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Negative Self-Information Processing-Denying or Accepting?

YANG Juan, LI Ji-wen, PENG Mao-ying

Faculty of Psychology . Southwest University , Chongging 400715, China

Abstract: Self-positivity bias refers to the fact that people are motivated to experience positive emotional
states and to avoid experiencing negative emotional state. People are motivated to feel good about them-
selves, to maximize their feelings of self-worth. Besides the self-positivity bias, accuracy needs also influ-
ence the manner in which people seek knowledge of themselves. Sometimes people want to know the truth
about themselves, without regard to whether they learn something good or bad. Therefore, people may a-
dopt different strategies in facing with positive self-relevant information and negative self-relevant informa-
tion. Although people are inclined to accept the positive information about themselves, due to their moti-
vation to reduce uncertainty about their self-concept, they may exhibit self-critical attitude on their nega-
tive self-relevant information and accept negative self-relevant information to a certain extent. However,
existing researches concerned the processing of self-related information almost has ignored the difference of
cognitive processing between positive and negative self-related information. In the present study, based on
the perspectives of self-reflection, the evaluation of others and others’ feedback on the self, we explored
how people process negative self-related information. A total of 7 experiments were made to testify our hy-
potheses. In Experiments 1, 2 and 3, participants completed a task where they were instructed to indicate
to what extent positive/negative traits described themselves. In Experiments 4 and 5, participants judged
to what extent 1) an adjective can describe the self, 2) an adjective can describe a familiar other, 3) they a-
gree with an adjective that their classmates believe can describe the self, and 4) they agree with an adjec-
tive that their classmates believe can describe a familiar other. In Experiments 6 and 7, participants were
asked to judge the extent how the appearance/character traits describe themselves (Experiment 6) or to
rate how they feel when they viewed either appearance-related feedback words or character-related feedback
words(Experiment 7). Results of Experiments 1, 2 and 3 showed that participants endorsed positive traits
as higher in self-relevance compared to the negative traits. Moreover, they endorsed more negative traits
as high in self-relevance compared to the positive traits as low in self-relevance. Results in Experiments 4
and 5 showed that participants endorsed more negative traits as higher in self-relevance compared to other-
relevance and they agreed more with negative social feedbacks on self compared to that on familiar other.
Results of Experiments 6 and 7 showed that participants rated character traits as high in self-relevance and
reported a more positive feeling on selffollowing character feedback, irrespective of valence. Consistent
with our predictions, the results revealed that in order to get a full understanding of self-knowledge, peo-
ple may exhibit self-critical attitude on their negative self-relevant information and accept negative self-rel-
evant information to a certain extent, regardless of self-reflection, the evaluation of others or feedback
from others. In summary, our research explored for the first time the way where people process negative
self-relevant information. The results suggest the complexity in processing negative self-relevant informa-
tion, provide a richer perspective in understating humans’ self-relevant information processing and further
improve the way to understand human’s way to search for self-knowledge.

Key words: self-positivity bias; accuracy motivation; negative self-relevant information; self-reflection
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