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Introduction to the Self



Describing the Self
Choices, 
beliefs & 

values

Appearance

Habits / 
practices

Ethnicity

Friends & 
family

Work or 
hobbies

Interests, 
passions

Self

or

Identity



Early thinking: The nature of the Self



Early thinking: The nature of the Self

SpiritualSocialMaterial



Self

The collection of beliefs that we hold about ourselves

e.g.

What are my important characteristics?

What am I good at?

What am I poor at?

What situations do I prefer/avoid?

What do I want to be?

What do I think I am?



The Self
Leary and Tangney

Self-awareness

Turning against the self

Self-talk

Self-schema

Self-actualisation

1. We determine that the term self
does not mean the same thing in 

all phrases

2. We start to consider WHAT the 
term actually means in any of them



The Self
Leary and Tangney

1.Self as the total person



The Self
Leary and Tangney

2. Self as personality



The Self
Leary and Tangney

3. Self as experiencing subject



The Self
Leary and Tangney

4. Self as beliefs about oneself



The Self
Leary and Tangney

5. Self as executive agent



The Self



SELF

Executive 
agent

Reflexivity

Consciousness

Identity? 



More recent conceptualisations of Self



Two key functions of Self



I am…..

I am a lecturer I am a mother I am determined 

Please post your ‘I am…’ sentences to the forum on Moodle.



Two key functions of Self



How do we learn about 
ourselves?



Sources of self-knowledge



Sources of self-knowledge



Self-concept and identity



Identity 

Sense of self:  a person’s essential being that distinguishes 
them from others, especially considered as the object of 
introspection or reflexive action

Identity:  the distinctive characteristics belonging to any 
individual, or shared by all members of a particular social 
category or group



Dynamic nature of self and identity

Sense of self:

• Your experience of your 
own individuality

• ‘Who am I?’

• Use of social categories

Identity:

• Recognition of a relevant 
social category

• Student; school leaver; 
non-traditional student



Identity



James (1890); Two important aspects..



James (1890); Two important aspects..



Identity Formation



Social Comparison



Social Comparison Theory (Festinger, 1954)

Upward social comparison:
Compare with others we believe are better 
than us

Inspiration to improve; Self-improvement

Downward social comparison:

Compare with others we believe are worse off 
than us 

Feel better about ourselves – Self-
enhancement

When an objective criterion for evaluating the self is missing, people 
turn to social comparison for evaluative standards



Individualism and Collectivism
(Triandis, 1990, 1995)



Independent Construal

Self

Mother 

Friend  

Partner  

Daughter 

Sibling 

Co-
worker   



Interdependent Construal

Self

Mother 

Friend  
Partner  

Daughter 

Sibling   

Co-
worker  



Self-Discrepancy Theory



Do we even know ourselves?



How do we use information about
ourselves?

• Carver and Scheier (1981) – self-awareness

• The private self – private thoughts, feelings and attitudes

• The public self – public image, how you present yourself to other people (a social 

object)

• Can be high or low in either, or both, private self-consciousness and/or public self-

consciousness

Suggests the self is not a consistent, 
fixed entity



Adapting our presentation of self

• High self-monitors – shape 
behaviour/self to the 
environment

• Low self-monitors – more 
consistency across 
situations

Acquisitive:
• Acquire attention/approval from others

Protective:
• Protect from disapproval of others



Self-esteem and social feedback



Summary


