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Shared Realities about the Self Are Utilized in Social Regulation

The hypothesis of shared reality implies that information about the self will be
preferred to the extent that it 1s shared with others. That 15, the more a given as-
pect of self has been recognized in the social verification process, the more “re-
ality” it achieves, and the more likely it is that it will be maintained and defend-
ed. The preference for shared reality should hold for both positive and negative
information, because the functions of shared reality are assumed to be princi-
pally independent of evaluative valence. Hence, the hypothesis of shared reality
provides a useful complement to selfverification theory (e.g.. Swann, 1990) in
understanding the role of self-understanding in social regulation. In addition to
providing an account of how self-understanding develops, shared reality sub-
sumes some predictions of selfverification theory and makes additional predic-
tions about which self-enhancement and self-verification theories are silent.

We explored these hypotheses in two experiments employing a preference
paradigm (Hardin, Higgins, & Schachinger, 1995). In Experiment 1, subjects in-
dicated whom they would prefer to meet in an upcoming study on the basis of
impressions their potential partners supposedly held of them. In Experiment 2,
subjects indicated which aspects of themselves they would prefer to learn more
about from a supposedly newly developed computer program designed to make
personality assessments. In both experiments, the attributes of self on which
subjects made their choices were idiographically constructed from their respons-
es to a questionnaire administered several weeks previously in an ostensibly un-
related psychological battery. In it, subjects had listed attributes they believed
were characteristic of themselves, as well as attributes they believed significant
others thought were characteristic of them. In the experiments, preference judg-
ments were made between (1) attributes that were self-descriptive versus their op-
posites, and (2) self-descriptive attributes that were shared with significant oth-
ers versus those that were not. Hence, the design allowed a replication of the
basic self-verification finding, in which subjects prefer information about them-
sclves that 15 consistent rather than inconsistent with the self-concept. In addi-
tion, the design allowed a test of the prediction unique to the shared-reality hy-
pothesis—in particular, that subjects would prefer information about themselves
that was shared with significant others to unshared self-relevant informarion.

As part of a battery of tasks administered near the beginning of the term,
each subject listed attributes characteristic of the self, as well as attributes be-
lieved about the subject by (1) the subject’s mother, (2) the subject’s father, (3)
the subject’s best friend, (4) people in general, and (5) a typical new acquain-
tance.’ In addition, subjects rated the degree of certainty with which they be-
lieved each attnbute they listed was truly self-descriptive. Subjects’ responses
were utilized in the idiographic construction of individualized attribute sets on
which the preference judgments were made. A self-attribute was defined as
“shared” if subjects believed at least one other thought the attribute characteris-
tic of them, and "unshared” if the attribute was listed as self-descriptive only by
the subject.’ The shared and unshared attributes later given to subjects for their
preference judgments were matched on certainty. Hence, any preferences for
shared self-attributes over unshared self-attributes could not be attributed to dif-
ferences in certainty. Finally, in both experiments, subjects made preference
judgments on attributes that they had listed as self-descriptive, as well as attri-
butes that another "yoked” subject had listed as self-descriptive. This procedure
provided experimental control for any effects of the content of the attributes.



EXPERIMENT 1 Subjects were contacted by telephone, ostensibly to be re-
cruited for an upcoming study concerning “how people get acquainted.” Sub-
jects were asked to choose among several potential interaction partners they
would preter to meet who had supposedly formed impressions of them on the
basis of the psychology inventory they had completed earlier that term. In a
two-phase procedure, subjects were asked to consider the various impressions of
them held by those whe had examined their responses, and to choose whom
they would prefer to meet in the upcoming study. In the first decision phase,
cach attribute and its opposite were presented for a preference judgment. For ex-
ample: “One person thought you scemed opimiomated, but another person
thought you seemed not opinionated. Which person would you prefer to meet?”
Alternatively: “"One person thought you seemed gullible, but another person
thought you seemed mot gullible. Which person would you prefer to meet?” Sub-
jects were given at least three attributes and their opposites they had listed earli-
er as self-descriptive, as well as at least three yoked control attributes and cheir
opposites. In the second decision phase, subjects chose between partners who
held impressions that were “shared” versus “unshared.” Each impression pair
consisted of either positive attributes or negatve attrnibutes. For example: "One
person thought you scemed fazy, but another person thought you seemed de
pressed. Which person would you prefer to meet?” Here too, subjects indicated
their preferences on both self-descriptive attributes and yoked control attributes.
In all, subjects made no more than 12 and no fewer than 8 choices across both
decision phases.

From the perspective of shared reality, subjects were predicted to choose 1o
interact with partners whose impressions were (1) consistent rather than incon-
sistent with their self-concepts, even if the impressions were negative; and (2)
“shared” versus “unshared” attributes, whether positive or negative. As predicted
by both self-verification theory and the shared-reality hypothesis, subjects chose
reliably more partners who held self-consistent rather than inconsistent impres-
sions of them. Not only was the overall relationship reliable, but it remained re-
liable when chdices were broken down by trait valence: Subjects chose partners
whose impressions were consistent rather than inconsistent, whether the impres-
sions were positive or negative. The preference for confirming over disconfirm-
ing partners was not found on the yoked attributes.

Strong support for the unique prediction of shared reality was also found.
Subjects chose reliably more partners whose confirmatory impressions of them
were “shared” rather than “unshared.” Again the relationship held whether the
impressions were positive or negative, suggesting that shared reality 1s not mod-
erated by valence. And, again, the preference for impressions that were shared
versus unshared was not found for the yoked attnbutes.



EXPERIMENT 2 The procedure of Experiment 2 essentially replicated that of
Experiment 1. Subjects were contacted by telephone, ostensibly to be recruited
for an upcoming study concerning “the development of a new computer pro-
gram designed to make personality assessments.” Subjects were told that an ini-
tial run of the program had utilized data from the psychological inventory they
had completed earlier in the term to generate a series of attributes describing
them. Subjects were asked to choose the self-attributes they were most interested
in learning more about in an upcoming study in which the computer program
would generate a more detailed analysis, Subjects indicated their preferences in a
two-phase procedure that mimicked Experiment 1. For example, "One attribute
generated about you was smfocused, but another was excitable. Which would you
prefer to learn more abour?” In all, each subject made 12 choices across both de-
cision phases.

Again, the hypothesis of shared reality predicted that subjects would prefer
to learn more information about aspects of the self that were (1) consistent ver-
sus inconsistent with their self-concepts, and (2) “shared” versus “unshared.”
Replicating Experiment 1, subjects preferred reliably more information that was
consistent rather than inconsistent with their self-concepts whether it was posi-
tive or negative,

Support for the unique prediction of shared reality was also found, repli-
cating Experiment 1, Subjects preferred to learn more about reliably more self-
consistent attributes that were “shared” rather than "unshared” with significant
others, whether the attributes were positive or negative, suggesting that shared
reality 15 not moderated by valence. Importantly, the preference for attributes
that were shared versus unshared was not found for the yoked attributes.

In sum, research from existing literatures as well as from our own laborato-
ry suggests that shared reality is a promising theoretical strategy with which to
integrate understanding of the development and maintenance of selfunder-
standing. Shared reality is implicated in research demonstrating the role of im-
mediate ongoing intéraction in the construction of experience of self, as well as
in research demonstrating that well-established self-concepts may be defended in
new situations that offer alternative understandings of the self. The analysis is
corroborated by direct evidence from our own laboratory, which suggests that
extant self-concepts are defended through the regulation of future social interac-
tion to the extent that they are currently shared with significant others. Hence
shared reality provides one synthesis of the decades-old debate concerning
whether the selfconcept is relatively fixed or fluid. In particular, self-under-
standing emerges from what is recognized and verified in ongoing social inter-
action, and this selfunderstanding may acquire some stability to the extent that
aspects of self are grounded in a network of regular social verification, Finally,
however, the perspective of shared reality implies that even highly valued, long-
held beliefs about the self will not survive indefinitely 1f they cease to be verified
by others or if competing aspects of self are newly recognized and regularly es-
tablished in social interaction. The peculiarities of the degree to which self-<con-
cepts that are not supported by ongoing social verification can be maintained
awaits direct research. However, current assumptions of cognitive theory suggest
that the answer to this question may involve the frequency and recency with
which particular existing aspects of self have been shared, in combination with
what realities are newly established through social interaction.
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