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Abstract

In two studies it is demonstrated that two self-saliency manipulations, often used interchangeably, can have profoundly different con-
sequences. Whereas self-activation increased stereotyping in highly prejudiced participants, a mirror decreased stereotyping. Results show
that this difference can be ascribed to the activation of specific self-aspects. Whereas a mirror increased both private and public self-
awareness (and, hence, awareness of the social norm that stereotyping is bad), self-activation increased private self-awareness exclusively
(and, hence, awareness of privately held negative stereotypes). The implications of these findings for the relation between self-awareness
and conformity to social norms are discussed.
� 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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What will you do when your private opinion is in con-
flict with a public norm? Will you stand up for your own
values or will you yield to those of others? In the current
article, we will argue that the answer to these questions
depends on which aspects of the self are salient: solely your
private thoughts, or how you appear to ‘‘the public” as
well. More specifically, we will argue that when the salience
of public self-aspects is increased (even when the salience of
private self-aspects is increased as well), the tendency to
‘‘yield” to social norms will be stronger.

It may seem quite logical to assume that people whose
private opinions are salient will act according to those pri-
vate opinions, and that people whose public self-aspects are
salient (and may start to worry about the image they are
transferring), will tend to act according to social norms.
However, this assumption is inconsistent with self-aware-
ness studies showing that whenever the self is salient,
pro-social and normative behavior will typically ensue
(e.g., Diener & Wallbom, 1976; Kallgren, Reno, & Cialdi-
0022-1031/$ - see front matter � 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1016/j.jesp.2008.02.005

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: c.j.wiekens@uvt.nl (C.J. Wiekens).
ni, 2000). Diener and Wallbom (1976), for example, dem-
onstrated that confronting people with a reflection of
themselves in a mirror, increased behavior consistent with
the social norm against cheating on an intelligence test.
Based on this finding, Diener and Wallbom (1976) argued
that self-awareness promotes normative behavior.

But what were the participants in their study aware of?
Was it, as Diener and Wallbom argued, the social norm
against cheating, to which they consequently conformed?
Or were these participants perhaps aware of the way they
came across to other people, and did they conform to the
social norm as a result of that? Or did a mirror activate
their own, private, norm against cheating, and did they
behave in accordance with this private norm? Because sal-
iency of different self-aspects was not measured, we do not
know what exactly instigated the anti-cheating norm.

A study by Gibbons and Wright (1983) suggests that it is
important to specify what self-aspects are cognitively acti-
vated by self-awareness manipulations. Gibbons and
Wright (1983) argued that for individuals who are con-
fronted with an image of themselves in a mirror, the cogni-
tive activation of both social norms and private opinions

mailto:c.j.wiekens@uvt.nl


C.J. Wiekens, D.A. Stapel / Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 44 (2008) 1160–1166 1161
should increase. They performed a study in which partici-
pants received bogus results of a questionnaire showing
that the attitude of their peers was opposite to the partici-
pants’ private attitude. Participants who sat in front of a
mirror adjusted their private attitude in the direction of
their peers’ attitude, whereas control participants did not.
Although this result seems to suggest conformity to social
norms, the correlation between the reported attitude and
the pretest attitude-scores was higher in the mirror condi-
tion than in the control condition. In other words, whereas
participants who sat in front of a mirror conformed more,
they did not ‘‘deny” their private attitude altogether. Gib-
bons and Wright (1983) concluded from this result that the
mirror-manipulation had increased the salience of both pri-
vate opinions and public norms. But, again, as different
aspects of the self were not measured directly, we do not
know whether this conclusion is warranted.

Moreover, because in the Gibbons-Wright study the
public standard (the attitude of participants’ peers) was
given to participants rather than spontaneously activated

by the presence of a mirror, we are not sure whether a mir-
ror could activate a social norm spontaneously. As a result,
we do not know what would happen when both private
opinions and public norms are internally activated. More-
over, we do not know whether the ‘‘externally” provided
(bogus) feedback about the public norm was consistent
with participants’ ‘‘internally” available public norms. Per-
haps, participants’ internal notion of the public norm dif-
fered from the external public norm in such a way that
their private opinion and their view of the general public
norm resembled each other more closely, which could also
explain why participants did not disregard their own, pri-
vate opinion completely.

In summary, although a mirror has often been used to
increase the salience of certain aspects of the self, it is
unclear what aspects of the self are activated and how this
may relate to behavior. Some researchers have argued that
mirrors increase salience of private self-aspects (e.g., Sche-
ier & Carver, 1977; Scheier & Carver, 1980; Scheier, Car-
ver, & Gibbons, 1979), but others have argued that they
increase salience of public self-aspects (Hofmann & Hein-
richs, 2002). Since in the relevant studies, to date, the acti-
vation of public and private self-aspects has not been
measured directly, in the current studies we did just that.

Because a mirror reflects those parts of the self that are
publicly observable, we expect a mirror to activate public
self-aspects. We also hypothesize that this will increase par-
ticipants’ conformity to public norms, even when private
opinions are also activated. In recent studies on prejudice
and self-presentation goals (e.g., Plant & Devine, 1998;
Sechrist, Swim, & Stangor, 2004; Stangor, Swim, Van Allen,
& Sechrist, 2002), it has been shown that in public reporting
conditions (e.g., when an experimenter is listening to the par-
ticipants), self-presentation goals are salient, which motivate
participants to report a public opinion despite of having a
different private opinion. Extending this research, we expect
that the activation of public self-aspects (in the absence of a
real ‘‘public”) will also motivate participants to convey a
favorable (public) self-image. In short, we hypothesize that
because mirrors activate public self-aspects, they will lead
to behavior in line with public norms, even when these norms
are inconsistent with a private opinion and when private
opinions are activated as well.

Of course, people sometimes stand up for their own
opinion when their private opinions are discrepant from
public norms. We expect this to occur when only private
self-aspects are salient. Self-activation manipulations that
increase the salience of private thoughts and feelings with-
out simultaneously increasing the salience of public self-
aspects, may lead to behavior consistent with those private
thoughts and feelings. One such self-activation manipula-
tion may be ‘‘I-priming” by means of encircling words as
‘‘I”, ‘‘me”, and ‘‘mine” in a text (see Brewer & Gardner,
1996; Stapel & Koomen, 2001). We expect this method to
increase saliency of private opinions, without necessarily
activating public self-aspects. We expect the strong activa-
tion of private self-aspects to lead to behavior that is in line
with private opinions.

In order to test these hypotheses and generate more
insight into the differential effects of a mirror-manipulation
and I-priming, in the first study we will examine the conse-
quences of these manipulations for the activation of public
and private self-aspects. We expect that a mirror will
increase saliency of both public and private self-aspects,
whereas I-priming will mainly increase the saliency of pri-
vate self-aspects. In the second study, we will examine the
behavioral consequences of a mirror and those of I-prim-
ing. We expect a mirror to induce behavior consistent with
public norms, whereas we expect I-priming to induce
behavior consistent with private opinions.

Study 1

The main goal of this first study was to examine the spe-
cific consequences of a mirror-manipulation and I-priming
for the activation of different self-aspects. To test our
hypotheses, we used the ‘‘self-consciousness scales” of
Fenigstein, Scheier, and Buss (1975). We expected a mirror
to increase the saliency of both private and public self-
aspects, and I-priming to only increase the saliency of pri-
vate self-aspects.

Method

Participants

A total of 164 undergraduate students were randomly
assigned to the conditions of a 3-group (self-focus manipu-
lation: mirror, I-priming, control) between subjects design.
Participants received partial course credit for their
participation.

Materials and procedure
On arrival in the laboratory, participants were seated in

separate cubicles. All instructions were administered in
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written form. In the mirror-condition, a mirror was placed
at the end of the table in such a way that participants could
see themselves while filling out the questionnaire. In the I-
priming and control condition there were no mirrors.

I-priming

The priming task was modeled after Brewer and Gardner
(1996; see also Stapel & Koomen, 2001). Each participant
received a task called ‘‘tracking”. In the I-priming condition,
participants were instructed to circle, as part of a word search
task, all first-person pronouns that appeared in a text. All of
the pronouns referred to I, me, my, and mine. In the mirror-
and control conditions these pronouns were replaced by the
letter combinations abc and xyz.

Activation of public and private self-aspects

To measure the activation of private and public self-
aspects, we applied the public and private self-conscious-
ness scales of Fenigstein et al. (1975). Participants indicated
on 5-point scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree) their agreement with statements such as ‘‘I am trying
to figure myself out” (private self-awareness, Cronbach’s
a = .75) and ‘‘I am aware of my appearance” (public self-
awareness, Cronbach’s a = .73).

Results and discussion

Activation of public and private self-aspects

We conducted a 3 (self-focus: mirror, I-priming, control)
between-subjects analysis of variance on the self-awareness
scales.

This analysis showed a significant effect on public self-
awareness, F(2, 161) = 9.47, p < .001. Planned contrast
analyses showed, as predicted, that participants who sat
in front of a mirror were more aware of public self-aspects
(M = 3.6, SD = .65) than participants in the control
condition (M = 3.0, SD = .54), t(161) = �5.57, p < .001,
and participants in the I-priming condition, (M = 2.8,
SD = .59), t(161) = �6.42, p < .001. Participants in the
control condition (M = 3.0, SD = .54) and I-priming con-
dition (M = 2.8, SD = .59) did not differ significantly in
public self-awareness, t(161) = 1.34, ns (see Table 1).

We also found a significant effect on private self-aware-
ness, F(2, 161) = 26.31, p < .001. Planned contrast analyses
showed, consistent with our hypothesis, that participants in
the I-priming condition were more aware of private self-
aspects (M = 3.5, SD = .83) than both participants in the
mirror condition (M = 3.1, SD = .86), t(161) = �3.09,
p < .01, and participants in the control condition
(M = 3.0, SD = .54), t(161) = �3.24, p < .01. Participants
Table 1
Public and private self-awareness as a function of manipulation

Awareness I-priming Control Mirror

Public 2.8 3.0 3.6
Private 3.5 2.5 3.1
in the mirror condition were also more aware of private
self-aspects than participants in the control condition
(M = 2.5, SD = .41), t(161) = �4.11, p < .001.

To summarize, in the mirror-condition, both public and
private self-awareness were increased, whereas, in the I-
priming condition, only private self-awareness was
increased. These self-focus manipulations thus affected
self-awareness in a manner that is consistent with the pro-
posed model: mirrors increase both private and public self-
consciousness, whereas I-priming activates mainly private
self-consciousness.

Study 2

In order to determine whether participants would also
behave in accordance with the activated public or private
aspects of their self, a situation in which those aspects are
contradictory is needed. One such situation may occur
when personal values are in clear and unequivocal contra-
diction with social norms, as, for example, when one’s per-
sonal negative stereotypes of an ethnic minority are in
conflict with the general norm that one should not judge
others based on their social category. Highly prejudiced
people may experience a discrepancy between their own
negative views and the social norm against stereotyping.
We expect that in this situation, one’s behavior will depend
on the specific self-aspects that are activated. More con-
cretely, we expect that highly prejudiced people will behave
in a way that is consistent with their privately held negative
stereotypes when personal self-aspects are activated (e.g.,
by I-priming), whereas they will conform to the social
norm that it is inappropriate to stereotype when public
self-aspects are activated as well (e.g., by a mirror).

In this study, we asked (Dutch) participants who were
either high- or low-prejudiced against Surinamese people
to judge the ambiguous behavior of a Surinamese or a
Dutch male, either when confronted with a reflection of
themselves in a mirror, or when the self was activated by
I-priming. We expected highly prejudiced participants
who are confronted with their public appearance to be
more concerned about their public image, which should
lead to conformance to the social norm against stereotyp-
ing (thus, seeing the Surinamese male in relatively positive
terms). Conversely, we expected I-priming to increase the
salience of highly prejudiced participants’ negative stereo-
types (activation of private self-aspects), which should then
increase behavior consistent with privately held convic-
tions. In the I-priming conditions, we therefore expected
highly prejudiced participants, in comparison with low-
prejudiced participants, to see the behavior of the Surinam-
ese male in relatively negative terms.

Method

Participants and experimental design
One hundred and twenty-seven students participated in

this experiment in return for partial course credit. The par-
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ticipants were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 3
(self-focus: mirror, I-priming, control) � 2 (person descrip-
tion: Clarence, Erik) between subjects design.

Procedure and materials

On arrival in the laboratory, participants were seated in
separate cubicles to fill out a questionnaire that measured
prejudice. In these cubicles, no mirror was present. After
filling out this questionnaire, all participants left their cubi-
cle, were thanked for participating and were asked to take
place in a different cubicle for another set of ostensibly
unrelated studies. In the mirror-condition, a mirror was
attached to the wall behind the table at which the partici-
pants took place. In the self-activation and control condi-
tions, there were no mirrors.

Measuring prejudice. To measure the degree of prejudice,
participants responded on 9-point scales (1 = totally dis-
agree, 9 = totally agree) to propositions concerning their
past behavior towards Surinamese people. The proposi-
tions were based on the ‘‘would-questionnaire” of Mon-
teith and Voils (1998), and contained items such as: ‘‘I
sometimes have prejudiced thoughts about Surinamese
people”, and ‘‘In the past, I have avoided people because
they were Surinamese” (Cronbach’s a = .81). Research of
Gordijn, Koomen, and Stapel (2001) showed that this is
an effective way of measuring prejudice against Surinamese
people in The Netherlands.

I-priming. The I-priming task was identical to the one used
in the first experiment. In the I-priming condition, partici-
pants circled the words I, me, and mine in a text, in the
other two conditions these words were replaced by abc

and xyz.

Manipulation checks. After completing the tracking task,
participants were asked to unscramble several neutral sen-
tences. This was a filler-task to prevent participants from
relating the tracking task with the following ‘‘language
task” (participants indicated at debriefing that they had
not seen any connection between the two tasks). To mea-
sure the degree of self-activation, we applied the Wezwe-
task (see Stapel & Tesser, 2001). Each participant was told
that earlier research had shown that people were sometimes
able to guess the correct pronoun while reading a foreign
language. They were presented with a short story that
was supposedly written in ‘‘Wezwe”, a language spoken
only in New Guinea. In the text, 20 pronouns were missing
and participants were asked to list the correct pronoun.
Our main interest was the number of first-person pronouns
(I, me, my) participants would list. We expected partici-
pants in the I-priming and mirror condition to list more
first-person pronouns because in these conditions, self-
awareness should be higher than in the control condition.
Whether self-awareness is mainly driven by public and/or
private concerns should not matter for performance on
the ‘‘Wezwe”-task: both the mirror and the I-priming
manipulations are expected to activate self-cognitions (see
Davis & Brock, 1975; Gibbons & Wright, 1983; Stapel &
Tesser, 2001). Next, participants completed the same public
and private self-awareness scales (Fenigstein et al., 1975)
we used in the first study.

Stereotyping. After filling out the public and private self-
awareness questionnaire, participants received a story
about either a Dutch male, ‘‘Eric” (control condition), or
a Surinamese male, ‘‘Clarence”. Eric or Clarence displayed
ambiguous behavior in the story. Pretests had shown that
this story could be interpreted in terms of the positive Suri-
namese stereotype, as being ‘‘gezellig” (with no precise
equivalent in English, it means something like sociable
and easy-going) or in terms of the negative Surinamese ste-
reotype, as being ‘‘irresponsible” (see Gordijn et al., 2001,
and Otten & Stapel, 2007 on the content of the Surinamese
stereotype). Participants had to judge the behavior of Clar-
ence or Erik on 9-point scales (1 = sociable, 9 =
irresponsible).

Results and discussion

Manipulation checks

A 3 (self-focus: mirror, I-priming, control) between-sub-
jects analysis of variance on the amount of first-person pro-
nouns listed, showed a significant effect, F(2,171) = 20.09,
p < .001. Planned contrast analyses showed, as expected,
that participants in the mirror-condition (M = 6.8,
SD = 2.12) and participants in the I-priming condition
(M = 7.4, SD = 2.24) listed more first-person pronouns
than participants in the control condition (M = 5.1,
SD = 1.79), respectively t(171) = �4.47, p < .001 for the
mirror-condition, and t(171) = �6.15, p < .001 for the I-
priming condition. Participants in the I-priming and mir-
ror-condition did not differ significantly, t(171) = 1.65, ns.
This result shows that, as expected, the self was cognitively
more accessible for participants in the I-priming condition
and for participants in the mirror-condition.

We conducted a 3 (mirror, I-priming, control) between-
subjects analysis of variance on the self-reported public
(Cronbach’s a = .71) and private (Cronbach’s a = .77)
self-awareness scales. This analysis showed a significant
effect on public self-awareness, F(2,171) = 26.63, p < .001.
Planned contrast analyses showed, consistent with our
hypotheses, that participants who sat in front of a mirror
were more aware of public self-aspects (M = 3.7,
SD = .58) than participants in the control condition
(M = 3.0, SD = .55), t(171) = �.6.7, p < .001 and partici-
pants in the I-priming condition (M = 3.1, SD = .59),
t(171) = �.6.3, p < .001. Participants in the control condi-
tion (M = 3.0, SD = .55) and I-priming condition
(M = 3.1, SD = .59) did not differ significantly in public
self-awareness, t(171) = �.98, ns.

The analysis of variance also showed a significant effect
on private self-awareness, F(2, 171) = 47.58, p < .001.
Planned contrast analyses showed, consistent with the



Table 2
Person judgment (sociable-irresponsible) as a function of identity target
(Surinamese, Dutch) and prejudice level (�1 SD low, +1 SD high)

Target person and prejudice Self-focus

Control I-priming Mirror

Low prejudice
Surinamese Clarence 4.4 4.1 3.2
Dutch Erik 4.5 4.8 4.9

High prejudice
Surinamese Clarence 5.1 6.7 3.4
Dutch Erik 3.6 3.4 4.8

Please note that higher scores indicate more negative (more irresponsible,
less sociable) judgments.
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hypothesis, that participants in the I-priming condition
were more aware of private self-aspects (M = 3.0,
SD = .67) than participants in the control condition
(M = 2.5, SD = .41), t(171) = �4.5, p < .001. Participants
in the mirror-condition were also more aware of private
self-aspects (M = 3.6, SD = .72) than participants in the
control condition (M = 2.5, SD = .41), t(171) = �9.7,
p < .001. In addition, participants in the mirror condition
were more aware of private self-aspects than participants
in the I-priming condition were, t(171) = �5.2, p < .001.

To summarize, our self-focus manipulations had the
expected effects on the activation of different self-aspects.
In the mirror-condition, private and public self-awareness
were increased, whereas in the I-priming condition only
private self-awareness was increased.

Main analyses

We tested whether participants’ level of prejudice
against the Surinamese moderated the effects of the self-
focus manipulation and the identity of the target person
on the judgment of the target person. To be able to do this,
first we computed the mean of the sixteen items that mea-
sured prejudice (Cronbach’s a = .81) and the measure was
standardized so that M = 0 and SD = 1. Next, we analyzed
the effects on target judgments with a model with self-focus
and target identity as discrete variables and prejudice as a
continuous variable.1 Following Aiken and West (1991),
we selected data points at one standard deviation above
the mean (labeled high prejudice) and at one standard devi-
ation below the mean (labeled low prejudice; see Table 2).
The results revealed a main effect of prejudice, F(1, 162) =
10.23, p < .01, a main effect of self-focus, F(2,162) = 3.24,
p < .05, a target identity � prejudice interaction, F(1,162) =
25.58, p < .01, a self-focus � target interaction, F(2, 162) =
17.50, p < .01, and the predicted prejudice � target
identity � self-focus interaction, F(2,162) = 8.50, p < .01
(other ps > .13).
1 We would like to note that including prejudice as a continuous variable
in our analyses of the effects of our manipulations on the manipulation
check measures (private self-consciousness, public self-consciousness, self-
knowledge activation) did not yield a significant interaction or main effects
(Fs < 1).
As can be seen in Table 2, this three-way interaction
indicates that, as predicted, in the control condition,
high-prejudiced individuals rated Erik more positively
(M = 3.6) than Clarence (M = 5.1), F(2,162) = 8.49,
p < .01. This pattern was especially strong in the I-priming
condition, where Erik was rated more positively (M = 3.4)
than Clarence (M = 6.7), F(2, 162) = 37.94, p < .01. In the
mirror condition, however, this pattern was reversed and
Clarence was judged more positively (M = 3.4) than Erik
(M = 4.8), F(2, 162) = 6.43, p < .05. For low prejudice indi-
viduals the pattern was different. These individuals judged
Erik (M = 4.4) and Clarence (M = 4.5) similarly (F < 1) in
the control condition. However, in the I-priming condition,
Clarence was judged more positively (M = 4.1) than Erik
(M = 4.8), F(2,162) = 4.26, p < .01. This pattern was espe-
cially strong in the mirror condition, where Clarence was
also rated more positively (M = 3.2) than Erik (M = 4.9),
F(2,162) = 5.98, p < .01.

To further test our hypothesis that especially for highly
prejudiced individuals, the ratings of the outgroup target
(Surinamese Clarence) should be correlated with increased
private (but not public) self-consciousness in the I-priming
condition and vice versa in the mirror condition, we com-
puted correlations and indeed found what our model sug-
gests. In the I-priming condition, the correlation between
private self-awareness and target judgment was positive
(i.e., the more self-aware participants were, the more nega-
tively they rated Clarence), r = .52 (p < .01); and the correla-
tion between target judgment and public self-awareness was
not significant, r = .03 (p > .10). Conversely, in the mirror-
condition, the correlation between target judgment and pri-
vate self-awareness was not significant, r = .13 (p > .10); and
the correlation between target judgment and public self-
awareness was negative (i.e., the more publicly-aware partic-
ipants were, the more positively they rated Clarence),
r = �.48 (p < .01). In the control condition, both the corre-
lations between target judgment and private self-awareness
(r = .14) and the correlation between target judgment and
public self-awareness (r = .16) were not significant (p > .10).

In conclusion, in the present study we found that
although both a mirror and I-priming made private self-
aspects more salient, these manipulations differed in the
extent to which they activated public self-awareness. A
mirror activated public and private self-awareness, whereas
I-priming mainly activated private self-awareness. As a
consequence, these manipulations had profoundly different
consequences for behavior. In participants whose private
opinions (negative stereotypes) were in conflict with the
public norm (against stereotyping), a mirror induced nor-
mative behavior (e.g., less stereotyping), whereas I-priming
induced behavior in accordance with private opinions (e.g.,
more stereotyping). Hence, when public (and private) self-
aspects are activated, participants conform more to social
norms, but when private (but not public) self-aspects are
activated, participants behave more in line with their
own, private opinions. The implication of this last finding
is that prejudiced people stereotype more, rather than less,
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when private self-awareness is high and public self-aware-
ness is low.

General discussion

What will you do when your private opinion is in con-
flict with a public norm? We demonstrated that the answer
to this question depends on which aspects of the self are
salient: are you just aware of your private thoughts, or
are you also sensitive to your public self-aspects? More spe-
cifically, we showed that participants whose private opin-
ions (negative stereotypes against Surinamese people)
were inconsistent with a public norm (against stereotyp-
ing), conformed to the public norm (i.e., stereotyped less)
when public and private self-aspects were activated by a
mirror, whereas they behaved according to their private
opinions (i.e., stereotyped more) when only private self-
aspects were activated by ‘‘I-priming”.

These results point out two important issues. The first
issue concerns the differential effects of self-activation
manipulations. Although mirrors and I-priming have been
used interchangeably in previous research (e.g., Macrae,
Bodenhausen, & Milne, 1998), in the current studies they
activated different aspects of the self, which induced differ-
ent behavior. Therefore, when activating self-aspects, it
seems important that we specify which aspects we intend
to activate, and that we choose our manipulation carefully.

The second issue concerns the circumstances when peo-
ple will stand up for their own convictions and when they
will conform to those of others. The current results indicate
that the activation of public self-aspects increases the ten-
dency to conform to social norms, even when private
self-aspects are activated as well. The finding that when pri-
vate aspects are activated together with public aspects, peo-
ple still conform to social norms, suggests that the
activation of public aspects does not merely activate
norms, but probably instigates a concern about how one
comes across to other people, which, in this case, resulted
in normative behavior. In other words, our results suggest
that when both private and public selves are activated they
do not cancel each other out when it concerns their input
for normative behavior. Rather, public concerns ‘‘win”

and people show more appropriate, norm-driven behavior.
The finding that public opinions ultimately ‘‘win” is con-

sistent with earlier research on prejudice. Plant and Devine
(1998) have shown that in the presence of a non-prejudiced
person, prejudiced participants will not express their pri-
vate opinions. As Plant and Devine (1998, p. 825) con-
cluded: ‘‘It appears that for these participants, making
their responses in public cued the potential evaluation of
the external audience (i.e., the experimenter), and they stra-
tegically altered their responses to avoid revealing their
true-prejudiced attitudes”. The current findings extend
these results by showing that highly prejudiced participants
do not even have to be confronted with a non-prejudiced
audience. The mere activation of their public self-aspects
is enough to promote non-prejudiced responses.
Although in the current study a mirror reduced stereo-
typing, we do not expect that it will always promote nor-
mative behavior. Whereas a mirror activates public self-
aspects and probably instigates a concern about how one
is seen by other people, we believe—consistent with Plant
and Devine’s theorizing—that it promotes ‘‘impression
management”. An interesting test would perhaps be to
see what happens when participants are aware of public
self-aspects and the norms of the people around them differ
from a social norm. Confronted with a reflection of them-
selves in a mirror, will participants yield to a social norm or
will they ignore that norm and try to impress the people
around them? We expect, in this case, that the activation
of public self-aspects increases the motivation to leave a
favorable impression. This, of course, remains an interest-
ing empirical question for future research.

Implications of the current results for the interpretation of

previous research

The present study has several implications for the inter-
pretation of the evidence provided by previous studies on
the effects of self-focus on normative behavior. One work
in particular can be reinterpreted in light of the current
results. Based on the results of several experiments on the
effects of self-focus on the regulation of stereotypic
thoughts, Macrae and colleagues (1998) argued that a
heightened self-focus promotes the spontaneous suppres-
sion of negative social stereotypes. To test this hypothesis,
they activated the self via subliminal priming of the partic-
ipant’s name, and via mirrors. They demonstrated that an
increase in self-focus caused by subliminal priming
decreased the amount of stereotypic thoughts and behav-
ior. This effect may seem to run counter to our finding that
highly prejudiced participants stereotyped more when the
self was activated by priming. However, Macrae and col-
leagues did not distinguish between high- and low-preju-
diced participants, and they did not measure the
activation of different self-aspects. As they explicitly stated,
a characteristic of their sample was that participants
endorsed the view that stereotyping is a generally inappro-
priate way of evaluating others. Therefore, it may be that
their participants acted on privately held convictions that
stereotyping is inappropriate. Even though the behavioral
consequence may thus seem discrepant with our findings,
the underlying process may be exactly the same (and simi-
lar to the results of our low-prejudiced participants).

Furthermore, in their mirror-study, Macrae and col-
leagues (1998) used a social group (politicians) for which
some of their participants thought stereotyping was
entirely appropriate, whereas others considered it to be
inappropriate. They showed that participants who consid-
ered stereotyping politicians appropriate stereotyped more,
whereas participants who considered stereotyping politi-
cians inappropriate stereotyped less. This result may be
interpreted as being discrepant with our findings, because
it suggests that participants conformed to their private con-
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victions (which is inconsistent with our argument that mir-
rors activate public self-aspects and therefore decrease ste-
reotyping). However, it may be that Macrae et al.’s
participants actually differed in their opinion of whether
stereotyping politicians was socially appropriate. Highly
prejudiced participants in their study may have believed
that stereotyping politicians is socially acceptable and per-
haps even a ‘‘desirable” activity (for example, because it is
humorous, or perhaps because the stereotypes are consid-
ered to be reasonably accurate). Hence, when confronted
with the public aspects of themselves, these participants
stereotyped more because of applying this perceived social

standard, which is consistent with our results.
Macrae and colleagues’ general conclusion that an

increase in self-focus (whether increased by I-priming or
a mirror) always leads to behavior in accordance with
social norms may thus have been premature. As our results
show, reality is more nuanced: self-saliency will instigate
pro-social behavior when public aspects of the self are acti-
vated or when private aspects of the self are activated and
private convictions are consistent with the public norm.
However, when private convictions are inconsistent with
the public norm, increasing the relative salience of private
self-aspects will not lead to pro-social behavior. Therefore,
it is important to be precise when we talk about self-sal-
iency and to specify exactly what type of self-salience we
are talking about. In this way, the consequences of self-
activation will be easier to interpret and easier to predict.
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