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Three studies tested the activation and consequences of contingencies of self-worth associated with
specific significant others, that is, relationship-specific contingencies of self-worth. The results showed
that activating the mental representation of a significant other with whom one strongly desires closeness
led participants to stake their self-esteem in domains in which the significant other wanted them to excel.
This was shown in terms of self-reported contingencies of self-worth (Study 1), in terms of self-worth
after receiving feedback on a successful or unsatisfactory performance in a relationship-specific contin-
gency domain (Study 2), and in terms of feelings of reduced self-worth after thinking about a failure in
a relationship-specific contingency domain (Study 3). Across studies, a variety of contingency domains
were examined. Furthermore, Study 3 showed that failing in an activated relationship-specific contin-
gency domain had negative implications for current feelings of closeness and acceptance in the
significant-other relationship. Overall, the findings suggest that people’s contingencies of self-worth
depend on the social situation and that performance in relationship-specific contingency domains can
influence people’s perceptions of their relationships.
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Roxanne is checking the messages on her cell phone after class. She
smiles upon hearing that her father has called to say hello. Afterward,
however, she finds herself feeling anxious about her performance on
her chemistry exam. Typically, Roxanne would not mind an average
grade (though her father certainly would want better for her!), but
somehow, at that moment, earning an “A” on the exam would feel
especially good, whereas anything less would level a sharp blow to
her self-esteem. Closing her phone, Roxanne watches as a woman
bearing a striking resemblance to her sister walks by. Unwittingly, she
begins to smooth the wrinkles on her skirt and run her fingers through
her hair. Ordinarily, she doesn’t care much about her appearance
(though her sister always encourages her to look her best!), but
somehow, at this moment, her looks seem to matter much more for
how she feels about herself.

This scenario illustrates a potentially commonplace, though
empirically untested, phenomenon: that the basis of a person’s
self-esteem can be momentarily determined by a significant other
occupying his or her mind. This phenomenon fits with the broader
notion that who we are—our values, feelings, goals, behaviors,
self-evaluations, and related attributes—depends in part on our
significant others, such as parents, friends, or romantic partners.
Theory and research suggest that each significant other is associ-
ated with a specific constellation of self attributes in what are
known as relational selves (Andersen & Chen, 2002). When the

mental representation of a significant other is activated, the asso-
ciated relational self comes to the fore, defining who one is at that
moment (for a review, see Chen, Boucher, & Tapias, 2006).

The present studies bring the relational-self literature to bear on
the nature of self-esteem. Crocker and colleagues have shown that
fluctuations in state self-esteem are determined by performance in
domains in which an individual’s self-esteem is staked, known as
contingencies of self-worth (e.g., Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen,
2002). Self-esteem rises when one succeeds in these domains and
drops when failures occur. Although significant others are thought
to be critical to the development of contingencies of self-worth
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Park, Crocker, & Vohs, 2006), very little
research has investigated how significant others and close relation-
ships determine the areas in which individuals stake their self-
esteem. Drawing from the relational-self literature, we propose
that at times, people come to stake their self-worth in the domains
in which a valued significant other wants them to excel. We term
these relationship-specific contingencies of self-worth (CSWs),
and hypothesize that they are activated when the mental represen-
tation of a significant other is activated. As a result, self-worth
should rise or fall as a function of success or failure in these
domains. We further hypothesize that because relationship-specific
CSWs reflect what the significant other wants one to accomplish,
failing to live up to activated relationship-specific CSWs should
negatively impact perceptions of closeness and approval within the
relevant significant-other relationship. We examined these hypoth-
eses in the present investigation.

The Relational Self: The Self Around
Significant Others

The relational-self framework assumes that rich representations
of significant others—individuals who are highly influential in
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people’s lives and in whom people are emotionally invested—are
stored in memory (Andersen & Chen, 2002). These representations
consist of knowledge about physical, psychological, and behav-
ioral features of significant others (including beliefs about the
goals and standards held for the self, e.g., “Mom wants me to look
attractive”). Linked to each significant-other representation is self-
knowledge describing who one is when around the significant
other, that is, the relational self (Andersen & Chen, 2002; see also
Baldwin, 1992). Due to such linkages, activating a significant-
other representation leads to activation of the associated relational
self, wherein people shift toward thinking, feeling, and behaving as
they usually do around the significant other.

Research has documented shifts toward the relational self for an
increasingly broad range of self attributes. For example, activation
of a significant-other representation leads people to report emo-
tions they typically experience with the significant other, to pursue
the goals they tend to pursue with the other, and to exhibit the
behavioral tendencies they display in their interactions with the
other (for a review, see Chen et al., 2006). Germane to the present
research, a few studies have also shown relational-self shifts in
self-esteem and self-evaluations. For example, interacting with
different significant others prompts changes in self-esteem that are
based on the extent to which one feels validated by each significant
other (Harter, Waters, & Whitesell, 1998). Other work has shown
that activation of a significant-other representation through expo-
sure to a new person who resembles the relevant significant other
leads people to evaluate themselves as they typically do around
that person (Hinkley & Andersen, 1996).

Perceptions of a significant other’s standards for the self cen-
trally determine how an activated significant-other representation
shapes self attributes. Specifically, research has shown that the
nonconscious activation of a significant-other representation
causes people to invest in and pursue goals consistent with the
relevant other’s perceived standards for the self. For instance, Shah
(2003a) subliminally primed participants with either a control
word or the name of a significant other who wanted the partici-
pants to perform well on an upcoming anagram task. Significant-
other-primed participants valued the task more, persisted longer on
it, and actually did better on the task relative to control participants
(see also Shah, 2003b). Along similar lines, Fitzsimons and Bargh
(2003) found that participants with the goal of making their mother
proud did better on a verbal task after being nonconsciously
primed with thoughts of their mother.

Overall, then, growing evidence shows how various self at-
tributes shift when a significant other is made salient. In the current
studies, we examined the effects of activating a significant-other
representation on a hitherto unexamined attribute: contingencies of
self-worth.

Contingencies of Self-Worth

Contingencies of self-worth scholars contend that individuals
wager their self-esteem in one or more domains of outcomes, such
as looking attractive, doing well in school, or behaving ethically
(Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). A person’s state self-esteem fluctuates
as a function of successes and failures in his or her contingency
domains, whereas performance in irrelevant domains has no such
impact. In a prospective test of these assertions (Crocker et al.,
2002), graduate school applicants first completed the Contingen-

cies of Self-Worth Scale (Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, & Bou-
vrette, 2003), which assesses how much people stake their self-
esteem in various domains. Then, on subsequent days when
participants received acceptance or rejection notices from graduate
programs, they rated their current self-esteem. Participants who
earlier reported staking their self-worth highly in academic per-
formance showed greater self-esteem increases on days when they
received acceptances and greater self-esteem decreases on rejec-
tion days relative to participants who reported lower contingency
in academics. Staking self-worth in irrelevant domains, such as
physical appearance, did not explain the variations in self-esteem.

Contingencies of self-worth have typically been depicted as
chronic, stable, and de-contextualized attributes. Thus, prior stud-
ies have focused on showing that these contingencies predict
outcomes such as self-esteem in response to success and failure
(e.g., Crocker et al., 2002; Park, Crocker, & Kiefer, 2007) and are
correlated with personality traits, well-being, goal pursuit, and
interpersonal behavior (Crocker, 2002; Crocker & Luhtanen, 2003;
Park & Crocker, 2005; Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004). By
contrast, little empirical attention has been given to how people
come to stake their self-esteem in certain domains, and we know
of very little work examining the social contexts that may deter-
mine momentary contingencies of self-worth (see Strahan et al.,
2008). Yet Crocker and Wolfe (2001) compared contingencies of
self-worth to social–cognitive schemas, which suggests that these
contingencies can increase or decrease in accessibility across dif-
ferent contexts (Higgins, 1989, 1996). They further noted that
social experiences influence the development of contingencies,
such as experiences of acceptance or rejection due to performance
in certain domains (Park et al., 2006). These claims suggest that
contingencies of self-worth can shift across social contexts, includ-
ing significant-other contexts. We propose that significant others
play a major role in determining people’s momentary contingen-
cies of self-worth.

Relationship-Specific Contingencies of Self-Worth

The general notion that people are influenced by their signifi-
cant others’ values, goals, and standards is of course not new. For
example, self-discrepancy theory (e.g., Higgins, 1987; Moretti &
Higgins, 1999) posits that people hold beliefs about the wishes and
obligations that their significant others want them to fulfill. An-
other prominent example is the work of Baldwin and colleagues on
relational schemas, which has shown that people tend to adopt a
significant other’s values, as well as perceived evaluations of the
self, when the significant other is brought to mind (e.g., Baldwin,
1994; Baldwin, Carrell, and Lopez, 1990). Consistent with this is
recent work, noted earlier, showing that activation of a significant-
other representation leads people to automatically pursue goals
that the significant other cares about in regard to them (e.g.,
Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003; Shah, 2003a, 2003b).

Building on such theory and findings, our primary proposition is
that when a significant other comes to mind, people adopt the
domains in which the significant other wants them to excel as their
own contingencies of self-worth, which we term relationship-
specific contingencies of self-worth (CSWs). When this occurs,
performance in relationship-specific contingency domains should
predict state self-esteem: A person should feel especially good
about himself or herself after succeeding in these domains and
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especially bad after failing in them. This proposition is consistent
with sociometer theory (e.g., Leary, 1999; Leary, Tambor, Terdal,
& Downs, 1995), which conceptualizes self-esteem as a monitor of
how much valued others approve of the self, such that high
self-esteem signals interpersonal approval whereas low self-
esteem signals disapproval. Assuming that people feel greater
approval from a significant other when successful, relative to
unsuccessful, at his or her standards for the self, a sociometer
perspective would predict that people’s self-esteem is higher after
succeeding at a significant other’s standards for the self than after
failing—in other words, the pattern of self-esteem responses we
predict when relationship-specific CSWs are activated.

Will people stake their self-esteem on the standards for the self
of simply any significant other who comes to mind? We reason
that people are more likely to do so for a significant other they
want to be close to, because they seek and value this person’s
approval and therefore care whether or not they live up to his or
her standards. Consistent with this idea, sociometer theory con-
tends that self-esteem specifically monitors acceptance and rejec-
tion in highly valued relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). By
contrast, in relationships in which the desire for closeness is low,
people presumably do not seek or value the other’s approval and
therefore care little about meeting the significant other’s standards
or monitoring acceptance in the relationship. We suggest, there-
fore, that performance vis-à-vis an activated significant other’s
standards will only impact self-esteem if the relationship is highly
desired.

If, as we suggest, relationship-specific CSWs fundamentally
reflect the standards in which a significant other’s approval (or
lack thereof) is at stake, then we should find that, like self-worth,
perceptions of well-being in the relationship depend on meeting or
failing to meet the significant other’s standards. That is, when a
representation of a highly desired significant other is activated,
one’s current perceptions of relationship closeness and significant-
other approval should be higher after succeeding at the significant
other’s standards than after failing at them.

The Present Research

A number of studies have examined links among self-
evaluation, standards, and acceptance (e.g., Leary et al., 1995;
Strauman & Higgins, 1987). Among the subset of studies focused
on the influence of relationships on self-evaluation, a common
methodological approach has been to prime representations of
significant others or close relationships and then assess self-
evaluation (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1990; Baldwin & Holmes, 1987;
Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996). Following this tradition, across three
studies we subliminally primed representations of significant oth-
ers known to hold domain-specific standards for the self and then
assessed the activation and consequences of relationship-specific
CSWs.1 Our overarching hypothesis was that activation of a
significant-other representation would lead participants to stake
their self-worth in domains in which their significant other wants
them to excel, to the extent they desire closeness to the significant
other. In Study 3, we also examined how significant-other priming
and desired closeness impacted perceptions of the relationship
after participants failed in an activated relationship-specific con-
tingency domain.

The present studies advance several different literatures. First,
our investigation extends prior research by proposing not only that
do people enlist significant others’ standards as personal goals
when a significant-other representation is activated (Fitzsimons &
Bargh, 2003; Shah, 2003a, 2003b) but also that these standards
become the very basis of their self-esteem. More broadly, our
research is one of very few investigations to explicitly focus on
and empirically test the motivations and functions that underlie
shifts in self attributes when different significant others are primed
(though others have alluded to such motivations and functions in
theorizing, e.g., Andersen & Chen, 2002). Specifically, we link
relationship-specific CSWs to the fundamental motivation for
closeness and approval within desired significant-other relation-
ships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). With regard to the CSW
literature, although CSWs have been theorized to stem from ex-
periences within close relationships, our studies explicitly link
CSWs to significant others and relationships and examine the
mechanisms underlying how significant others contribute to peo-
ple’s CSWs. This point is critical because interpersonal relation-
ships are at the heart of most influential theories of self-esteem
(e.g., Leary et al., 1995). Finally, our research is among the first to
treat CSWs as statelike attributes (see also Strahan et al., 2008)
rather than as stable, cross-situationally consistent traits.

Study 1: Self-Reported Shifts Toward Relationship-
Specific Contingencies of Self-Worth

In this initial study, we examined shifts in participants’ self-
reported contingencies of self-worth after they had been primed
with either a significant other (their father) or a nonsignificant
other (the mailman). We selected “father” as the significant other
on the basis of reasoning that participants in our university sample
would have clear notions of their father’s goals for them and yet
would vary in their levels of desired closeness to him. In addition,
past work on significant others and goal activation has primed
“father” as the significant other via a technique similar to ours
(Shah, 2003a, 2003b). The mailman was chosen as the comparison
other because he is a specific male who was presumably not a
significant other for participants. We hypothesized that father-
primed participants would subsequently report increased contin-
gency in domains in which their father particularly wanted them to
excel to the extent that they strongly desired closeness to their
father. In contrast, participants primed with the mailman or who
were relatively low in desired closeness to their father were not
expected to shift their contingencies in this manner.

Method

Participants. One hundred and forty-seven psychology un-
dergraduates (63 men, 84 women) who reported having a relation-
ship with their father participated in exchange for partial course

1 We used a subliminal (vs. supraliminal) prime to activate significant-
other representations because doing so helped prevent participants from
guessing the research hypotheses. Also, we were able to administer it in a
highly consistent and controlled manner across participants. Finally, doing
so allowed us to make inferences about the automatic nature of the
activation of relationship-specific CSWs, a point we elaborate on in the
General Discussion.
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credit. The sample was 56% Asian, 24% White, and 20% other
ethnicities; mean age was 20 years.

Procedure. Participants’ baseline contingencies of self-worth
in a variety of domains were assessed at the start of the semester
in a mass prescreening survey given to all psychology undergrad-
uates. At least several weeks later, participants took part in a study
purportedly investigating “personality, relationships, and basic
perception–cognition.” The participants were seated in private
computer-equipped cubicles and told they would complete various
self-report surveys and two computer tasks. The first computer
task, introduced after several filler surveys, served to subliminally
prime each participant’s representation of his or her father or the
mailman. Immediately after this task, participants reported on their
CSWs in the same domains assessed at baseline weeks earlier.
Then, after more filler surveys, participants rated how much their
father cared about their success in the same set of domains, as well
as how close they wanted to be to their father. Finally, participants
completed a second computer task to determine whether they
could discern the subliminal words that had been presented during
the priming task, after which they were debriefed, thanked, and
excused.

Materials.
Baseline and postprime CSWs. We assessed participants’

CSWs using six of the seven subscales of the Contingencies of
Self-Worth Scale (Crocker et al., 2003). This scale measures the
extent to which respondents stake their self-esteem in the follow-
ing domains: Appearance, Others’ Approval, Academics, God’s
Love, Competition (i.e., how well one performs compared with
others), Virtue, and Family Support. Each domain subscale con-
tains five items. Sample items include: “When I think I look
attractive, I feel good about myself” (Appearance), and “My
self-worth is affected by how well I do when I am competing with
others” (Competition). Research indicates that the CSW Scale has
good internal consistency and predictive validity and that re-
sponses across domains correlate weakly or moderately (see
Crocker et al., 2003).

In the present study, we assessed baseline and postprime con-
tingencies in all domains except God’s Love, as pretesting showed
that a large proportion of our participant pool did not believe in
God. Scale instructions for the baseline assessment were identical
to those used in past work (e.g., Crocker et al., 2002): “Please
respond to each of the following statements using the scale below.
If you haven’t experienced the situation described in a particular
statement, please answer how you think you would feel if that
situation occurred.” Thus, as in past research, participants presum-
ably reported on their chronic CSWs in this baseline assessment.
Participants rated their agreement with each scale item (1 �
strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree). Cronbach’s alphas ranged
from .75 to .83. When the scale was administered after the priming
task in the experimental session, the instructions were modified to
encourage participants to report their momentary contingencies:

Thinking about your values right now, please respond to each of the
following statements using the scale below. If you haven’t experi-
enced the situation described in a particular statement, answer how
you think you would feel if that situation occurred right now. Yet
don’t spend a lot of time thinking about each item; go along fairly
quickly, and give your first reaction.

Participants made their ratings on the same 7-point scales used
at baseline. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .75 to .91.

Priming task. This task involved the foveal subliminal pre-
sentation of two words relevant to participants’ randomly assigned
prime condition. Father-primed participants were presented with
FATHER and DAD, while control participants were presented with
MAILMAN and POSTMAN. For the task, participants had to clas-
sify numbers on the computer screen as either odd or even using
the keypad. On each of 60 trials, a target number was preceded in
alternating trials by one of the two prime words associated with
participants’ condition. Each word appeared in the center of the
screen for 16.7 ms and was forward and backward masked (150.3
ms and 16.7 ms, respectively) with a string of 8 Xs. Afterward, the
target number appeared and remained on the screen until classi-
fied. The task, which took about 2 min to complete, was admin-
istered on computers with 16-inch (40.64-cm) monitors, with
participants seated about 24 inches (60.96 cm) from the screen.

Prime recognition task. This task was identical to the prime
task described earlier, except that it consisted of 10 instead of 60
trials, and participants were explicitly informed that on each trial,
the string of Xs appearing just before the target number concealed
a word. Their task was to try to discern the word and then to write
it down on a sheet provided for this purpose or indicate that they
could not read the word. They then had to classify the target
number as odd or even to advance to the next trial. The two words
associated with participants’ prime condition appeared on alternat-
ing trials, giving participants five opportunities to discern each
prime word. Confirming the subliminal nature of the priming task,
no participant was able to discern the prime words in the prime
recognition task.

Father standards for the participant. Participants rated the
extent to which their father cared about their success in 14 domains
(1 � not at all, 7 � extremely). Six of the domains corresponded
to the contingency domains used in the CSW Scale (e.g., “Your
performance at school,” “Your physical appearance”). The remain-
ing domains were included to disguise the connection between
these ratings and the contingencies of self-worth assessment.

Participants’ ratings of their father’s standards were used to
construct idiographic postprime contingency scores in domains
most important to their father. This score reflects the extent to
which after the priming task participants shifted toward staking
their self-worth in domains they perceived their father as caring
most about for them. Specifically, for each participant, we identi-
fied the domain(s) that received his or her highest rating on the
father standards measure (i.e., father’s “central” domains).2 For
example, if 6 was the highest rating given by a participant when
rating his or her father’s standards, we identified all domains that
were given this same rating. We then averaged across this partic-
ipant’s postprime CSW scores in the domain(s) given this highest
rating. When only one domain was assigned the highest rating,

2 Father standard ratings for central domains and noncentral domains did
not differ by prime condition. For 93% of participants, the highest rating
used on the father standards measure was either a 6 or 7 on the 7-point
scale. Forty-five percent assigned this highest rating to one domain, 29% to
two domains, and 18% to three domains. Thus, by and large, participants
saw their fathers as caring strongly about their success in only a small
number of domains.
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then the postprime contingency score equaled the participant’s
central domain contingency score in that single domain. The
average father standards rating for central domains was 6.51. To
control for the extent to which participants generally staked their
self-esteem in the domains (i.e., when not under the influence of
our priming manipulation), we also created an idiographic baseline
contingency score for each participant in the same fashion, by
calculating each participant’s baseline CSW scores in his or her
father’s central domains.

Desired closeness to father. Participants responded to the
question “How close do you WANT to be to your father” on a
5-point scale (1 � not at all, 5 � extremely).

Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics. The domains most commonly given
the highest rating on the father standards measure were Academics
(74% of the sample) and Family Support (53%). Least common
were Others’ Approval (12%) and Appearance (10%). On average
at baseline, participants reported being moderately contingent in
their father’s central domains (M � 5.47). In prior work, females
have been found to self-regulate according to parents’ and others’
standards more than males (e.g., Moretti & Higgins, 1999). Con-
sistent with this finding, women (M � 5.60) in our sample were
more contingent at baseline than men (M � 5.31) in their father’s
central domains, t(146) � 2.17 p � .05. Given this, we controlled
for gender in our central analyses. Participants’ ratings on the
father standards measure did not differ by gender. Finally, desired
closeness was fairly high on average (M � 4.16), and did not differ
by gender.

Central analyses. Our central hypothesis was that father-
primed participants who highly desired closeness to their father
would report higher contingency in the domains their father cared
about most for them, whereas such relationship-specific shifts in
CSWs were not expected for father-primed participants who re-
ported low desired closeness to their father or who were primed
with the mailman. To test this hypothesis, we regressed partici-
pants’ postprime contingency scores in their father’s central do-
mains onto the covariates of gender (male � 1, female � �1) and
the baseline contingency score in the first step of a moderated
multiple regression analysis and then onto prime condition
(father � 1, mailman � �1), standardized desired closeness
scores, and the Prime � Desired Closeness interaction term in the
second step. Table 1 presents all regression coefficients for this
model. As expected, there were no prime or desired closeness main
effects, but the interaction was significant. To decompose this
interaction, we tested the relationship between desired closeness
and the postprime central domains contingency score within each
prime condition while controlling for gender and baseline central
domain contingency scores. As shown in Figure 1, desired close-
ness predicted greater contingency on central domains, � � .27,
t(69) � 2.93, p � .05, in the father prime condition but not in the
mailman prime condition, � � �.07, t(70) � .65, p � .50.

To demonstrate the specificity of these effects, we also
examined domains that participants did not view as central to
their father (i.e., all domains not given the highest rating on the
father standards measure). Our model predicts that father-
primed participants who desired closeness to their father would
not stake their self-esteem in these noncentral domains. One

issue in doing this analysis, however, is that because the six
domains we assessed are thought to be of general importance to
undergraduates (Crocker et al., 2002), the domains not given
the highest rating on the father standards measure may have
been rated fairly highly nonetheless. In other words, the differ-
ence in perceived importance of central and noncentral domains
to participants’ fathers may not be meaningful. To check this,
we examined the difference between the average father stan-
dards rating for each participant’s central domains versus his or
her remaining domains. Differences ranged from the minimal
possible (1 scale point; 5% of the sample) to the maximum
possible (6 scale points; 3%). For the present analysis, we
focused on participants for whom this difference fell above the
median, reasoning that at least for these participants, their
father’s noncentral domains were indeed perceived as meaning-
fully less important than their central domains.

We averaged participants’ postprime contingencies in their
remaining, noncentral domains (as well as baseline contingen-
cies in those domains to use as a covariate). We regressed the
postprime contingency score for noncentral domains onto the
same covariates and predictors as in the main regression anal-
ysis described previously. There were no prime or desired
closeness main effects, nor was the interaction significant, � �
.10, t(71) � 1.46, p � .10. Thus, as expected, the predicted
effects of significant-other priming and desired closeness were
specific to domains that participants perceived as highly impor-
tant to their father.

In sum, Study 1 showed that when participants highly desired
closeness to a significant other, subliminally priming the sig-
nificant other led to staking self-worth to a greater degree in
domains that the significant other deemed important for the
self—in short, shifting toward relationship-specific CSWs.
Study 1’s design allowed us to explore six different contingency
domains in a single study, and it is notable that our predicted
effect did not emerge in domains in which participants did not
believe their father strongly wanted them to excel. Building on
this initial evidence for the activation of relationship-specific
CSWs, we next examined the impact of success or failure in an
activated relationship-specific contingency domain on partici-
pants’ feelings of self-worth.

Study 2: Responses to Performance Feedback in an
Activated Relationship-Specific Contingency Domain

The quintessence of CSWs is self-worth fluctuations as a func-
tion of performance in contingency domains. We hypothesized,
therefore, that when a significant-other representation is activated,
this leads not only to shifts in self-reported CSWs toward those
domains perceived to be important to the significant other (as
shown in Study 1) but also to increases or drops in self-worth as a
function of one’s success or failure, respectively, in the activated
relationship-specific contingency domains. In Study 2, after prim-
ing participants with either their father or the mailman, we exam-
ined feelings of self-worth after participants received success or
failure feedback in a contingency domain that they perceived their
father as caring about for them, namely, the Competition domain.
To best reveal this effect, we recruited participants who had a
relatively low baseline score on the Competition subscale of the
CSW Scale (i.e., those who were not chronically highly contingent
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in the Competition domain) but who rated their father as strongly
caring about their performance in this domain (i.e., their father
wanted them to succeed over others).

Conceptually replicating and extending the findings of Study 1, we
predicted that the extent to which feedback influenced self-worth
would be larger for father-primed participants who highly desired
closeness to their father relative to participants who did not strongly
desire closeness to their father or who were primed with the mailman.

Method

Participants. One hundred and twenty-six (29 men, 92
women, 5 sex unreported) psychology undergraduates were re-
cruited on the basis of their responses to a mass prescreening
survey given at the start of the semester. Participants were re-
cruited if they: (a) reported having a relationship with their father,
(b) had a mean score on the Competition subscale of the CSW

Table 1
Summary of Moderated Multiple Regression Analyses for Variables Predicting Study Outcomes

Study/outcome/variable � SE B t p

Study 1: Postprime CSWs in father’s central domains
Gender �.12 .05 1.70 .09
Baseline CSWs .53 .05 7.56 .00
Prime .01 .05 0.16 .87
Desired closeness .09 .05 1.29 .20
Prime � Desired closeness .13 .05 1.97 .05

Study 2
State self-esteem

Gender .17 .05 1.88 .06
Baseline Competition domain CSW �.15 .04 1.63 .11
Prime .07 .04 0.76 .45
Feedback .26 .04 2.94 .00
Desired closeness .26 .04 2.77 .01
Prime � Feedback .12 .04 1.38 .17
Prime � Desired closeness .11 .05 1.15 .25
Feedback � Desired closeness .12 .05 1.30 .20
Prime � Feedback � Desired closeness .20 .04 2.18 .03

Self-evaluative emotions
Gender .15 .16 1.67 .10
Baseline Competition domain CSW �.04 .14 .47 .64
Prime �.07 .13 0.78 .44
Feedback .42 .13 4.93 .00
Desired closeness .09 .14 0.96 .34
Prime � Feedback .21 .13 2.48 .02
Prime � Desired closeness �.06 .14 0.61 .55
Feedback � Desired closeness .13 .15 1.39 .17
Prime � Feedback � Desired closeness .19 .14 2.06 .04

Study 3:
State self-esteem

Gender .22 .08 1.61 .11
Baseline Appearance domain CSW �.17 .08 1.26 .21
Prime .17 .07 1.28 .21
Desired closeness .01 .09 .08 .94
Prime � Desired closeness �.33 .10 2.33 .02

Self-evaluative emotions
Gender .25 .19 1.84 .07
Baseline Appearance domain CSW �.19 .20 1.43 .16
Prime .13 .18 1.04 .30
Desired closeness �.01 .23 0.08 .94
Prime � Desired closeness �.40 .25 2.94 .01

Current closeness
Gender .07 .18 0.59 .56
Baseline Appearance domain CSW �.32 .20 2.64 .01
Prime .23 .17 1.96 .06
Desired closeness .35 .23 3.08 .00
Prime � Desired closeness �.46 .25 3.62 .00

Significant-other acceptance
Gender �.05 .16 �0.37 .71
Baseline Appearance domain CSW �.26 .17 �1.93 .06
Prime .13 .15 0.98 .33
Desired closeness .09 .19 0.72 .48
Prime � Desired closeness �.30 .20 �2.12 .04

Note. CSW � contingencies of self-worth; SE � standard error.
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Scale that did not exceed 5 on a 7-point scale, and (c) had a rating
of 6 or 7 on a 7-point scale on an item asking how much their
father cared about their success in the Competition domain. In
short, participants’ feelings of self-worth were not usually highly
contingent in the Competition domain, but they saw their father as
caring greatly about their success in this domain. Participants
received partial course credit or $10. The sample was 55% Asian,
19% White, and 26% other ethnicities; mean age was 19 years.

Procedure. At least several weeks after completing the pre-
screening survey, participants took part in a computer-based study
in which they were told they would complete a well-validated test
of “linguistic categorization,” purportedly an ability related to
verbal competence and creativity but not necessarily to academic
ability.3 Participants were told that they would receive feedback
about their performance on the test relative to other test-takers—in
other words, feedback relevant to the Competition domain. The
test was comprised of two sections: (a) 12 items from the Remote
Associates Test (RAT; Bowden & Jung-Beeman, 2003)4 and (b) a
60-trial priming task, disguised as a lexical decision task, which
served to prime either participants’ father or mailman representa-
tion. Upon completing the test, the participants were presented
with bogus test feedback on the computer. Half of the participants
were randomly assigned to receive comparative success feedback,
while the other half received comparative failure feedback. After-
ward, participants completed two measures of state self-worth.
Finally, participants were debriefed, thanked, and excused.

Materials.
Competition subscale. Participants completed the five-item

Competition subscale of the CSW Scale to assess their chronic con-
tingency level in this domain (� �. 76). A sample item is “Knowing
that I am better than others on a task raises my self-esteem.”

Father standards for participants in the Competition domain.
Participants responded to the question “To what extent does your
father care about your success regarding whether you succeed over
other people?” using a 7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 � ex-
tremely).

Desired closeness. Participants responded to the question
“How close do you WANT to be to your father” on a 7-point scale
(1 � not at all, 7 � very close).

Priming task. As in Study 1, this task involved the foveal
subliminal presentation of the two words relevant to each partic-

ipant’s prime condition. All technical aspects of this task were
identical to those in the priming task of Study 1, except that instead
of classifying numbers as odd or even, participants classified letter
strings (e.g., OKAPI) as either a word or nonword, which was in
line with the cover story that this task was part of the linguistic
categorization test.

Performance feedback in the Competition domain. In the
success condition, participants were told that they ranked in the top
5th percentile and “earned a higher score than at least 95% of other
test-takers.” In the failure condition, participants were told they
scored in the bottom 25th percentile and “earned a lower score
than at least 75% of other test-takers.” At the end of the study,
participants were asked to recall their percentile score as a manip-
ulation check.

Measures of state self-worth. Two measures assessed state
self-worth after the prime and feedback manipulations. As in prior
CSW work (e.g., Crocker et al., 2003), a state version of the
10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) was
used. Participants were instructed to rate their agreement (1 �
strongly disagree, 4 � strongly agree) to the statements (e.g., “On
the whole, I am satisfied with myself”) in terms of how they felt
“at this moment” (� � 87).

A second measure assessed self-evaluative emotions, in the
event that the Rosenberg scale, a global measure of self-worth,
proved insensitive to temporary shifts in self-esteem. Emotions are
transient states typically elicited by the immediate context. The
self-evaluative emotions of pride, guilt, and shame capture per-
ceptions of self-worth and have been shown to covary with levels
of self-esteem measured by the Rosenberg scale (e.g., Brown &
Marshall, 2001). Thus, on this measure, participants rated the
extent to which they felt “proud,” “guilty,” and “ashamed” at that
moment (1 � very slightly or not at all, 5 � extremely). These
three items were embedded among filler items. To form a self-
evaluative emotions index, we subtracted the mean of “guilty” and
“ashamed” from “proud.” As expected, the state self-esteem mea-
sure and the self-evaluative emotions index were positively corre-
lated (r � .67, p � .001).

Results and Discussion

Most participants (96%) correctly recalled their performance
feedback (i.e., as either the 95th or 25th percentile). All analyses
reported were conducted on these participants only.

Descriptive statistics. At baseline, participants’ self-worth
was moderately contingent in the Competition domain (M � 4.11),
and the mean desired closeness to father was moderately high
(M � 5.65). There were no condition differences on these vari-
ables or on the extent to which participants rated their father as
caring about Competition ( ps � .45). There were also no gender

3 This cover story was used to lend credibility to the bogus test, while
also rendering the test irrelevant to the Academic contingency domain,
given our focus on the Competition domain.

4 This section of the test was included to bolster the length and validity
of the test and feedback. Normatively easy RAT items were administered
to participants who ultimately received comparative success feedback and
normatively difficult RAT items were administered to participants who
ultimately received failure feedback (Bowden & Jung-Beeman, 2003).
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Figure 1. Postprime contingency in father’s central domains (Study 1).
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differences for baseline Competition contingency scores or for
desired closeness to father ( ps � .40).

Self-worth consequences of activated relationship-specific
contingencies of self-worth. According to our theorizing, de-
sired closeness should predict a larger difference between self-
worth after success versus failure feedback in the father relative to
mailman prime condition. To test this, we began by testing the
interaction of Prime (father vs. mailman) � Desired Closeness �
Performance Feedback (success vs. failure) on each of the state
self-worth measures in moderated multiple regression analyses. In
both analyses, gender (male � 1, female � �1) and participants’
standardized baseline Competition contingency scores were en-
tered in the first step of the analysis to control for their effects (as
in Study 1). The second step included prime condition (father � 1,
mailman � �1), standardized desired closeness scores, feedback
condition (success � 1, failure � �1), and their associated inter-
action terms as predictors. Table 1 summarizes the results from the
full model for both self-worth measures.

For state self-esteem (i.e., the Rosenberg scale), there were main
effects of feedback and desired closeness, which were qualified by
the predicted three-way interaction. For the self-evaluative emo-
tions index, a significant feedback main effect and Prime �
Feedback interaction were qualified by the predicted three-way
interaction.

To interpret the three-way interactions, in subsequent regres-
sions we examined the Desired Closeness � Feedback interaction
within each prime condition. These more focused analyses allowed
us to test our hypothesis that desired closeness and performance
feedback would interact, predicting a stronger effect of feedback
on self-worth in the father prime condition relative to mailman
prime condition. Each self-worth measure was regressed onto
desired closeness, feedback, and their interaction (after we con-

trolled for the covariates noted earlier) separately in each prime
condition. As expected, in the mailman condition, no significant
interaction emerged for either state self-worth measure ( ps � .65).
In contrast, among father-primed participants, the Desired Close-
ness � Feedback interaction was significant for both state self-
esteem, � � .31, t(47) � 2.69, p � .05, and the self-evaluative
emotions index, � � .27, t(47) � 2.30, p � .05. As depicted in
Figure 2, for both self-worth measures, participants’ current feel-
ings about themselves were especially linked to their performance
in the Competition domain—such that they reported higher self-
worth after success relative to failure—if the representation of
their father had been recently activated and they highly desired
closeness to him. When desired closeness was low or when the
father representation had not been activated, feedback did not
influence either measure of state self-worth.

In Figure 2, it can be observed that for state self-esteem, the
significant Feedback � Desired Closeness interaction in the father
prime condition was driven by the success feedback condition.
That is, only participants who received success feedback clearly
showed the expected effects. Indeed, whereas desired closeness
significantly predicted higher state self-esteem, � � .78, t(24) �
5.91, p � .001, and self-evaluative emotions, � � .44, t(24) �
2.30, p � .05, after success feedback, it did not significantly
predict lower state self-esteem, � � .10, t(21) � .46, p � .65, or
self-evaluative emotions, � � �.24, t(21) � 1.11, p � .25, after
failure feedback. This asymmetry in our results was not expected,
and the reasons for it are unclear. Our model theorizes that acti-
vated relationship-specific CSWs should have self-worth conse-
quences following success as well as failure. To address this, in
Study 3 we again tested the self-worth consequences of failure in
a relationship-specific contingency domain.
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Figure 2. State self-esteem and self-evaluative emotion index as a function of prime and feedback condition
(Study 2).
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In sum, whereas Study 1 showed the activation of relationship-
specific CSWs, Study 2 captured the downstream self-worth con-
sequences of such activation as a function of performance feed-
back in the relationship-specific contingency domain. This finding
is crucial, as the impact of contingency domain performance on
self-worth reflects the most basic prediction in theorizing on
CSWs (e.g., Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Finally, the fact that the
main findings in Study 2 were moderated by desired relationship
closeness, as in Study 1, strongly resonates with theories that posit
that self-esteem is sensitive to events that have consequences for
one’s desired relationships (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

Study 3: Consequences of Failing in an Activated
Relationship-Specific Contingency Domain for

Relationship Perceptions

To increase generalizability, we examined a new contingency
domain in Study 3—the Appearance domain—as well as signifi-
cant others besides fathers. We also investigated the effects of a
failure induction in an activated relationship-specific contingency
domain on participants’ perceptions of closeness and acceptance in
the relevant significant-other relationship, in addition to its effects
on state self-worth. We focused on failure, given that the self-
worth effects in the failure condition in Study 2 were inconclusive.
In addition, failure in a relationship-specific contigency domain is
more likely to impact relationship perceptions than success. Re-
search suggests that low self-esteem (the contigent person’s re-
sponse to failure) has a greater impact on perceptions of accep-
tance and rejection than high self-esteem (Leary, 1999) and, more
generally, that negative events tend to be more powerful than
positive ones (e.g., Taylor, 1991).

In terms of our hypotheses, we expected that among participants
primed with a significant other who cared about their physical
appearance, greater desired closeness to the significant other
should correspond to lower self-worth after a failure induction in
the Appearance domain. This same relationship was not expected
among participants primed with a control word.

Our prediction for perceptions of relationship closeness and
acceptance was derived from evidence that people typically desire
closeness in relationships that actually are close and of high
quality. For instance, people’s reports of relationship commitment,
a construct similar to desired closeness, are positively correlated
with their reports of relationship closeness, satisfaction (including
felt security and acceptance from one’s partner), adjustment, liking
and loving of one’s partner, and trust overlap (Rusbult, Martz, &
Agnew, 1998; see also Fletcher, Simpson, & Thomas, 2000). In
addition, we found a positive association between desired close-
ness and actual perceptions of closeness and satisfaction in 7
samples using a variety of significant others. Participants in these
samples rated their desired and actual closeness to a significant
other. Participants in 3 of the samples also rated how satisfied they
were in their relationship. In all samples, desired closeness was
significantly positively correlated with actual closeness (rs ranged
from .54 to .81). In the 3 relevant samples, desired closeness was
also significantly positively correlated with satisfaction (rs ranged
from .30 to .39).

Given such findings, we hypothesized that under standard con-
ditions—that is, when participants were primed with a control
word before an experience of failure in the Appearance domain—

desired closeness would be correlated with more positive percep-
tions of closeness and acceptance. However, we expected that
when participants were primed with a significant other who cared
about their physical appearance, the experience of failure in the
Appearance domain should significantly weaken the typical posi-
tive link between desired closeness and positive relationship per-
ceptions. Such results would provide initial evidence that failure in
an activated relationship-specific contingency domain can attenu-
ate the perceptions of closeness and acceptance that people usually
experience in their highly valued relationships.

Method

Participants. Seventy-seven (26 men, 51 women) psychol-
ogy undergraduates were recruited on the basis of their responses
to a mass prescreening survey given at the start of the semester. A
participant was recruited if he or she: (a) reported a mean score on
the Appearance subscale of the CSW Scale that did not exceed 5
on a 7-point scale; (b) provided the name of a significant other
whom the participant saw as caring that the participant looked
attractive, (c) rated this person as strongly caring about the par-
ticipant’s appearance (i.e., a 6 or 7 on a 7-point scale), and (d)
reported at least moderate certainty about their rating of how much
their significant other cared about the participant’s appearance
(i.e., rated certainty a 4 or higher on a 7-point scale).5 In short,
participants did not chronically stake their self-esteem on their
appearance, but they were able to name with adequate certainty a
significant other who a held a high standard for them in this
domain. Participants received partial course credit or $10. The
sample was 54% Asian, 25% White, and 21% other ethnicities;
mean age was 20 years.

Procedure. At least several weeks after the completing the
prescreening survey, participants took part in a study for which
they were told they would complete several unrelated personality
and cognitive tasks. First, participants completed a priming task,
immediately followed by the failure induction, which was de-
signed to induce feelings of unattractiveness (i.e., a “failure” in the
Appearance domain). Afterward, participants filled out two mea-
sures of state self-worth and responded to several items measuring
their perceptions of their significant-other relationship. Finally,
participants were debriefed, thanked, and excused.

Materials.
Appearance subscale. Participants completed the five-item

Appearance subscale of the CSW Scale (� � .76). A sample item
is “If I think I look attractive, I feel good about myself.”

Significant other. In the prescreening survey, participants
were asked to “please identify an individual in your life who really
cares about your physical appearance—how attractive you look or
how you take care of your looks. This could be a parent or friend
or romantic partner or someone else.” Participants were further
instructed to write the name that they called this person, even if it
was a nickname (e.g., “Mom”), in a space made available for that

5 Certainty ratings were made because we were concerned that some par-
ticipants would name a significant other, in order to comply with the task
instructions, but would not actually feel very certain that this person really
cared about their physical appearance. For our prime to be effective, we
needed to focus on participants highly certain that their appearance was
important to the significant other they named.
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purpose. If providing a first name, they were told to also include a
last initial (e.g., “Charlie S.”). These latter instructions helped
ensure that in cases in which participants knew more than one
person with the same first name, the name they provided would
activate the appropriate significant-other representation when used
as a prime word (see later section). Afterward, participants rated
how much the significant other they had named cared about their
(i.e., participants’) physical appearance (1 � not at all, 7 �
extremely), how certain they were of that rating (1 � not at all,
7 � extremely), and finally how close they wanted to be to the
person (1 � not at all, 7 � extremely close).

Priming task. The priming task involved the foveal subliminal
presentation of a name, depending on the participant’s randomly
assigned condition. Participants in the significant-other prime con-
dition were presented with the name they had provided in the
prescreening survey. Participants in the control condition were
presented with the bogus name Qwaotr. These subliminal words
were embedded in a computer task identical to that of Study 1.

Failure induction in Appearance domain. Participants were
asked to name a feature of their physical appearance that they
considered to be highly unattractive and to describe why they
disliked it or found it unattractive in a provided textbox on the
computer screen. Participants also rated how much they disliked
the feature (1 � not at all, 7 � extremely). A manipulation-check
item at the end of the study asked participants to recall the
instructions of this computer task. All participants correctly re-
called the task.

Measures of state self-worth. Participants completed the same
state self-esteem scale as in Study 2 (� � .90). As a measure of
self-evaluative emotions, participants rated how “proud,” “wor-
thy,” “guilty,” and “ashamed” they felt (1 � very slightly or not at
all, 5 � extremely). These emotions were embedded among filler
items. We computed a self-evaluative emotions index by subtract-
ing the mean of “guilty” and “ashamed” from that of “proud” and
“worthy.” This index was positively correlated with state self-
esteem scores (r � .66, p � .001).

Relationship perceptions. All participants reported on their
current perceptions of their relationship with the person they had
identified in the prescreening survey. The name of each partici-
pant’s significant other was written at the top of a sheet containing
the relationship perception items. There was no mention of phys-
ical appearance. Rather, participants were told that this portion of
the study was for use in separate, unrelated research.

Participants rated their current feelings of closeness to the
significant other (“How close do you feel to this person?”) on a
7-point scale (1 � not at all, 7 � extremely). Using the same scale,
the participants responded to four additional items that assessed
the extent to which they felt accepted by the significant other (e.g.,
“To what extent do you feel this person accepts and approves of
you?”). Responses to these items were averaged to form a
significant-other acceptance index (� � .91). Current closeness
correlated positively with significant-other acceptance (r � .74,
p � .001).

Results and Discussion

Thirteen participants (3 men, 10 women) who completed the
experimental session were unable to identify a feature they dis-
liked to a sufficient degree (i.e., rated at least a 4 on the 7-point

scale). These participants did not differ from the rest of the sample
in terms of their baseline Appearance contingency scores (assessed
in the prescreening survey) or in terms of desired closeness. Since
we were unable to create a sense of failure in the Appearance
domain for these participants, they were excluded from all analy-
ses reported.

Descriptive statistics. At baseline, participants’ self-esteem
was moderately contingent in the Appearance domain (M � 4.25),
and the average desired closeness to the identified significant other
was quite high (M � 6.08), but there was variability nonetheless
(SD � 1.15). There were no prime condition differences on these
variables ( ps � .50). In the prescreening survey, participants most
commonly named their mother as the significant other who cared
greatly about their physical appearance (49%), with other exam-
ples being friends, other relatives (e.g., sister), and romantic part-
ners. For the failure induction, participants most commonly re-
ported their weight or figure as their most undesirable physical
feature (51%), with other examples being their nose, height, or
complexion. Participants disliked their unattractive physical fea-
ture to a moderate extent (M � 5.17, mode � 5), and this rating did
not differ across priming conditions ( p � .20).

Consequences of failing in an activated relationship-specific
contingency domain.

State self-worth. To conceptually replicate Study 2’s findings,
we first tested the interaction between prime and desired closeness
on each of our self-worth measures using moderated multiple
regression analyses. Gender and participants’ standardized base-
line Appearance contingency scores were entered in the first step
to control for their effects. Predictor variables entered in the
second step were prime condition (significant other’s name � 1,
control name � �1), standardized desired closeness scores, and
their interaction term. Table 1 summarizes the results from the full
model for all study outcome measures.

For state self-esteem, there were no main effects, but in line with
the findings of Study 2, the Prime � Desired Closeness interaction
was significant. Simple slope analyses (after we controlled for
gender and the baseline Appearance contingency scores) showed
that, as expected, desired closeness negatively predicted state
self-esteem in the significant-other prime condition, � � �.42,
t(22) � 2.00, p � .058, but not in the control condition, � � .28,
t(34) � 1.54, p � .10.

For the self-evaluative emotions index, once again, there were
no main effects but the Prime � Desired Closeness interaction was
significant. Supporting our predictions, desired closeness nega-
tively predicted self-evaluative emotions in the significant-other
prime condition, � � �.51, t(22) � 2.61, p � .05, but not in the
control condition, � � .30, t(34) � 1.63, p � .10. The self-esteem
and self-evaluative emotions findings are displayed in Figure 3.
Thus, after dwelling on a physical flaw, participants primed with a
significant other who valued their appearance, but not control
participants, generally felt worse the more they desired closeness
to the significant other.

Relationship perceptions. Next, we performed parallel analy-
ses for our relationship perception items. For the current closeness
item, there was a desired closeness main effect, which, as ex-
pected, was qualified by a Prime � Desired Closeness interaction.
Simple slope analyses showed that desired closeness predicted
greater current closeness in the control condition, � � .58, t(34) �
3.65, p � .05, a finding that fits with existing research and the data

86 HORBERG AND CHEN



from our 7 additional samples, noted previously. In contrast,
desired closeness was nonsignificantly related to less current
closeness in the significant-other prime condition, � � �.25,
t(21) � 1.28, p � .21. For the significant-other acceptance index,
no main effects emerged, but the Prime � Desired Closeness
interaction was once again significant. Desired closeness was a
marginally significant predictor of higher acceptance in the control
condition, � � .31, t(34) � 1.75, p � .09, but a nonsignificant
predictor of lower acceptance in the significant-other prime con-
dition, � � �.28, t(21) � 1.30, p � .21. Figure 4 illustrates the
current closeness and significant-other acceptance index findings.

In sum, Study 3 once again showed that individuals stake
their self-esteem in contingency domains valued by a signifi-
cant other who has been recently brought to mind but did so
with a variety of significant others and a different contingency
domain from the one used in Study 2. In addition, Study 3
showed that the same conditions that influence self-worth also
impact current relationship perceptions. Under control condi-
tions, we found a positive association between desired close-
ness and current feelings of closeness and acceptance after the
failure induction. This finding replicates prior research and
findings from our additional samples in which participants, who
were not under the influence of a recently activated significant-

other representation and failure induction, showed a positive
association between desired closeness and measures of close-
ness and acceptance. However, in Study 3, when the represen-
tation of participants’ significant other was activated while
participants completed the failure induction, this positive asso-
ciation disappeared. These results illustrate that when a
significant-other representation is activated and closeness is
desired, failing in an activated relationship-specific contin-
gency domain can disrupt the typical tendency for people to feel
closer and more accepted by the people with whom they desire
closeness.

General Discussion

This research examined the role of significant others in
people’s momentary contingencies of self-worth. Across three
studies, we provided evidence that valued significant others are
linked to specific contingencies of self-worth—namely, contin-
gencies representing the standards that significant others are
perceived to hold for the self. Like other aspects of the rela-
tional self, such as goals and emotions, these relationship-
specific CSWs were activated upon priming the representation
of a significant other. As a result, performance in relationship-
specific contingency domains shaped participants’ current feel-
ings of self-worth and perceptions of closeness and acceptance
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Figure 3. State self-esteem and self-evaluative emotion index after fail-
ure induction as a function of prime condition (Study 3). Sig. � significant.

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

6.5

7

Low  High

Desired closeness

C
ur

re
nt

 c
lo

se
ne

ss

Control prime
Sig other prime

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

5.5

6

6.5

7

Low  High

Desired closeness

Si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
-o

th
er

 a
cc

ep
ta

nc
e

Control prime
Sig other prime

Figure 4. Current closeness and significant-other acceptance after failure
induction as a function of prime condition (Study 3). Sig. � significant.
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in the relationship. It is important to note that desired closeness
to the significant other consistently emerged as a moderator of
the effects: Participants who strongly desired closeness to their
significant other were especially likely to stake their self-worth
in domains valued by the other when the significant other was
primed. In addition, they showed effects for relationship per-
ceptions after failure in the relevant relationship-specific con-
tingency domain. Overall, our findings reveal that relationship-
specific CSWs are part of the relational self and that the
domains in which people stake their self-worth can shift de-
pending on the relationship that is currently on one’s mind, with
implications for perceptions of the state of the relationship.

Several caveats and limitations need to be noted. First, we did
not investigate behaviors relevant to self-esteem or relationship
quality. Our use of nonbehavioral measures is consistent with the
research that inspired our work, which has predominately exam-
ined self-reports of self-worth (e.g., Crocker et al., 2002), partner
regard, and relationship satisfaction (e.g., Murray, Holmes, &
Griffin, 2000), but future research should assess whether such
reports map onto relevant actions. It would also be interesting to
ascertain significant others’ reports of participants’ behavior after
the activation of relationship-specific CSWs. This would validate
self-reports and further elucidate the social consequences of
relationship-specific CSWs.

Second, we focused on a single moderator, desired closeness to
the significant other. However, it is likely that multiple factors—at
the level of the individual, the significant other, and the relation-
ship—influence the activation and consequences of relationship-
specific CSWs. Several candidates seem especially worthy of
attention. At the level of the individual, people low in trait self-
esteem may be particularly prone to shift toward relationship-
specific CSWs, as they are known to readily link success with
acceptance and failure with rejection from others (Baldwin &
Sinclair, 1996). Additionally, the extent to which one feels capable
of future success in an activated relationship-specific contingency
domain may contribute to the intensity and duration of self-worth
reactions in response to performance outcomes in that domain.

With regard to the significant other, a highly supportive and
unconditionally accepting partner may be less likely to elicit
relationship-specific CSWs. Although people may hope to fulfill
the supportive significant other’s standards, their sense of worthi-
ness as a person may not be tied to them. Finally, relationship-level
variables, such as the voluntary or involuntary nature of the rela-
tionship, may affect relationship-specific CSWs. Some relation-
ships, like friendships, may be easier to terminate than others, such
as relationships with parents. Future research may find that people
cope differently with repeated failures in a relationship-specific
contingency domain depending on how easily the relationship can
be dissolved.

Contributions to Research on Significant Others and
Automatic Goal Activation

There is an emerging literature showing that nonconsciously
activated representations of significant others automatically trigger
the pursuit of goals important to the significant other (Fitzsimons
& Bargh, 2003; Shah, 2003a, 2003b). The present research results
are broadly consistent with this work but extend it in several
respects. Most fundamentally relationship-specific CSWs are dis-

tinct from other kinds of goals and standards associated with
significant others in that they necessarily have implications for
self-esteem and, we would argue, for close relationships. Past
research has shown that people are more satisfied after achieving
an activated significant other’s goals for the self and more dissat-
isfied after failing to do so (Shah, 2003b). By contrast, we exam-
ined the effects of succeeding or failing at an activated significant
other’s goals on self-worth and relationship perceptions. We argue
that although performance relevant to an activated significant
other’s goals for the self may always influence one’s level of
satisfaction, it is only when a goal is adopted as a relationship-
specific CSW that performance will also influence one’s feelings
of worth as a person and one’s perceptions of relationship close-
ness and acceptance. Of course, this kind of proposition awaits
direct empirical evidence.

Second, we consistently showed that level of desired closeness
to a significant other determines whether the person’s goals for the
self become relationship-specific CSWs when the person is
brought to mind. Desired closeness was not necessary for the
automatic goal activation effects shown in past work (e.g., Fitzsi-
mons & Bargh, 2003). This may suggest that relationship-specific
CSWs are more directly linked to relationships than the goals
studied in earlier work and perhaps that relationship-specific
CSWs aid in the maintenance of relationships or quest for close-
ness to valued significant others—speculations that await future
research.

Finally, we submit that there is a generative value in bringing
CSW theory to bear on the literature on significant others and
automatic goal activation. Because they represent the first step
toward documenting the existence of relationship-specific CSWs,
the present studies foster new paths of inquiry that draw from the
distinct perspective of CSW theory and from research showing the
special role of CSWs in a range of important psychological pro-
cesses and outcomes including self-regulation, psychological well-
being, and relationship satisfaction.

The Pervasiveness of Relationship-Specific CSWs

The present research captured several specific instantiations of
relationship-specific CSWs across a variety of domains. In every-
day life, we expect that activation of relationship-specific CSWs is
fairly commonplace, as in our opening illustration of a young
woman shifting her self-worth to academics and appearance when
subtly reminded of her father and sister, respectively. Other ex-
amples are easily generated: A man may wager his self-worth on
his parenting skills when his spouse is on his mind but on his job
performance when reminded of a close colleague; a woman may
stake her self-worth on her social status when her status-conscious
mother is primed but on her religious faith when primed with an
admired religious leader. Thus, encountering cues that activate
particular significant-other representations—seeing a significant
other’s name or picture, meeting a stranger who resembles a
significant other—should lead people to stake their self-worth
more or less in different domains.

Automaticity of the Activation of Relationship-Specific
CSWs

Several decades of research now support the view that there
are two modes of information processing: controlled and auto-
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matic (e.g., Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977; Wegner & Bargh,
1998). Scholars increasingly maintain that most cognition and
behavior operate through the automatic mode, including aspects
of the relational self (Chen et al., 2006). Following past work on
significant others and automatic goal activation (Fitzsimons &
Bargh, 2003; Shah, 2003a, 2003b), we used subliminal primes
to activate the mental representation of a significant other.
Hence, we submit that the differences that we found in
relationship-specific CSWs across priming conditions were
likely due to automatic processes. However, we note that we
expect the same kinds of effects would have emerged had we
used supraliminal priming techniques. After all, the relational
self, including relationship-specific CSWs, presumably origi-
nated within actual interactions with a significant other. That is,
they likely developed from deliberate, intentional attempts to
secure closeness and approval in valued relationships, becom-
ing automatic only through repeated activation over time.

Participants With Low Levels of Desired Closeness

Until now, we have not devoted much attention to people who
reported lower levels of desired closeness to their significant other.
Our results showed that activating a significant-other representa-
tion did not, by comparison, lead these individuals to shift toward
the relevant relationship-specific CSWs. If anything, these partic-
ipants appear to have disengaged from the domains valued by their
significant other (for example, in Figure 1, father-primed partici-
pants low in desired closeness appear to report the least amount of
contingency in domains valued highly by their father), although it
is important to note that the present studies were not designed with
this question in mind. Nonetheless, recent research suggests that in
certain relationships, people nonconsciously react in opposition to
the standards that a significant other sets for them. One study
found that subliminally priming a controlling relationship (which
we speculate may elicit similar responses as relationships where
desired closeness is low) led participants to pursue goals that the
controlling significant other opposed, such as seeking to have fun
instead of working hard (Chartrand, Dalton, & Fitzsimons, 2007).
Building on such findings, it would be interesting to examine how
shifting contingencies of self-worth away from significant others’
standards supports the pursuit of oppositional goals and eventually
impacts the relationship.

Relationship-Specific CSWs Impact the Relationship:
Links to the Dependency Regulation Model

The current research, though focused on documenting shifts
in contingencies of self-worth in relational contexts, also pro-
vided intriguing initial evidence that performance in
relationship-specific contingency domains may shape people’s
feelings about their relationship. When participants failed in an
activated relationship-specific contingency domain, the positive
correlation between desired closeness to the significant other
and actual closeness and acceptance in the relationship (a
correlation that appears to be the status quo, according to extant
research and findings from our additional samples) disappeared.
Though more work is required to replicate and clarify this
finding, we view it as suggesting that failing in a domain

important to a valued significant other both lowers self-esteem
and threatens one’s security in the relationship.

In this regard, these findings build on research on the depen-
dency regulation model (e.g., Murray et al., 2000), which has
shown that level of self-esteem governs perceptions of how a
romantic partner regards the self and, ultimately, his or her satis-
faction with the relationship. People with chronically high self-
esteem believe their partners hold them in high regard and, in turn,
view their partners more positively and their relationship as more
satisfying. By contrast, people with chronically low self-esteem
underestimate the positive regard their partners have for them,
leading to worse perceptions of the partner and less relationship
satisfaction (Murray et al., 2000; Murray, Holmes, Griffin, Bella-
via, & Rose, 2001). In Study 3, we found that among significant-
other-primed participants who strongly desired closeness to the
relevant significant other, in addition to momentary decreases in
self-esteem, failure in a relationship-specific contingency domain
eliminated the feelings of closeness and acceptance normally as-
sociated with highly desired relationships. With regard to the
dependency regulation model, we suggest that one possible source
of chronic low self-esteem (and consequentially, low perceived
regard from one’s partner) may lie in repeated experiences of
failure in activated relationship-specific contingency domains (see
Baldwin & Sinclair, 1996). Future research could test this claim by
examining changes in chronic self-esteem and relationship percep-
tions over time for individuals who frequently experience failures
in relationship-specific contingency domains.

Role of Self-Construals in Relationship-Specific CSWs

Finally, it is interesting to consider the role of self-construals
in relationship-specific CSWs. Research suggests that East
Asians are especially likely to hold interdependent self-
construals, viewing themselves in terms of their relationships
(e.g., sister, daughter) and to strive for relational goals and
harmonious relationships. By contrast, Westerners, such as
people in the United States, tend to hold independent self-
construals, wherein the self is viewed as a separate, unique
entity, and to invest primarily in personal goals (e.g., Markus &
Kitayama, 1991). How might these differences in self-construal
influence relationship-specific CSWs? We would argue, first of
all, that relationship-specific CSWs are likely to be experienced
by individuals regardless of whether they hold independent or
interdependent self-construals. Research has shown a variety of
relational-self processes even in samples likely to be dominated
by participants who hold predominantly independent self-
construals (for a review, see Chen et al., 2006). Nonetheless, we
speculate that highly interdependent individuals—whether
chronically or temporarily interdependent due to priming—may
be more likely to highly desire closeness to their significant
others. By consequence, they may be more likely to experience
the activation and consequences of relationship-specific CSWs
when the significant other is on the forefront of their mind.
Future research is needed to evaluate this possibility.

Concluding Remarks

To conclude, the present studies are the first to situate contin-
gences of self-worth as part of the relational self and among the
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first to reveal the underlying interpersonal dynamics of CSWs. We
view the implications to be potentially far-reaching, perhaps most
critically for relationship processes or behaviors in the face of
failure in an activated relationship-specific contingency domain.
Having set the stage for future research of this kind, we return now
to our opening scenario. Knowing that Roxanne alters the domains
in which she stakes her self-worth in ways that matter for her
important relationships, we are impelled to ask, What will she do
now?
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