fixed-effects model should examine
the predicted means for the mixed-effects and fixed-effect models,
which are presented in the top part of Table 6. Consistent with the
individual-self-primacy hypothesis, all of the mean effect sizes are
positively valenced and suggest that low and high group identifiers
react more strongly to enhancement of the individual than the
collective self. Again, such a pattern is consistent with the
individual-self-primacy hypothesis.

The third part of Table 5 presents the estimates for the model
that tests whether reaction to enhancement of the individual versus
the collective self varied as a function of whether the collective
self was derived from a minimal or a natural group. Although the
fixed-effects model is misspecified, as indicated by the significant
variance component of the mixed-effects analysis (variance com-

Table 5
Parameter Estimates for the Enhancement Domain

Parameter

Mixed-effects analysis Fixed-effects analysis

Estimate SE Z p � �Z� Estimate SE Z p � �Z�

Model involving confound-free procedurea

Intercept 0.265 0.132 2.008 .045 0.244 0.081 3.012 .003
Confound free �0.188 0.132 �1.424 .154 �0.058 0.081 �0.716 .474

Model involving identificationb and determinantc

Intercept 0.548 0.143 3.832 .000 0.487 0.079 6.165 .000
Identification �0.196 0.143 1.371 .170 �0.235 0.079 �2.975 .003
Determinant 0.098 0.143 0.685 .493 0.131 0.079 1.658 .097
Identification � Determinant �0.161 0.143 �1.126 .260 �0.150 0.079 �1.899 .058

Model involving group typed

Intercept 0.353 0.142 2.486 .013 0.312 0.062 5.032 .000
Group type 0.043 0.142 0.303 .762 �0.029 0.062 �0.467 .640

Simple model (intercept only or average effect size)
Intercept 0.383 0.161 2.379 .017 0.292 0.045 6.489 .000

Note. All p values are two-tailed.
a Confound free (�1 � no and 1 � yes). b Identification (�1 � low and 1 � high). c Determinant (�1 � authors of primary study and 1 � authors
of current meta-analysis). d Group type (�1 � minimal group and 1 � natural group).

Table 6
Predicted Values for the Enhancement Domain

Condition
No. of
effects

Mixed-effects analysis Fixed-effects analysis

Prediction SE Z p � �Z� Prediction SE Z p � �Z�

Model involving identification and determinant
High identification, as determined by primary authors 4 0.414 0.225 1.840 .066 0.271 0.116 2.336 .019
Low identification, as determined by primary authors 4 0.484 0.224 2.161 .031 0.442 0.115 3.843 .000
High identification, as determined by current authors 12 0.288 0.130 2.215 .027 0.234 0.054 4.333 .000
Low identification, as determined by current authors 1 1.003 0.457 2.195 .028 1.003 0.266 3.771 .000

Model involving group type
Minimal group 3 0.310 0.261 1.188 .235 0.341 0.115 2.965 .003
Natural group 18 0.397 0.113 3.513 .000 0.284 0.045 6.311 .000

Note. All p values are two-tailed.
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ponent � 0.160), Q(19) � 87.871, p � .001, both models point to
the same conclusion: Group type is not a significant moderator. To
maintain consistency with the previous analyses, we should exam-
ine the predicted mean effect sizes for the minimal and natural
groups. As displayed in the bottom part of Table 6, all of the
predicted means are positively valenced and indicate that persons
respond more strongly to enhancement of the individual self than
the collective self. The one anomaly, however, is that the posi-
tively valenced effect for the minimal group vastly deviates from
significance in the context of the mixed-effects analysis. The more
critical effect, of course, is the mean for the natural group, which,
according to the contextual-primacy hypothesis, should be nega-
tively valenced and indicate stronger reactions to enhancement of
the collective than the individual self. Such a pattern is clearly not
present in that the effect is positively valenced and significantly
different than zero. Why the corresponding effect for minimal
groups does not differ from zero is puzzling. Nonetheless, both the
mixed-effects and the fixed-effects models agree that effects sizes
of the minimal and natural groups do not differ and should be
combined to provide a more reliable estimate of the population
effect.

The fourth part of Table 5 presents the estimates from a simple
model that estimates the average population effect size averaging
across the previously examined moderators. Again, the fixed-
effects model is misspecified, as indicated by the significant vari-
ance component of the mixed-effects analysis (variance compo-
nent � 0.162), Q(20) � 88.805, p � .001. Nonetheless, both
models estimate a positive effect size and suggest that persons
react more strongly to enhancement of the individual than the
collective self. Again, this evidence is consistent with the
individual-self-primacy hypothesis.

Discussion

The balance between the individual and the collective self has
been debated for over two and a half millennia. Sophists offered
the first cohesive philosophical treatise in defense of the individual
self, a view challenged by Plato in his formulations of the ideal
society. Cicero and other Roman lawyers echoed sophistic argu-
ments (Huntington, 1993). The issue was also prevalent in 13th
century Britain and in other European states in the later Middle
Ages (Macfarlane, 1978) as well as in the East (i.e., China),
particularly during the Ming dynasty (deBary, 1979). Nineteenth
and 20th century philosophy, psychology, and sociology persis-
tently carried this tradition (Blumer, 1969; Cooley, 1902;
Durkheim, 1950; James, 1890/1983; Mead, 1934; Rogers, 1997;
Weber, 1964). In the last 2 decades, there has been an explosion of
theory and research in social and personality psychology on the
interplay between the individual and collective self (Abrams &
Hogg, 1990, 1999; Sedikides & Brewer, 2001; Tajfel, 1982; Tri-
andis, 1995; Turner et al., 1987; Tyler, Kramer, & John, 1999).

Summary of Meta-Analytic Findings

Naturally, a researcher is in awe of the voluminous literature and
the countless shades that mark the complex and intricate debate on
the individual self and the collective self. Researchers have the
choice either to raise up their arms in exasperation (and tacitly
admit that all theoretical approaches are equally correct) or to
venture in a scholarly foray (however limited) into synthesis of

available knowledge. We opted for the latter. In the process, we
followed Platt’s (1964) advice that “you must study the simplest
system you think has the properties you are interested in” (p. 349).
Thus, we attempted to isolate critical aspects of the debate in their
simplest form and investigate them through a powerful tool. The
aspect was motivational primacy in self-definition. The tool was a
meta-analysis.

We tested three hypotheses. The individual-self-primacy hy-
pothesis maintains that the individual self is the most fundamental
basis of self-definition, as far as motivation is concerned. In
contrast, the collective-self-primacy hypothesis suggests that the
collective self is the most fundamental basis of self-definition. The
contextual-primacy hypothesis states that neither self is inherently
motivationally primary; primacy depends on contextual factors
that affect the momentary accessibility of the two selves.

Although the empirical literature contained only one set of
studies that was designed explicitly to test the issue of motivational
primacy, we uncovered 37 effects relevant to the issue. We tested
the competing hypotheses with a meta-analytic integration of the
relevant effects. According to our general framework, the more
primary self reacts more intensely to threatening and enhancing
information and more readily associates with enhancing informa-
tion and disassociates from threatening information than does the
less primary self (K. W. Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; Sedikides &
Gaertner, 2001a).

On the basis of our interest in generalizing the results of the
meta-analysis beyond the characteristics specific to the studies
included in the analysis, we used random-effects (or, when mod-
erators were present, mixed-effects) procedures. To prevent bias-
ing our conclusions by reliance on one class of statistical model,
we concurrently used more traditional fixed-effects procedures.
The two analytic strategies produced relatively similar parameter
estimates across the various models that we tested. However, the
analysis strategies produced, at times, discrepant results in regard
to the inferential tests of the parameter estimates. The significant
variance component estimated by the mixed-effects analyses indi-
cated that the discrepant inferential conclusions were due, primar-
ily, to the misspecified fixed-effects models.

Rather than simply defaulting to the results of the mixed-effects
procedures, we took an additional step to assess the apparent
discrepancies and examined the predicted effect sizes generated by
each analysis strategy. This additional step proved fruitful. The
effect sizes generated by the strategies were relatively similar in
magnitude and valence. Furthermore, the valence was consistent
with the individual-self-primacy hypothesis and inconsistent with
the collective-self and contextual-primacy hypotheses. In particu-
lar, participants reacted more strongly to threats to and enhance-
ment of the individual than the collective self. This pattern oc-
curred for both low and high group identifiers and for collective
selves that were derived from minimal and natural groups.

In the introduction, we reviewed literature suggesting that threat
is a more potent motivator than is enhancement. On the basis of
this literature, we anticipated that individual-self primacy would be
manifested strongly in the case of threat but weakly (or not at all)
in the case of enhancement. It is interesting that the results did not
confirm our expectation. Individual-self primacy was displayed in
equal force under threat and enhancement conditions, thus broad-
ening the scope of our argument.
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Limitations and Caveats

Before extrapolating from the data and discussing implications
of the individual-self-primacy perspective, we consider potential
limitations of this meta-analysis. Such limitations involve (a) ef-
fect distribution, (b) alternative explanations, and (c) individual-
self moderators. Additionally, we offer a caveat referring to
breadth of generalization.

Effect Distribution

Although we were able to identify 37 effects relevant to the
issue of motivational primacy, a quick glance at Tables 4 and 6
reveals that those effects were not evenly distributed across levels
of the moderators. This unbalanced distribution is not problematic
for the estimation of cell means. However, the low frequency of
effects in certain conditions should serve as a warning that this
meta-analysis is not the final word on the issue and instead
represents a synthesis of the available evidence.

It is noteworthy, however, that higher frequency of effects
occurred in the conditions (i.e., levels of moderators) that had the
greatest potential for accruing evidence inconsistent with the
individual-self-primacy hypothesis. In particular, the collective-
self-primacy and contextual-primacy hypotheses both predict neg-
atively valenced means (i.e., stronger reactions to threat or en-
hancement of the collective than the individual self) for high group
identifiers and natural groups. Those latter conditions contained
the highest frequency of effects and yielded positively valenced
predicted means (i.e., stronger reaction to threat or enhancement of
the individual self).

Alternative Explanations

We considered it vital to the meta-analytic conclusions to be
able to equate the strength of threat (enhancement) when compar-
ing reactions of the two selves. Thus, we did our best to control for
a potential confound by including studies in the meta-analysis on
the condition that they threatened (enhanced) the selves on com-
parable dimensions. Nevertheless, it is possible that threat (en-
hancement) was stronger when directed to one self than another.
We discuss two variations of this criticism below.

Is the collective self more amenable to reconstruction and
disidentification than the individual self? It is possible that the
collective self is more flexible, that is, more amenable to accom-
modating reconstruction and disidentification. If so, this statement
would qualify as an alternative explanation to the results.

However, there are serious reasons to doubt the validity of this
rival hypothesis. Although there is evidence pointing to the capac-
ity of the collective self for reconstruction (Cadinu & Cerchioni,
2001; Lalonde, 1992), there is also evidence to the contrary (Ryen
& Kahn, 1975) and, additionally, evidence that is mixed (Jackson,
Sullivan, Harnish, & Hodge, 1996). In stark contrast, the evidence
showcasing the capacity of the individual self for reconstruction is
unequivocal (Baumeister & Jones, 1978; Greenberg & Pyszczyn-
ski, 1985; Steele, 1988; Tesser, 2000; Wicklund & Gollwitzer,
1982). In a similar vein, there is no reason to believe that disiden-
tification is easier at the level of the collective self. If anything, the
available literature suggests that disidentification is more apt to be
used as a coping mechanism at the level of the individual self (e.g.,
Gaertner et al., 1999, Experiment 1). Mussweiler, Gabriel, and

Bodenhausen (2000) and Crocker, Voelki, Testa, and Major (1991)
demonstrated that disidentification is used as a protective strategy
in the face of threat to the individual self. Likewise, the tendency
to publicly associate with a winning in-group is significantly more
likely, if not done exclusively, following a threat to the individual
self (Cialdini et al., 1976, Experiment 2).

More generally, though, this rival hypothesis is applicable only
to studies in which threat (enhancement) is operationalized
through feedback directed to the two selves. This hypothesis does
not apply to studies in which threat (enhancement) was operation-
alized by trait-rating tasks on which participants could associate or
dissociate the selves from positive or negative traits.

Is the collective self more cognitively complex than the individ-
ual self? Some readers might take issue with the manner in
which we operationalized threat and enhancement of the individual
and collective self and argue that the findings are due to the
differential cognitive complexity of the two selves. In particular,
threat (enhancement) of the individual and collective self was
operationalized, in part, with rating tasks in which participants
rated the extent to which they consider negative (positive) traits to
be descriptive of themselves as people and of their group. In other
words, the individual self was seemingly assessed with ratings of
a particular person (i.e., the participant), whereas the collective self
was seemingly assessed with ratings of an entire group (i.e., a
group to which the participant belongs). On the basis of Linville’s
(1982) complexity–extremity effect (i.e., social and nonsocial
objects are evaluated less extremely to the extent to which they are
cognitively represented more complexly), the results of the meta-
analysis might be attributed to people having a more complex
representation of the collective than the individual self.

There are reasons to believe, however, that people likely have a
more differentiated cognitive representation of the individual
rather than the collective self. More recent research by Linville and
colleagues (Linville, Fischer, & Salovey, 1989; Linville, Fischer,
& Yoon, 1996; see also Ostrom, Carpenter, Sedikides, & Li, 1993)
indicates that a complex cognitive representation of an object (i.e.,
person or group) develops, in part, from familiarity with the object.
The more familiar a perceiver is with an object, the more detailed
knowledge of the object the perceiver forms and, hence, the more
elaborated and differentiated the knowledge structure is. The self
is a social object with which people have the utmost familiarity
(Prentice, 1990). Private feelings and goals are highly prevalent
and accessible (Andersen, 1984; Andersen, Glassman, & Gold,
1998). The individual self is so omnipresent that people at times
expend astounding levels of energy in an attempt to escape it
(Baumeister, 1991). Even more convincing than a theoretical ar-
gument for the greater complexity of the individual than collective
self are empirical data. Although raw counts of attributes are a
crude assessment of the complexity of a cognitive representation
(Linville et al., 1989), self-description tasks reveal that people list
more aspects of their individual than their collective self regardless
of culture of origin (Trafimow et al., 1991), construal of self as an
individualist versus collectivist (Gaertner et al., 1999, Experiment
4), and situational manipulations of the salience of the selves
(Trafimow et al., 1991; Ybarra & Trafimow, 1998, Experiment 3).
In summary, theoretical and empirical evidence indicate that peo-
ple have a more complex representation of themselves as individ-
uals than of themselves as in-group members. In that case, the
tendency for people to more strongly disassociate (associate) neg-
ative (positive) traits from (with) the individual than the collective
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self is that much more impressive and cannot be explained by a
tendency to rate the group less extremely because of its greater
complexity.

Regardless, we wish to add that this meta-analysis has gone a
long way to control for structural complexity of the individual
versus the collective self. In both cases, the unit of analysis is the
person. It is only the emphasis that differs. In the case of the
individual self, participants rate the self as a unique person,
whereas in the case of the collective self, participants rate the self
as a person who belongs to an in-group (e.g., Gaertner et al., 1999).
Moreover, even if there was a structural discrepancy, it would not
be clear at all how this discrepancy would be translated into
motivational differences between the two selves. That is, we
operationalized threat and enhancement more broadly than solely
assessing extremity of self and group on trait ratings. We also
assessed strength of response (e.g., anger, mood state) to positive
and negative feedback—an operationalization to which the com-
plexity explanation does not apply.

Individual-Self Moderators

We searched persistently for contextual variables or moderators.
We did not, however, adopt the equivalent fervor for individual-
self variables or moderators. That is, we did not consider the
variable strength of identification with the individual self. For
example, persons who have high self-esteem (Blaine & Crocker,
1993), have a clear self-concept (J. D. Campbell et al., 1996), are
narcissistic (Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, Elliot, & Gregg, 2002),
are ego resilient (Block, 1961), or have a hardy personality
(Wiebe, 1991) react unusually strongly and protectively against
threat to the individual self. These persons will rely disproportion-
ately on the individual self for self-definition.

Breadth of Generalizations

The random-effects analysis enables us more confidently to
generalize the findings of individual-self primacy beyond exact
replications of the synthesized studies. Nonetheless, we acknowl-
edge that there may be extenuating circumstances to which the
findings do not generalize. In such extreme situations, the collec-
tive self might take precedence. Thus, it may be premature to rule
out the contextual-primacy hypothesis in its entirety. Perhaps a
more conservative interpretation of the findings is that typically or
under most circumstances the motivational hierarchy of the self-
concept is skewed toward the primacy of the individual self.

Having addressed potential limitations, we can now more ap-
propriately extrapolate beyond the data and develop the theoretical
position of individual-self primacy. In the following sections, we
(a) elucidate connections between the current findings and a
broader literature, (b) further clarify the individual-self-primacy
approach, and (c) consider implications of individual-self primacy.

Connections

The meta-analytic findings are consistent with several other
lines of inquiry. The individual self occupies a privileged place in
memory (Klein, 2001). This self also provides the fodder and
impetus for behavioral regulation, with groups and the social
context serving as the background within which the person acts
(Carver & Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1996; Higgins & May, 2001)

and carries out important goals and roles, interchangeably termed
“personal strivings” (Emmons, 1986), “personal projects” (Little,
1983), “life tasks” (Cantor, Markus, Niedenthal, & Nurius, 1986),
and “possible selves” (Markus & Nurius, 1986).

Furthermore, aspects of the individual-self permeate social re-
lations. Self-schemata organize and guide the processing of infor-
mation about others (Dunning, 1999; Green & Sedikides, 2001),
and they are readily and frequently projected on others (Kenny &
DePaulo, 1993; Krueger, 2000). Indeed, the individual self is used
as the epistemic platform for the formation of knowledge about the
collective self: Participants rely on individual-self knowledge to
form an impression of the in-group in minimal-group situations
(Gramzow, Gaertner, & Sedikides, 2001; Otten & Wentura, 2001).
Self-determination theory emphasizes individual strivings for au-
tonomy and competence and gives secondary importance to the
role of social context (Deci & Ryan, 2000). So strong is the need
for uniqueness that people accentuate intragroup differences to a
greater degree than intragroup similarities (Simon, Pantaleo, &
Mummendey, 1995). Additionally, the self-aspect model of the
individual and collective self proposes that those aspects of the
individual self that are positive and important form the basis for
the collective self (Simon & Hastedt, 1999; Simon & Kampmeier,
2001). Arguably, a reason for the high self-definitional relevance
of the individual self is the availability, accessibility, and inescap-
ability of private feelings and goals (Andersen, 1984; Andersen et
al., 1998; Andersen, Lazowski, & Donisi, 1986). It is no surprise,
then, that a strong individual self is associated with psychological
health benefits (Gramzow, Sedikides, Panter, & Insko, 2000).

Clarifications

In light of the meta-analytic findings, we feel the need to clarify
further the position of individual-self primacy. We do not wish to
cast the individual-self-primacy hypothesis as a restatement of
self-interest theory, an interpretation to which the opening quote
by Hobbes is amenable. Motivational primacy of the individual
self is markedly different from material self-interest, a notion
derived from the homo economicus model of human behavior
(Miller, 1999). Also, we do not equate the motivational primacy of
the individual self with selfishness, arrogance, and disregard for
other persons, nor do we imply that such behaviors are unavoid-
able, justified, or acceptable. We refrain from valorizing the indi-
vidual self, as this self has the potential to instigate both com-
mendable and questionable behaviors (as does the collective self;
e.g., intergroup cooperation and conflict).

More important, we wholeheartedly endorse the notion that the
individual self is social. The individual self is in a dialectic relation
with the collective self (Simon, 1997). This interactive relation is
often harmonious, some times antagonistic, and other times con-
text dependent (Deaux & Perkins, 2001; Reid & Deaux, 1996;
Simon & Kampmeier, 2001; Spears, 2001; Triandis & Trafimow,
2001). Indeed, both selves are important in the regulation of social
behavior. However, when the motivational potencies of the two
selves are directly compared, one against the other, the individual
self is shown to be more fundamental or primary.

Implications

Below, we consider broader implications of the meta-analytic
findings for theory development in social and personality
psychology.
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Individual Self and Collective Self

As stated above, we fully endorse the notion that humans are
social animals. They seek groups and interact in social groups. The
meta-analytic finding in favor of individual-self primacy invites a
proposal regarding the relation between the individual and the
group: A most critical function of the social group is to act as a
protective mechanism that serves the needs of the individual
(Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997; Sedikides & Skow-
ronski, 2000, in press). We believe that theory and research are
largely consistent with this proposal.

Social groups offer members information and meaning that
reduce feelings of uncertainty (Hogg & Mullin, 1999; Mullin &
Hogg, 1998). Social group membership is used strategically, at
times, to buffer against harm to the individual self. Following an
attack against the individual self, persons redefine themselves in
terms of an accessible collective self (Cialdini et al., 1976; Gaert-
ner et al., 1999; Mussweiler et al., 2000). Indeed, this shift to a
collective self in the face of a threat to the individual self maintains
psychological well being as assessed by mood state and state
self-esteem (Mussweiler et al., 2000). Furthermore, employees
regulate decisions to remain in or disengage from their social
group (i.e., their corporation) depending predominantly on their
personal gains (e.g., resources, satisfaction, opportunities for pro-
motion) rather than company loyalty (Rusbult & Farrell, 1983;
Rusbult, Farrell, Rogers, & Mainous, 1988). Similar effects have
been demonstrated by a social hierarchy analysis of intergroup
relations indicating that persons value their groups to the extent to
which intragroup comparisons reflect positively on the individual
self (Seta & Seta, 1996). Collective action becomes more likely
when discrimination against the in-group is perceived as an attack
against the individual self (Foster & Matheson, 1999). In a similar
vein, minority groups (e.g., African Americans) appear to increase
strategically the strength of their group identification as a response
to threats to the individual self (Gray-Little & Hafdahl, 2000).

At times, however, people behave in ways that are quite at odds
with the tenets of the individual-self-primacy hypothesis. Persons
fight voluntarily for their country and sacrifice their own lives to
promote the welfare of their group. It is undeniable that the
consequences of such behaviors benefit the group. Perhaps, as
suggested in the section addressing caveats, these are situations to
which individual-self primacy does not generalize. On the other
hand, it is plausible that the motives underlying these group-
serving behaviors are located in the individual self. Individual and
collective welfare are often highly correspondent. Outcomes that
harm the group may harm the individual, and outcomes that benefit
the group may benefit the individual. For example, the demise of
a country may entail the loss of personal freedoms. In a similar
vein, acts that benefit the collective may be motivated by personal
gains. Consistent with this line of reasoning are interviews with
members of Palestinian martyrdom cults that reveal that suicide
bombers are inspired to sacrifice their earthly bodies by the prom-
ise of bountiful rewards in heaven (Zwerdling, 1996).

Of course, we do not mean to imply that the collective self lacks
motivational importance. The collective self is a vital part of
self-definition and, therefore, plays an active role in the regulation
of social behavior. We argue only that the individual self is
relatively more fundamental than the collective (or the contextual,
as it may be) self. People are indeed concerned with their group’s
welfare and act for the benefit of their group. However, such

actions are likely curtailed to the extent to which they pose danger
to the welfare of the individual self. Research by Gaertner and
Insko (2000) provides a vivid example. Participants allocated more
monetary resources to the in-group than to the out-group only in
the case in which their own earnings could have been influenced
by in-group members. That is, participants discriminated only
when they could have maximized their earnings by reciprocating
favorable allocations with in-group members. If participants were
concerned with the enhancement of the collective self, they would
have favored in-group members regardless of whether they were
outcome dependent on other in-group or out-group members. This
research is consistent with an individual-self-primacy analysis of
intergroup discrimination, because the research locates the origin
of intergroup discrimination in individual rather than collective
motives.

The Universality of Individual-Self Primacy: Culture as a
Moderator?

To what extent is the motivational primacy of the individual self
a product of culture? Perspectives attesting to the cultural con-
struction of the self (Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999;
Markus & Kitayama, 1991) maintain that culture moderates the
self-system. Individualistic (e.g., Western) cultures are character-
ized by loose ties among people and a concern for the rights and
welfare of the person. Collectivistic (e.g., Eastern) cultures are
characterized by strong ties among people, especially among in-
group members, and an obligation to maintain the welfare of the
group. Such perspectives support the contextual-primacy hypoth-
esis and suggest that individual-self primacy is limited to individ-
ualistic culture.

Consistent with the possibility of cultural moderation is research
suggesting that the process of individual-self enhancement is ab-
sent in collectivistic culture (Heine et al., 1999). For example,
Chen et al. (1998) showed that the tendency for group members to
distance themselves psychologically from their group (as indexed
by decreased levels of evaluative in-group favoritism) when the
individual self experiences success and the collective self experi-
ences failure is reduced in collectivistic culture. It is noteworthy,
however, that members of collectivistic and individualistic culture
did not differ in response to individual-self failure.2 In contrast to
the cultural moderation perspective, an abundance of research
reveals the dominant presence of the individual self in all cultures.
This research has (a) used cross-cultural paradigms and (b) mea-
sured directly levels of collectivism and individualism.

In Japan and Thailand, self-enhancement has been detected on
implicit measures. Letter and number evaluation tasks indicate a
stronger preference for letters and numbers that occur in one’s own
name and birthdate, respectively (Hoorens, Nuttin, Erdelyi, Her-
man, & Pavakanun, 1990; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997). Also,
participants with interdependent self-construals (i.e., a self-concept
that resembles the assumed prototypical self-concept of members
of collectivistic cultures) exalt the individual self, as assessed by

2 Unfortunately, we were unable to include in the meta-analysis effects
from the experiment reported by Chen, Brockner, and Katz (1998). Success
and failure feedback were explicitly and simultaneously directed to the
individual self and collective self. This subsequently prevented us from
calculating an effect size that registers the distinct response of each self.
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the Implicit Associations Test (Farnham, Greenwald, & Banaji,
1999; Hetts, Sakuma, & Pelham, 1999). In fact, interdependent
self-construal participants defend and enhance the individual self
even on explicit measures. Specifically, they elevate the individual
self on interdependent traits (e.g., loyal), whereas participants with
independent self-construals elevate the individual self on indepen-
dent traits (e.g., leader; Sedikides, Gaertner, & Toguchi, in press;
see also Kurman, 2001).

It is interesting to note that, in individualistic and collectivistic
cultures, willingness to provide to others (whether they be parents,
siblings, cousins, close friends, acquaintances, or strangers) is
related positively to expected reciprocation (Finjeman, Willemsen,
& Poortinga, 1996). The operation of basic exchange principles,
equity and reciprocity, indicates that even in collectivistic cultures
there is an overwhelming concern for the welfare of the individual
self. Additionally, a comparison of 55 nations has revealed that
individual subjective well-being increases as a nation’s level of
individualism increases (r � .77; Diener, Diener, & Diener, 1995).
This relation remains even when there is control for confounding
variables (e.g., national differences in income, human rights vio-
lations, cultural heterogeneity). People are happier in a cultural
context in which they can express freely the individual self.

Direct measurements of levels of collectivism and individualism
also reveal the strong presence of the individual self among col-
lectivistic persons. On self-description tasks, participants generate
more aspects of their individual self than their collective self
regardless of levels of collectivism and individualism (Gaertner et
al., 1999, Investigation 4; Ybarra & Trafimow, 1998, Experiment
3) and culture of origin (Trafimow et al., 1991). Furthermore,
persons of color (i.e., African Americans, Asian Americans, and
Latinos) score higher than do Anglos on measures of collectivism,
yet they score just as high as Anglos on measures of individualism
(Freeberg & Stein, 1996; Gaines et al., 1997).

These research findings converge on a critical principle. Al-
though level of collectivism is rather easily influenced by culture
(e.g., norms), level of individualism is relatively invariant. Indi-
vidualism is relatively immune to cultural variation. To us, this
principle is yet another compelling indicator of the primacy of the
individual self.

Concluding Statements

We engaged in comparative testing of three hypotheses, with a
rather broad meta-theoretical agenda. We wanted to know which
type of self is most valued subjectively and, thus, which self
evokes the more intense responses to threat and enhancement. We
wondered about the core of the human subjective experience, its
selfness, or its psychological home base (Sedikides & Gaertner,
2001b).

We conducted a meta-analytic synthesis of relevant research.
We found that people react more strongly to threat and enhance-
ment of the individual than collective self. This pattern is invariant
of identification with the group, whether it be a minimal or a
natural group. We take this finding as evidence of the motivational
primacy of the individual self.

We wish, for a moment, to step beyond the limits of the data and
ask whether the contextual approach has committed an inferential
fallacy. On the basis of evidence suggesting that the self responds
flexibly to contextual influences, this approach has concluded that
the essence of the self is contextual. Such an inference may be

unwarranted. Extrapolating beyond the current findings, we offer a
contrasting view: The individual self is a stable system that can
react flexibly to contextual influences.

We are in agreement with Simon and Kampmeier’s (2001)
observation that “while the collective self has moved up to a more
prominent position on social psychologists’ research agenda, it
appears that the individual self simply has been taken for granted”
(p. 200). Indeed, we view the findings of this meta-analysis, first
and foremost, as a justification, if not a rationale or even a
challenge, for researchers to place a greater emphasis on the
individual self when engaging in theory building. The individual
self deserves serious consideration as a cornerstone of theory
building, especially as far as its motivational facets are concerned.

Obviously, a group-level analysis is necessary for an under-
standing of some social phenomena. Likewise, using the group as
the unit of analysis is sufficient for an understanding of other
intergroup and intragroup processes (Sedikides, Schopler, & Insko,
1998). However, we believe that researchers will often gain valu-
able insight by reviewing several well-established phenomena or
processes, or by conceptualizing novel ones, from the perspective
of the individual self (Aron & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2001; E. R.
Smith & Henry, 1996; E. R. Smith, Murphy, & Coates, 1999). This
is especially likely when motivational facets of the individual self
are involved. Above all, we hope that our meta-analytic synthesis
contributes to the planning of primary-level experiments (Eagly &
Wood, 1994) that will subject the issue of motivational primacy to
further empirical scrutiny.
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