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Abstract

The organization of the adolescent self-pormait is discussed within a framework that focuses on the construction of
multiple setf-representations scross different refational contexts, Contradictions between self-attributes in different
contexts create conflict, beginning in midedolescence when cognitive-developmental strctures allow one to detect
but not resolve oppoesing attributes. Conflict is greater across roles than withia roles. Moreover, for certain roles
(e.g.. self with mother vs. self with father) conflict is higher. Females, particularly those with 2 feminine zender
orientation, report greater conflict involving attributes in more public contexts. Opposing self-atributes afso raise
concemns for adolescents about which anmibutes reflect true versus false self-behaviors. Conflict is meore frequem for
opposing atiributes that pit true against false self-characteristics. False self-behavior is associared with Nabilities
including devaluation of false self-attributes, low self-esteem, and depressive reactions. Perceived SUPPOIT ACTOSS
relational contexts is highly predictive of favorable evaluations of attributes, high self-esteem, and true self-behavior
within corresponding contexts, Straegies for resolving potential contradictions in self-attributes would appear to
emerge as one moves into late adolescence and adulthood, when multiple self-representations are perceived as both
appropriate and desirable, and the individual can achieve some degree of integration through higher level
abstractions and the narrative construction of his or her life story,

Introduction

The study of the self-system has witnessed a
number of shifts within the last two decades
{see Harter, in press-a). Of particular rele-
vance to this article is the shift from a focus
on more global representations of the self to a
multidimensional framework. Earlier theorists
(e.g., Coopersmith, 1967; Rosenberg, 1979)
emphasized constructs such as global self-es-
teem, namely the individual's overall sense of
worth as a person. However, such an ap-
proach has been challenged on the grounds
that it masks important evaluative distinctions
that individuals, beginning in middle child-
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hood, make about their adequacy in different
domains of their lives. The prevailing zeit-
geist, supported by extensive data, under-
scores the fact that multidimensional models
of self far more adequately describe the phe-
nomenology of self-evaluations than do unidi-
mensional models (see Bracken, 1996; Da-
moen & Hart, 1988; Harter, 1982, 1990, 1993
Hattie, 1992; Marsh, 1987, 1989; Mullener &
Laird, 1971; Oosterwegel & Oppenheimer,
1993; Shavelson & Marsh, 1986). Moreover,
differentiation increases with age, such that
the number of domains that can be evaluated
increases across the periods of childhood, ad-
olescence, and adulthood,

From a developmental perspective, mult-
ple self-representations can also be observed
in the proliferation of role-related sebves dur-
ing adolescence. Thus, adolescents come to
describe themselves quite differently across
different interpersonal contexts, for example,
with parents, teachers, classmates, close friends,
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and those in whom they are romantically in-
terested. Historically, William James (1850}
set the stage for the consideration of the
multiple selves thdt may be manifest in differ-
ent interperscnal roles or relationships. James
(1890) concluded that “A man has as many
social selves as there are individeals who rec-
ognize him and carry an image of him in their
mind” (p. 190). Moreover, James noted that
these multiple selves may not all speak with

the same voice. For example, he observed that

“Many a youth who is demure enough before
his parents and teachers, swears and swaggers
like a pirate among his tough young friends”
{p. 169). James noted that multiplicity could
be harmonious, as when an individual is
tender to his children but also sterm with the
soldiers under his command. Alternatively,
there may be a “discordant splitting” if one’s
different selves are experienced as contradic-
tory. James conceptualized such incompatibil-
ity as the “conflict of the different Me’s.”

Despite historical precedent for consider-
ing the multiplicity of the self, theoreticians
in the first half of the century did not embrace
James’ contentions. As Gergen (1968) has ob-
served. there was historical resistance to such
a stance in the form of a “consistency ethic.”
Thus, many scholars placed major emphasis
on the integrated, unified self (Allport, 1961;
Homey, 1950; Jung, 1928; Kelly, 1955;
Lecky, 1945; Mastow, 1961; Rogers, 1951).
For Allport, the self includes all aspects of
personality that make for a sense of inward
unity. Lecky (1945) fashioned an entire the-
ory around the theme of self-consistency, em-
phasizing how behavior expresses the effort
to maintain the integrity and unity of the self.
Epstein (1973, 1981 has more recently ar-
gued that an important criterion that an indi-
vidual's self-theory must meet is internal
consistency, Thus, one’s self-theory will be
threatened by evidence that is inconsistent
with the portrait one has constructed of the
self, or by postulates within the theory that
appear to be coniradictory. Epstein (1981) has
formalized these observations under the rubnic
of the “unity principle,” emphasizing that one
of the most basic needs of the individual is
to maintain the coherence of the concepiual
system that defines the self,
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More recently, the pendulum would appear
to have swung back to an emphasis on multi-
plicity, with increasing zeal for modeis de-
picting how the self varies across situations.
In contrast to the emphasis on unity, several
social psychologists {Gergen, 1968; Mischel,
1973; Vallacher, 1980) have argued that the
most fraitful theory of self must take into ac-
count the multiple roles that people adopt
Thus, Gergen contended that the "popular no-
tion of the self-concept as a unified, consis-
tent, or perceptually whole psychological
structure is possibly ill-conceived” (1968,
p- 306). Although consistency within a rela-
ttonship was deemed desirable, consistency
across relationships was viewed as difficult,
if not impossible, and in all likelihood damag-
ing. That is, people are compelled to adjust
their behavior in accord with the specific na-
ture of the interpersonal relationship and its
situational context. In the extreme, high self-
monitors {Snyder, 1987) frequently and flexi-
bly alter their self-presentation in the service
of creating a positive impression, enacting be-
haviors that they feel are socially appropriate,
and that will preserve critical relationships.
For Gergen, such multiplicity is not only a
response to the demand characteristics of dif-
ferent interperscnal contexts, but also rests
heavily on social comparison. As Gergen
(1977} observes, “In the presence of the de-
vout, we may discover that we are ideo-
logically shallow; in the midst of dedicated
hedonists, we may gain awareness of our
ideological depths™ (1977, p. 154).

Gergen (1991) has more recently elevated
his argument to new heights in his sociocultu-
ral freatise on the “saturated” or “populated”
self. Gergen observes that in our current era
of postmodernism, individuals have been
forced to contend with a swirling sea of multi-
ple social relationships, which in turn requires
the construction of numerous, disparate selves.
In the face of this multiphrenia, individuals
are forced to suspend any demands for per-
sonal coherence. Lifton (1993} develops a
similar theme in his analysis of the emergence
of the postmodern “protean self.” named after
Proteus, the Greek sea god who possessed
many forms. For Lifton, the protean self
emerges out of “confusion. from the wide-
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spread fecling that we are losing our psycho-
togical moorings” (p. 1). He attributes this
confusion to unmanageable historical forces,
rapid societal and economic changes, and so-
cial uncertainties. Lifton is a bit more san-
guine than Gergen, however, emphasizing the
flexibility and resilience of the protean self,
whereas Gergen focuses more on the erosion
of the belief in one’s essential self.

Other social psychologists have also tumed
their attention to the investigation of multiple
self-representations in adults (e.g., Ashmore
& Ogilvie, 1992; Higgins, Van Hook, & Dorf-
man, 1988; Kihlstrom, 1993; Markus &
Cross, 1990; Rosenberg, 1988). Each of these
investigators agree that the self is multifac-
eted, rather than a monolithic, unitary cogni-
tive structure. However, there is less unanim-
ity on the nature of the structure of such
scives and on the extent to which multiple
representations are integrated. For some, the
notion of a hierarchy is preserved (e.g., Kihi-
strom). For others (e.g., Ashmore and Ogil-
vie}, multiple selves form a somewhat loose
“confederation.” Still others believe that cer-
tain {but not all) subsets of self-atiributes are
interconnected (Higgins et al., 1988). In the
extreme, theorists such as Kagan (1991) assert
that the multiple representations of self are
not integrated into an abstract, unitary self.

Differentiation of Multiple Selves
During Adolescence

From a developmental perspective, there is
considerable evidence that the self becomes
increasingly differentiated. As stated pre-
viousty, in addition to domain-specific self-
cvaluations, findings reveal that during ado-
lescence there is a proliferation of selves that
vary as a function of social context. These in-
clude self with father, mother, close friend,
romantic partner, peers, as well as the self in
the role of student, on the job, and as athlete
{Bresnick, 1986, 19935, Gecas, 1972; Griffin,
Chassin, & Young, 1981; Hart, 1988; Harter &
Monsour, 1992; Smollar & Youniss, 1985).
For example, the adolescent may be depressed
and sarcastic with parents, caring and rowdy
with friends, curious and attentive as a stu-
dent, and flirtatious but also self-conscious
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with someone in whom one is romantically
interested. A critical developmental task of
adolescence, therefore, is the construction of
multiple selves in different roles and relation-
ships.

Developmentatists highlight both cognitive
and social processes that contribute to this
proliferation of selves. Cognitive-develop-
mental advances aliow the adolescent to make
grealer differentiations among role-related at-
tributes (see Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Can-
field, 1986; Harter, 1990; Harter & Monsour,
1992; Keating, 1990). Moreover, these ad-
vances conspire with socialization pressures,
leading to the emergence of different selves
in different relational contexts (see Erikson,
1938, 1968; Grotevant & Cooper, 1983, 1986:
Hill & Holmbeck, 1986; Rosenberg, 1986).
For example, bids for autonomy from parents
make it important to define oneself differently
with peers in contrast to parents (see also
Steinberg & Silverberg, 1986; White, Speis-
man, & Costos, 1983). Rosenberg (1986)
points to another component of the differenti-
ation process in observing that as one moves
throngh adolescence, one is more likely to be
treated differently by those in different rela-
tional contexts. Such differentiation should
produce less overlap in those role-related at-
tributes that are dentified as salient self-de-
scriptors, which is precisely what our research
reveats. In two studies from our own labora-
tory (Harter & Monsour, 1992; Bresnick, 1986)
we have found that the percentage of overlap
in self-attributes generated for different social
contexts decreases during adolescence, from
253% to 30% for young adolescents to a low
of approximately 10% among older teenagers.

Contradictions and conflict
between artributes

The fact that adolescents perceive themselves
differently in different relational contexts sets
the stage for attributes to be considered con-
tradictory. Indeed, James® “conflict of the dif-
ferent Me’s” would appear to be particularly
salient during adolescence. A certain level of
intrapsychic conflict over opposing attributes
in the adolescent self-portrait would appear to
be normative. However, excessive conflict ex-
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perienced by particular individuals may put
one at psychological risk (as will become
more evident later in this article).

There has been little in the way of system-
atic, empirical efforts that explore the extent
to which opposing role-related attributes pro-
voke conflict in the developing adolescent.
Thus, we have embarked upon a program of
research to address these issues. In an injtial
study from our laboratory (Harter & Monsour,
1992) we focused on the phenomenological
confliet provoked by the identification of op-
posing or contradictory role-related attributes
{e.g., cheerful vs. depressed, rowdy vs. calm,
studious vs. lazy, at ease vs. self-conscious)
within the adolescent self-portrait. Adoles-
cents at three grade levels (7th, 9th, and 11th)
first generated lists of self-descriptors for four
roles: self with friends, with parents, in ro-
mantic relationships, and in the classroom.
They then transferred each attribute to a large
circle, which allowed for a spatial representa-
tion of their seif-portrait. They were asked to
arrange their attributes in one of three concen-
tric circles (center, intermediate, and outer)
corresponding to importance of each attribute.
They were then asked to identify pairs of attri-
butes that represented opposing characteris-
tics, as well as which of these opposites they
experienced as conflicting or clashing.

Across five converging indices (mean
number of opposites, mean number of con-
flicts, percent of opposites in conflict, percent
of subjects reporting that at least one opposite
caused conflict, and percent of subjects re-
porting that opposites made them feel con-
fused), the same pattern emerged. Atiributes
identified as contradictory and experienced
as conflicting did not appear with great fre-
gquency among young adolescents. However,
they peaked for those in midadolescence, and
then showed a slight decline for older adoles-
cents. Examples of conflicting atiibutes in-
cluded being serious at school but fun-loving
with friends, being happy with friends but de-
pressed with family, being caring with family
but inconsiderate with peers, being ialkative
as well as shy in romantic relationships, and
being both attentive and lazy at school.

From a cognitive-developmental perspec-
tive, how might an increase in contradictions
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and conflict within the adolescents’ self-por-
traits be explained? Why do their self-theories
not meet the criterion of infernal consistency
{Epstein, 1973)? Those of a Piagetian per-
suasion would argue that with the advent of
formal operations in early adolescence, one
should have the cognitive tools necessary to
construct an integrated theory in which the
postulates are internally consistent, and there-
fore not troublesome. However, our findings
critically challenge such an expectation, and
therefore demand an explanation thal moves
beyond classic Piagetian theory.

Thus, in interpreting the developmenial
data, we initially tummed to Fischer’s neo-
Piagetian cognitive-developmental  theory
(Fischer, 1980; Fischer & Lamborn, 1989).
Unlike classic Piagetian theory which posits
the single stage of formal operations for the
period of adolescence and beyond, Fischer
identifies four stages through which develop-
ment proceeds, beginning in early adoles-
cence. Moreover, there are liabilities associ-
ated with the stage observed in midadolescence.
According to this formulation, early adoles-
cent thought is characterized by “single ab-
stractions” in which one can construct rudi-
mentary, abstract self-descriptors, for example,
self-conscious, at-ease, awesome, dorky,
cheerful, depressed, etc. However, young ado-
lescents do not yet have the cognitive ability
to simultaneously compare these abstractions
to one another, and therefore they tend not to
detect, or be concerned over, self-atiributes
that are potential opposites (e.g., seli~con-
sctous vs. at ease). As one young adolescent
put it, when confronted with the fact that he
had indicated that he was both “nice” and
“mean,” “Well, you are mice to youor friends
and then mean to people who don’t treat vou
nicely; there’s no problem. I guess I just think
about one thing about myself at a time and
don’t think about the other until the next day.”
When another young adolescent was asked
whiy opposing attributes did not bother her,
she succinctly exclaimed: “That’s a stupid
question, 1 don’t fight with myself!”

During midadolescence, the cognitive skills
(namely, “abstract mappings™) necessary (o
compare single abstractions begin o emerge.
This particular substage should usher in the
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need to integrate multiple attributes into a the-
ory of one’s personality that is coherent and
unified. However, the ability to “map” con-
structs about the self onto one another for the
purposes of comparison also represents a lia-
bility since the adelescent does not yet pos-
sess the ahility to integrate seemingly oppos-
ing postulates {e.g., depressed and cheerfui).
As aresult, they are experienced as contradic-
tions with the self-systemn that may also pro-
voke intrapsychic conflict. As one 14-year-
old put it, “T really think I am a happy person
and | want to be that way with everyone but
I get depressed with my family and it really
bugs me because that's not what I want to
be like.” Another 15-year-old, in describing
a conflict within her romantic relationships,
exclaimed, “I hate the fact that I get so ner-
vous! I wish I wasn’t so inhibited. The real
me is talkative, I just want to be natural but [
can’t.” Another 15-year-old girl explained
that, “T really think of myself as friendly and
open to people, but the way the other girls act,
they force me to become an introvert, even
though I know I'm not.” In exasperation, one
ninth grader observed of the self-portrait she
had constructed, “Its not right, it should all fit
together mto one piece!”

According to Fischer's theory, consolida-
tion and coordination should be more likely
tn later adolescence, with the emergence of
“abstract systems,” since they allow one to
integrate or resoive seeming contradictions
within the self-theory. For exampie, the ten-
dency to be both cheerful and depressed can
be coordinated under higher order abstrac-
tions such as “moody” or “temperamental.”
As one older adolescent explained, “Some-
umes I'm really happy and sometimes I get
depressed, I'm just a moody person.” Older
adolescents also can and do (Harter & Mon-
sour, 1992) normalize or find value in seem-
ing inconsistency, suggesting that it would be
unnatural if not weird to act simifarky with ev-
ervone. Rather, they report that it is desirable
io be different across relational contexts. One
teenager indicated that, “You can be shy on a
date, and then outgoing with friends because
you are just different with different peaple;
you can’t always be the same person and
probably shouldn’t be.” As another older ado-
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lescent put it, “There’s a time you should lis-
ten and a time you should talk. You can do
both.”

The major developmental differences, there-
fore, reflect an increase in the detection of op-
posing attributes and the associated phenome-
nological experience of conflict associated
with multiple role-related selves, particularly
as individuals move from early- to midadoles-
cence. Such a developmental shift can be in-
terpreted within neo-Plagetian models that
identify cognitive advances and liahilities that
reflect substages during the period of adoles-
cence. For those older adolescents who can
normalize seeming contradictions or integrate
them at more abstract levels of thought, there
may be some reduction in the conflict experi-
enced, although these processes can be ex-
pecied to continue well into adulthood.

Are there more coatradictions across or
within roles? We have also extended our anal-
ysis to parameters of the conflict experienced
between opposing attributes that go beyond
cognitive-developmental explanations. Thus,
we were curious about whether there are more
opposing  aitributes and associated conflict
within particular roles (e.g.. rowdy vs. quiet
with {riends) or across different roles (e.g.,
tense with a romantic other but relaxed with
friends), This issue has been briefly addressed
in the adult (although not the adolescent) liter-
ature. Among those social psycheologists whe
have focused on the adult self, it has been ar-
gued that consistency within a particular rela-
tionship is critical; therefore, perceived viola-
tions of this consistency ethic, where one
displays opposing attributes within the same
role, should be particularly discomforting to
the individual (Gergen, 1968; Vallacher, 1980).
According to these theorists, the adoption of
different behaviors in different roles should be
less problematic or conflictual for adults,
since they represent an appropriate adaptation
to different relational contexts rather than in-
consistency.

From a developinental perspective, we did
not expect these particular processes to be in
place during adolescence. Adolescents are ac-
tively concerned with creating, defining, and
differentiating role-related selves. As reported
earlier, this preoccupation results in relatively



840

little overlap in the self-attributes associated
with different roles, particularly as one moves
through adolescence. As our cognitive-devel-
opmental analysis indicated, perceived oppo-
sition between differing attributes across rela-
tional contexts should become more marked
or salient, beginning in midadolescence when
teenagers develop the cognitive ability to de-
tect seeming contradictions. Thus, the sa-
lience of these differences should cause ado-
lescents to identify more opposing attributes
across roles than within roles. Perceived con-
flict caused by opposing atiributes should also
be greater across roles, particularly with the
onset of midadolescence, when teenagers can
begin to compare characteristics across such
roles but cannot integrate these salient and
seemingly contradictory self-attributes.

Findings from two different studies con-
ducted in our laboratory (Bresnick, 1986,
1995} confirmed these expectations in that
there were significantly more opposing attri-
butes and a greater percentage of opposing at-
tributes in conflict identified across, com-
pared to within, roles. In the first study, which
tncluded six different roles (self with mother,
father, friends, in the classroom, in romantic
relationships, and on the job), across-role op-
posing atirtbutes were more frequent (M=
3.68) than were within-role opposites (M=
1.56). This pattern was confirmed in a second
study which included five roles, all of which
represented interpersonal relationships (self
with mother, father, best friend, a group of
friends, and a romantic interest) as opposed 10
more general contexis such as the classroom
or on the job. In this second study, opposing
atiributes across roles attributes {M = 2.72)
were significantly more frequent than were
within-role contradictions (M = .50). Those
opposing attributes experienced as in conflict
followed the same pattern,

Figure 1 presents the data for opposing at-
tributes both across- and within-roles as a
function of developmental level. Consistent
with our earlier work (Harter & Monsour,
1992, young adolescents reported fewer op-
posing attributes than either those in mid- or
late adolescence. However, the slight decline
in opposing atirtbutes and conflicts found for
older adolescents in the earlier study was only
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obtained for the within-role characteristics. As
can be seen in Figure 1, for those across-role
attributes, there was a systematic develop-
mental increase in opposing atiributes, par-
ticalarly noteworthy between early- and
midadolescence. The fact that six roles were
mncluded in the first Bresnick study {compared
to only four in the original Harter and Mon-
sour study) may have been partly responsible
for the increase into late adolescence, since
the inclusion of additional roles increased the
probability that opposing attributes might be
detected. That is, there were 15 possible role
pairs that might contain contradictions com-
pared to only 6 role pairs in the criginal study.
(However, as will become appareat, this in-
crease is primarily because of the reporis of
female adolescents.)

Rosenberg (1986) points to a feature of the
soctalization process during adolescence that
may contribute to the greaier number of con-
tradictory attribute pairs, coupled with con-
flict, that were reported across roles. He ob-
serves that as the individnal moves through
the adolescent years, he/she is more likely 1o
be responded to differently by those in differ-
ent relational contexis. Thus, significant oth-
ers across varying relationships increasingly
pull for the display of different personal ateri-
butes, leading to what Rosenberg labels the
“baromeiric self” of the adolescent. This vola-
tility, in turn, should contribute to the percep-
tion that one’s differing characteristics are in
conflict. Thus, it would appear that a combi-
nation of cognitive and social factors lead to
developmental increases in the number of op-
posing and conflicting attributes identified
across role-related, multiple self-representa-
tions.

Are more opposites and conflicts reported
across some roles compared to others? The
demonstration that opposing attributes, ac-
companied by conflict, may be more frequent
across particular role pairs would suggest the
need to move beyond mere cognitive-devel-
opmental explanations. Since the original
study (Harter & Monsour, 1992), we have
broadened the range of roles and focused on
whether some role combinations are more
problematic than others. In increasing the
number of roles, we separated reports of self-
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Figure 1. Mean number of opposing attributes across and within roles at three periods of

adolescence.

attributes  with mother and with father
(whereas initially we merely enguired about
self with “parents™). The separation of attri-
butes with each parent thus enhances the like-
fihood that characteristics with each may con-
tradict attributes in roles with peers: it also
creates the potential for attributes with mother
versus with father to be in opposition to each
other. Along with increasing the number of
roles, we have modified our precedure some-
what to facilitate adolescents’ understanding
of the task and their ability to manage more
roles. A sample protocol from an older female
adolescent is presented in Figure 2. Adoles-
cents are first asked to generate six attributes
for each role, writing them on the lines associ-
ated with each interpersonal context. They
then, as in the previous procedure, identify
any pairs of attributes that are perceived to
reflect opposites by connecting them with
lines. Next they indicate whether any of these
opposites are experienced as clashing or in
conflict with each other, by putting arrow-
heads on the lines connecting those pairs of
opposites.

Across three different studies (Bresnick,
1986, 1995; Carsen, 1985) we have consis-

tently found that opposing attributes were
most frequent for the combination of self with
mother versus self with father. Examples have
included being close with mother but distant
with father, stubborn with mother versus re-
spectful with father, open with mother but not
open with father, at ease with mother but de-
fensive with father, hostile with mother but
cheerful with father. Opposing attributes with
mother versus father greatly contributed to the
developmental differences in across-role op-
posites depicted in Figure I, as well as to gen-
der differences that will be discussed.

Also coniributing to increases in opposing
attributes and conflicts with age was the ten-
dency for opposites between attributes involv-
ing self with a given parent to conflict with
attributes in peer relationships. Examples in-
cluded being short-tempered with mother ver-
sus a good listener in romantic relationships,
respectful with  father but assertive with
friends, distant from my father but attentive
with a romantic interest. Adolescent bids for
autonomy from parents (Cooper, Grotevant, &
Condon, 1983), coupled with the increasing
imporiance of the peer group (Brown, 1990;
Savin~Williams & Berndt, 1990), would lead
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to the expectation that atiributes expressed
with mother and father might well differ from
those displayed with peers (namely, friends
and romantic partners), leading o a greater
potential for contradictions,

However, why should adolescents report in-
creasingly different characteristics with moth-
er and father? Here, we can only speculate.
Family therapists observe that children and
adolescents typically develop different rela-
tionships with each parent, which in turn may
cause the salient attnibutes in each relation-
ship to vary considerably. Contributing to
these dynamics is the fact that each parent
may have a different set of expectations about
those child characteristics that he or she val-
ues and therefore atiempts to foster. Thus, the
adolescent may become caught in a struggle
between two parents who are encouraging and
reinforcing different facets of hisfher person-
ality, provoking opposing atiributes and re-
sulting conflict. Secondly, both of these roles,
self with mother and self with father, occur
within the same general context, namely the
family; however, behaviors across other mul-
tiple roles are not as likely to simultanecusly
occur, since they are typically displayed in
different situational contexts. Thus, these par-
ticular conditions may exacerbate the contra-

dictions and conflicts that adolescents experi-
ence in their respective roles with mother
versus father. Finally, in one study (Bresnick,
1995) we included two contexts that con-
trasted self with a group of friends and self
with one’s best friend. Attributes in opposi-
tion and conflict were relatively frequent
across these two roles as well. Examples in-
cluded being sarcastic with a group of friends
but caring with a best friend, and being rowdy
with a group of friends but guiet with a best
friend. If a best friend is also part of one’s
larger circle of friends, behaving differently
toward each in the same potentially overlap-
ping contexts may be particularly distressing.
In this study we also asked participants to
rate the importance of being consistent across
each of the role pair combinations (“how
important is it to you to act the same with
and 7). Adolescents reported
that it was significantly more important to be
consisient with mother and with father (M =
3.0), as well as with a best friend and a group
of frends (M =3.0), than in all other role
pairs (M = 2.3, combined). Thus, more oppo-
sites and associated conflict may be experi-
enced because adolescents feel they are viola-
ting their goal of acting consistently across
these contexts,
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Are there gender differences in opposites
and conflicts? Although no gender differences
were initially anticipated, we have docu-
mented the fact that females report signifi-
cantly more opposites and conflicis than do
males, a finding obtained in every study we
have conducted (Bresnick, 1986, 1995; Car-
son, 1985:; Harter & Monsour, 1992). In addi-
tion to highly significant main effects for gen-
der, the pattern reveals that gender dafferences
increase during mid- and late adolescence. In
our more recent studies in which we have sep-
arated the roles of mother versus father, we
find that the developmental increases in the
opposites and conflicts reported for this par-
ticular role pair were significantly greater for
females compared to males. Moreover, we
have recently documented (Bresnick, 19935)
that females become more upset over conflict-
ing attributes across early, mid-, and late ado-
lescence, whereas males systernatically be-
come less upset.

To date, we have offered only a general in-
terpreiation of these gender differences, draw-
ing upon those frameworks that emphasize
the greater importance of relationships for fe-
males than males (Chodorow, 198%; Fichen-
baum & Orbach, 1983; Gilligan, 1982; Jor-
dan, 1991; Miller, 1986; Rubin, 1985). These
theorists posit that the socialization of girls
involves far more embeddedness within the
family, as well as more concern with connect-
zdness to others. Boys, in contrast, forge a
path of independence and autonomy in which
the logic of moral and social decisions takes
precedence cver affective responses to signifi-
cant others. In extrapolating from these obser-
vations, we have suggested that in an effort to
maintain the mulliple relationships that girls
are developing during adolescence, and to
create harmony among these necessarily dif-
ferentiated roles, opposing attributes within
the self become particularly saltent as well ag
problematic. Boys, in contrast, can move
mare facilely among their different roles and
multiple selves to the extent that such roles
are logically viewed as more independent of
one another. However, these general observa-
ilons require further refinemesn:, including an
empirical examination of precisely which fac-
ets of the relational worlds of adolescent fe-
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males and males are specifically relevant to
gender differences in opposing attributes dis-
plaved across different contexts.

Closer examination of gender effects re-
veals that it is a subset of female adolescents
who report more opposites and greater con-
flict, compared to males (Bresnick, 1995). In
another recent dissertation (Johnson, 1999),
we have determined that adolescent females
who endorse a feminine gender orientation
may be particularly vulnerable to the experi-
ence of opposing attributes and associated
conflict, Feminine adolescent females, coim-
pared to females who endorse an androgynous
orientation, report more conflict, particularly
in roles that involve teachers, classmates, and
male friends {as compared to parents and fe-
male friends). Several hypotheses are worth
pursuing in this regard. Is it that feminine
girls repert more contradictions in contexts
where they feel they may be acting inappro-
priately by violating feminine stereotypes of
behavior? Given that femininity on sex-role
inventories is largely defined by caring, sensi-
tivity, and attentiveness to the needs and feel-
ings of others, might female adolescents who
adopt this orentation (and eschew masculine
atiributes) be more preoccupied with relation-
ships. making opposing attributes and accom-
panying conflict more salient? Moreover,
might it be more tmportant for feminine girls
lo be consistent across relationships, a stance
that may be difficalt to sustain? These are
new directions in which this work needs to
proceed.

True Versus False Seif-Behavior

The construction of multiple selves in which
different atiributes are perceived as contradic-
tory should understandably provoke some
concern over which of the opposing attributes
in a given pair reflects one’s “true self.”* Our
own work has revealed that this proliferation
of selves does engender problematic questions
for adolescents about which is “the real me,”
particularly when atribwtes in different roles
appear contradictory {e.g., cheerful with
friends bul depressed with parents). During
our mulliple-selves procedure, 2 number
of adolescents spontansously agonized over
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which of the attributes represented their “true
self.” The salience of this issue has been fur-
ther documented by our subsequent findings
demonstrating that adolescents can readily
distinguish true and false self-behaviors.

When asked (o define true self-behavior,
adolescents’ descriptions include the “real me
inside,” “saying what you really think,” “ex-
pressing your opinion.” In contrast, false self-
behavior i1s defined as “being phony,” “not
stating your true opinion,” “saying what you
think others want to hear” (Harter, Marold,
Whitesell, & Cobbs, 1996). These observa-
tions converge with what Gilligan and col-
leagues (Gilligan, 1982; Gillipan, 1993; Gilh-
gan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1989) have referred
to as “loss of voice,” namely the suppression
of one’s thoughts and opinions. In developing
questionnaires that specifically address the
extent to which adolescents engage in false
self-behavier, we have found that many sixth
graders do not embrace this concept. They
will enquire into what it means, or staie that
it doesn’t make sense because they are always
their true selves, The distinction between true
and false self behavior is, however, well un-
derstood by seventh graders, and becomes in-
creasingly salient among those in midadoles-
cence and beyond.

Our contextual approach to adolescent
self-processes has prompted us to enquire, in
recent studies of the muttiple selves that ado-
lescents construct, whether they display more
false self-attributes in some contexts com-
pared to others. Across these studies, each of
which has addressed slightly different roles,
there is a general pattern. The highest levels
of false seif-behavior (30% to 40% of attri-
butes} are displayed with one’s father and (for
female adolescents from an all-girls school
environment} with boys in social situations
(Johnson, 1993). (We have not yet asked male
adolescents to report on females in social situ-
ations.) Lower levels of false self-behavior
{20-25%} are reported with classmates, teach-
ers, and one’s mother. The least false self-be-
havior is reported in relationships with close
friends (10-13%). Thus, true sel-behavior
{the reciprocal of false self-behavior) in-
creases across these three types of relational
contexts. A similar pattern is obtained in our
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studies of the extent to which adolescents are
able to voice their opinions (Harter et al., in
press).

Does the perceived authenticity of attri-
butes predict conflict? In two recent studies
of multiple self-representations across roles,
we have asked adolescents to indicate whether
cach aitribuie they penerate represents true or
false self-behavior. With these evaluations,
we have heen able to address the authenticity
of attributes in pairs judged to be conflictual.
We were curious about whether conflicts were
more frequent between pairs of attributes in
which one was judged true and the other faise,
between two true self-attributes, or between
two false self-attributes. In both studies (Bres-
nick, 1993; Johnson, 1995) the pattern was
the same. Conflict is significantly more likely
to occur among attribute pairs in which one
characteristic of the self was judged to be true
self-behavior, whereas the other was deemed
false self-behavior (58% and 60% of zall con-
flicts, respectively, across the two studies).
Less common were conflicts between two at-
tributes both judged to reflect true self-behav-
ior {29% and 34%). Conflicts between two
faise self-attributes were negligible (13% and
6%). Thus, it is those opposing attribute pairs
representing one false and one true self-be-
havior that are particularly problematic in pro-
voking conflict within the adolescent’s self-
theory.

We have also, in some studies, enquired
into the reasons that adolescents report for
why opposing attributes cause conflict, and
these reasons paraliel the fndings cited
above. In two such studies (Bresnick, 1986;
Harter & Monsour, 1992) the largest reason
category included explanations in which a be-
havior violated the adolescent’s perception of
who he/she was or wanted t¢c be (53% and
449% of all reasons, respectively). As one ado-
lescent put it, “T really think of myself as a
happy person and [ want to be that way with
everyone because I think that's my true self,
but I get depressed with my family and it bugs
me because that’s not what T want to be like
or who T am.” Another subject explained that
T hate the fact that 1 get so nervous on a date,
so inhibited. The real me is talkative, I just
want o be natural” Another observed: “I am
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a patient person, particularly with friends, and
want 10 be. but then I get impartient with my
mom.” In these reasons it would appear that
the conflicts represent a behavior experienced
as “false,” which clashes with an attribute that
is perceived to reflect more true self-behavior.

A second category of reasons offered for
conflict seems to reflect opposing atiributes
where each member of the pair represents true
self behaviors; the frequency across the same
two studies was 36% and 29%, respectively.
As one adolescent explained, “I'm close with
my family and fun-loving with my friends,
and that’s how I want 1o be. but sometimes
these work against each other.” Another ob-
served, “F'm glad I can be emotional with my
mother but I'm more naturally reserved with
my father.”

A third category of reasons offered for
why opposing atiributes conflict is that the
significant others in each relational context
expeet or elicit different behaviors {11% and
20%, respectively). For example, one adoles-
cent noted that "My teachers expect me {o be
serious but my friends want me to be rowdy.”
Another explained how “On a date | get with-
drawn and self-conscious and just the oppo-
site with my friends where 1 can get very sar-
castic. but I don’t like being either way, that's
not me.” Although adolescents providing such
reasons do not always explicitly indicate that
each oppesing atiribute represents a form of
false seif-behavior, the implication in their ex-
planations is that they are behaving in ways
that others call for, rather than how they feel
they really are, or would prefer o act.

In a recent study (Bresmick, 1995), in
which adolescents were asked to rate each at-
tribute with regard to whether it reflected true
versus false seif-behavior, we also included a
checklist of reasons for why atiributes con-
flicted. One reason specified that “How I act
isn’t how I really am, it isn't my true self.”
We found that adolescents checked this rea-
son for 69% of the conflicts that involved one
true and one false self-behavior, suggesting
their awareness of why these attributes clashed.
A second reason in the checklist was that
“One part of me wanis to be one way and
another part wanis me to be a different way.”
This reason was endorsed for 77% of the con-
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flicts that involved two true self-attributes,
suggesting at least their preference that these
be manifestations of their true self. Finally,
a third reason specified that “Certain people
expect me to be one way and other people
expect me to be different.” This reason was
checked for 65% of the conflicts involving
two false self-atiributes. suggesting that attri-
butes elicited by the demands of others are
more fikely to be experienced as false, Thus,
the findings for the reasons offered for con-
flict provide converging evidence that dimen-
sions invelving the autheaticity of one’s be-
havior are quite salient.

Heow Much do Adolescents Like the
Attributes They Display Across Roles?

We have recently extended our contextual ap-
proach to muitiple self-representations by en-
quiring into whether adolescents /ike their at-
tributes more in some refationships compared
to others. Thus, in two studies {(Bresnick,
1993, Johnson, 1993) we asked participanis to
rate how much they liked each attribute, on a
4-point scale {(where a score of 4 reflected the
most positive evaluation and a score of 1 rep-
resented the most megative evaluation). The
roles varied somewhat across the two siudies.
In the first {Bresnick, 1993), self-attributes
with father were rated most negatively (M=
2.78}, self with mother as well as with a group
of friends was given slightly higher ratings
{M = 2.90), whereas self-atfributes with close
friend were rated the most desirable (M=
3.27). In the Johnson dissertation, where fe-
male subjects from an ail-girls high school
were polled, the atiributes they liked least
(M = 2.64) were displayed with boys in social
situations. Attributes with classmates, parents
(no distinction between mother and father),
and teachers were rated more positively
(M =310, combined), and auributes with
close friends were evaluated the most posi-
tively (M = 3.55). This paitern directly paral-
lels that obtained for the percentage of true
and false selftaitributes reported in that the
greater the percentage of true self-attributes
displayed, the more positively the attributes
were evaloated. More direct confirmation for
this tink is documented by the correlations be-
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tween the percentage of true self-behavior and
the liking ratings. In the Bresnick study, these
correlations ranged from .47 to .58 across re-
lational contexts; in the Johnson study, the
range was from .53 to .60, Thus, adolescents
find their true self-attributes to be more desir-
able, while they devalue those judged to re-
flect false self-behavior.

Relational self-esteem

The fact that adolescents evaloate their attri-
butes more positively in some relational con-
texts than others converges with other evi-
dence (Harter, Waters, & Whitesell, in press)
that adolescents report differing levels of self-
esteem across different relationships. In this
study, we examined high school students’ per-
ceptions of their worth as a person across four
confexts, with parents, teachers, male class-
mates, and female classmates. We obtained a
clear, four-factor solution with negligible
cross-loadings, reflecting the fact that older
adolescents make distinctions among their
feelings of self-esteem in these relationships.
Across the sample, the average discrepancy
between adolescents’ highest and lowest self-
esteem scores was 1 (where the maximum
could be 3). In the extreme, some adolescents
did report the maximum. For example, one
subject reported the lowest possible self-es-
teem (1.0) with her parents in contrast to the
highest possible value (4.0) with female class-
mates. More recently, we have examined our
relatiopal self-esteem construct in a middle
school population, where the contexts in-
cluded mother, father, siblings, peers, and
close friends. Once again, a very clear factor
struciure emerged, revealing that younger ad-
olescents also make distinctions in their per-
ceptions of worth as a persomn, across rela-
tional contexis.

Why should adolescents evaluate their at-
tributes differently across contexts? With re-
gard to factors that might be responsible for
why individuals evalvate both their specific
attributes as well as overall self-esteem dif-
ferenily across contexts, we have adopted
Cooley’s {1902) looking-glass self-perspec-
tive as one framework for explaining these
differences. According to this model, the
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opinions of significant others, who serve as
social mirrors into which one gazes, become
incorporated into evaluations of self. Consid-
erable evidence now reveals that perceived
approval or validation from significant others,
notably parents and peers for adolescents, is a
powerful predictor of global self-esteern
(Harter, 1950, in press-a; Rosenberg, 1979).
We reasoned that context-specific support
should be even more predictive of adoles-
cems’ perceptions of worth, as well as the
evaluation of specific attributes, in the corre-
sponding context compared to other contexts.
The findings clearly confirm this expectation
{Harter et al., in press). The correlations be-
tween validation support and relational self-es-
teern in the corresponding contexts range from
49 to .64 (M= 534}, In contrast, the correla-
tions between validation support in given con-
texts and the relational self-esteem in different
contexts range from .22 to 41 (M = 33).
Similar links between support and self-
evaluations have been demonstrated when we
ask adolescents to rate how much they like
their specific atiributes across muliiple roles,
In one such study (Johnsom, 1995) partici-
pants were also asked to rate the level of sup-
port that they received from others in each
context. Across six different contexts, the pat-
tern was the same. Those reporting low sup-
port liked their attributes least well (M = 2.64
across contexts, combined). Those acknowl-
edging moderate support evaluated their attn-
butes more positively (M =3.01), and those
reporting high levels of support found their
attributes to be the most favorable (M = 3.27).
As would be expected, given the correlation
between the positivity of evaluations and the
percentage of true self-attnibutes, higher levels
of support are associated with more true self-
behavior. A similar pattern has been obtained
in other studies of true self-behavior (see
Harter et al., 1996} as well as in our examina-
tion of the ability to voice one’s opinions
where higher levels of “voice” are associated
with higher levels of support (Harter, Wa-
ters, & Whitesell, 1997). However, these
studies do not speak directly to the direction-
ality of these effects. Is it that displays of true
self-behavior and voice gamer more approval,
or is it that if one receives support, one i$
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more likely to display true self-behaviors, in-
ctuding the expression of one’s opinion? It is
likely that both processes are operative and
reinforce each other within a given context,
perpetuating differences in the level of true
self-behavior as well as the evaluation of attri-
butes and self-esteem across contexts.

Self-Organization During Adolescence:
Normative and Pathological Implications

Given normative cognitive-developmental ad-
vances as well as socialization pressures dur-
ing adolescence, it is inevitable that multiple
context-dependent selves will hecome differ-
entiated during adolescence. As our findings
have revealed, there is decreasing overlap
among those attributes that adolescents iden-
tify as most salient across relational contexts.
Differences in the attributes associated with
different contexts, in turn, intrcduce the po-
tenial for some to be viewed as contradictory,
leading fo perceived conflict between atiri-
butes in the adolescent self-portraii, Such con-
flict will be exacerbated as one moves into
midadolescence, where the emerging cogni-
tive-developmenial structures allow one to de-
tect but not resolve such contradictions,

Thus, a certain level of conflict will be
normative, particojarly during  midadoles-
cence. That is, tecnagers at this level of devel-
opment do not yet possess the skills necessary
o integrate those opposing attributes that
come to define the loose confederation of
multiple selves that have proliferated. How-
ever, certain individuwals, as well as sub-
groups, may be more vulnerable o conflict.
For exampie, we have identified 2 subset of
girls, namely those with a feminine gender
orientation, that are more prone to conflict,
particularly among atiributes that are dis-
played in public arenas such as in the class-
room, as well as with boys in social situa-
tions.

The chalienges posed by the need to create
different selves are also exacerbated for ethnic
minority youth in this country who must
bridge “multiple worlds,” as Cooper and her
colleagues point out (Cooper. in press; Coo-
per, Jackson, Azmitia, Lopez, & Dunbar,
19935). Minority youth must move between
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multiple contexts, some of which may be with
members of their own ethnic group, including
family and friends, and some of which may be
populated by the majority culre, including
teachers, classmates, and other peers who may
not share the values of their family of origin.
Rather than assume that all ethaic minority
youth will react similarty to the need to cope
with such multiple worlds, Cooper and col-
leagues have highlighted several different pat-
terns of adjustinent. Some youth are able o
move facilely across the borders of their mal-
tiple worlds, in large part because the values
of the family, teachers, and peers are rela-
tively simiiar. Others, for whom there is less
congruence in values across contexts, adopt a
bicultural stance, adapting to the world of
family, as well as to that of the larger commu-
nity. Others find the transition across these
psychological borders more difficult, and some
find it totally unmanageable. Particularly in-
teresting is the role that certain parents play in
helping adolescents navigate these contextual
waters, leading to more successfol adaptations
for some than others.

The differentiation of multiple selves will
be of particular concern to developmental psy-
chopathologists o the extent that it is associ-
ated with a number of negative correlates and
outcomes, These include excessive conflict
between attributes in multiple roles, high lev-
els of false self-behavior, and the devaluation
of those characteristics that define one’s role-
related behavior. Moreover, each of these
variables is, in wm, associated with fower
levels of social support as welt as low rela-
tional self-esteem in the corresponding con-
text. In addition, we know from previous
stuches (see Harter, in press-a; Harter et al.,
1996) that low self-esteem and high levels of
false self-behavior are predictive of depres-
sive reactions including depressed affect, low
energy level, and hopelessness. The percep-
tion that certain self-atiributes are false would
seem 1o be very central to this constellation
of liabilides.

A basic claim of theorists concerned with
false self-behavior is that lack of authenticity
has negative outcomes or correlates. Gilligan
and colteagues (Gilligan et al., 1989; Gilligan,
1993y, as well as others (see Jordan, 1991:
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Jordan, Kaplan, Miller, Stiver, & Surrey,
1991: Lerner, 1993, Miller, 1986, 1951) ob-
serve that suppression of the self leads to lack
of zest which, in the extreme form, will be
manifest as depressive symptoms and associ-
ated liabilities such as low self-esteem. In our
own studies of seif-reported level of false
self-behavior (e.g., Harter et al, 1996), we
have demonstrated that adolescents highest in
false self-behavior reported the lowest level
of global self-esteem and were the most likely
to report depressive affect. Moreover, they ac-
knowledged that they were much less likely
to be in touch with their true self-attributes.
With adults, we have demonstrated that those
reporting iack of authenticity with a spouse or
partner also report lower self-esteem and
more depressed affect than those who were
able to be their true selves {Harter, Waiers,
Pettitt, Whitesell, Kofkin, & Jordan, 1997).
Thus, the pattern reveals that those who expe-
rience greater levels of false self-behavior are
at risk for negative outcomes than can be
quite debilitating, from a mental healih per-
spective.

Origing of false self-behavior

In a previous section #t was observed that the
very proliferation of multiple selves during
adolescence, including the detection of con-
tradictory attributes in different roles, raises
concerns for the adolescent about which attri-
butes are the “real me.” Gergen (1991} echoes
this theme in noting that the need to craft dif-
ferent selves to conform to the particular rela-
tionship at hand leads to doubt about one’s
true identity. That is, the sense of an obdurate,
core self is compromised in playing out one’s
role as “social chameleon.” These processes
would appear to reflect normative develop-
mental change, agamst a sociocultural struc-
ture that contributes to the concern over be-
haviors that may lack authenticity. Thus,
normative processes highlight the salience of
false self-behaviors. However, individual dif-
ferences in the level of perceived false self-
behavior are of particular concern to develop-
mental psychopathologists since the higher
this level, the greater the potential for conflict
between multiple selves. As we have demon-
strated, the majority of perceived conflicts in-
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volve clashes between true and false self-be-
haviors.

It becomes critical, therefore, to enquire
into the causes of individual differences in the
level of false self-behavior that is displayed.
There is considerable evidence that the origins
of inauthenticity involve socialization prac-
tices that begin in childhood (see Harter, in
press-b, in press-c). For example, attachment
theorists {see Bowlby, 1980; Bretherton,
1991; Cratenden, 1994) and those who study
the early construction of autobiographical
memory in the form of narratives {see Eis-
enberg, 1983; Hudson. 1990; Nelson, 1993;
Snow, 1990) identify certain early seeds of
false self-behavior. They observe that the nar-
ratives that are initially constructed by young
children are highly scaffolded by parents who
dictate which aspects of the child’s experience
the parents feel are important to codify in the
construction of his/her autobiographical mem-
ory. Children may receive subile signals that
certain episodes should not be retold or are
best “forgotten” {(Dunn, Brown, & Beardsall,
19913, Such distortions may well contribute
to the formation of false self-behavior, if a
child accepts the altered version of his/her ex-
perience.

False self-behavior will also emerge to the
extent that caregivers make their support pri-
marily contingent upon the child’s living op
to their particular standards, since the child
must adopt a socially implanted self (Dect &
Ryan, 19935; Harter et al, 1996). Our own
findings reveal that the causes of high levels
of false self-behavior not only involve low
levels of parent and peer support but “sup-
port” that is perceived as conditional upon
meeting the demanding and often unattainable
expectations of others. Moreover, parenting
practices that constituie lack of attunement to
the child’s needs, empathic failure, lack of
validation, threats of harm, coercion, and en-
forced compliance all cause the true self io
go underground (Bleiberg, 1984; Stern, 1985;
Winnicott, 1963). In Suliivan’s {19533) termi-
nology, they lead to “not me” experiences.

Severe and chronic sexual andfor physical
abusive treatment by caregivers also places
the child at serious risk for soppressing his/
her true self and displaying various forms of
faise self-behavior (Harter, in press-b). More-
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over, such early traums leads to extremely
negative self-evaluations, and serves 1o exac-
erbate the fragmeniation of multiple selves,
rendering them unprediciably inaccessible 1o
consciousness, thereby preventing their inte-
gration. For example, secrecy pacts around
sexually abusive interaciions lead the abused
child o defensively exchide such episodic
memories from awareness. Morsover, the sex-
ual and physical abusive acts themselves at
the hands of fanily members cause the child
to split off experiences, relegating them to et-
ther a private or inaccessible part of the self.
The very disavowal, repression. or dissocia-
tion of one’s experiences, coupled with psy-
chogenic amnesia and numbing, as defensive
reactions to abuse, therefore set the stage for
the foss of one’s true self. Herman (1992) de-
scribes & more conscious pathway in that the
abused child comes to see the true self as cor-
roded with inner badness and therefore it is 10
be concealed at all costs. Persistent aitempts
to be good, in order to please the parents, lead
the child to develop a socially acceptable self
experienced as false or inauthentic.

The persistence in abuse victims of their
sense of inner badness, namely that they are
fundamentally bad or “rotten to the core.” has
been documented by numerous other abuse
experts {e.g., Briere, 1992; Terr, 1990: van
der Kolk, 1O87; Westen, 1995). Fischer and
his colleagues (Calverley, Fischer, & Ayoub,
1294; Fischer & Ayoub, 1994} have explored
the implications of such abuse for the subse-
quent organization of self-constructs in docu-
menting the sense of profound negativity that
female adolescent sexual abuse victims expe-
rience with regard to their core self. Their
sexual abuse victims had diagnoses of post-
traumatic stress disorder. These investigators
built upon our muliple selves procedure
(Harter & Monsour, 1992) in which adoles-
cenis arranged spontaneously generated self-
atiributes into a self-portrait by identifving
attributes that were the most imporiant or cen-
tral, less important, and Jeast important. Ado-
lescents in our normative sample displayed a
positivily bias, placing the majority of favor-
able attributes at the core of the self. relegai-
ing negative altributes to the periphery of
their self-portrait in judging them te be their
least imporeant characterisiics. Fischer and
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colleagues found that their sexually abused
adolescent girls not orly reported consider-
ably more negative self-attributes compared
10 our normative sample but identified their
unfavorabie characteristics as far more central
to their seif-concepis, namely, the defining
features of the core self.

Moreover, the abuse literature reveals that
such core pegative attributes are not well inte-
grated with those positive atribuies deemed
less central, and therefore the more favorable
evaluations cannot offset core evaluations of
badness. The very dissociative symptomatol-
ogy mobilized by abuse victims seriously in-
terferes with the integration of self-attributes
{(see Briere, 1992; Harter, in press-b; Putnam,
1993; Westen, 1995). Splitting, fragmenta-
tion, and compartmentalization, the staples in
the abuse victim’s dissociative armamentar-
ium, all, by definition, precinde a sense of the
coherence of the self. These tendencies are
further exacerbated among mulliple personal-
ity disorder victims of severe and chronic sex-
ual abuse. Mukiple identines are created to
compartmentalize traumatic memories and af-
fects, and these dissociated alters or personal-
ity states function as separale entities capable
of independent volitional activiiies. By neces-
sity, they will lead to a fragmented and inco-
herent self-portrait. The hallmark of such
fragmentation among those with multiple per-
sonality disorders is that there is little or no
awareness or coconsciousness on the part of
some personalities for other personalities. In
contrast, what we have referred to as the nor-
mative differentiation of multiple selves in the
adolescent repertoire represents consciously
experienced contradictions, typically between
ome’s behaviors and conflicting ideals or in-
tentions. In the concluding section to follow,
we return {o the more normative processes of
differentiation and the possibilities for inte-
gration.

Is it possible and/or desirable 1o integrate
the multiple selves that are inevitably con-
structed? Our cognitive-developmental analy-
sis has suggested that normative limitations
during the period of midadolescence will pre-
clade the integration of those atiributes that
define the multiple selves that are constructed
across different contexts. Contradictory attri-
butes are particalarly problematic. Advances
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that begin to emerge in late adolescence and
are further developed in adulthood may allow
for one type of integration. As cbserved in
an carlier section, older adolescents begin o
normalize seemingly opposing atiribuies, view-
ing them as appropriate if not desirabie.

For example, older adolescents asserted
that “it wouldn’t be normal to act the same
way with everyone, you act one way with
your friends and a different way with your
parents, that’s the way it should be™; “It's
good to be able to be different with different
people in your life; you'd be pretty strange
and also pretty boring if you weren’t.”” Such
normalization of different attributes in differ-
ent roles increased with age soggesting that,
developmentally, adolescents come to adopt
the stance observed in the adult Hterature {Ger-
gen, 1968; Valiacher, 1980), namely that con-
sistency across roles may not be appropriate.

With increasing age, adolescents were also
mwore likely to avert conflict by constructing
higher order abstractions that serve to inte-
grate secemingly contradictory atiributes {e.g.,
happy and sad don’t conflict because they are
both part of being moody). The older adoles-
cent can also resolve potentially contradictory
attributes by asserting that he/she is flexible
or adaptive, thereby subsuming apparent in-
consistencies under more generalized abstrac-
tions about the self. As a result of these cogni-
tive strategies, seemingly contradictory atirtbutes
may persist in the self-portrait; however, they
no longer cause conflict.

Another solution for creating some sense
of a unified self can be found in the efforts of
those theorists who have emphasized the role
of zutobiographical narratives in the construc-
tion of the adult self {(Freeman, 1992; Ger-
gen & Clergen, 1988; McAdams, in press;
Oyserman & Markus, 1993). In developing a
self-narrative, the mdividual creates a sense
of continuity over time as well as coherent
connections among self-refevan: life events.
In comstructing such a life story, experiences
are temporally sequenced into ap integrated
self-narrative that provides meaning and fu-
ture direction. Moreover, narrative construc-
tion is & continuous process since we not only
craft but revise the story of our lives, creating
new blueprints that facilitate further archifec-
tural development of the self. This type of
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narrative integration does not require that one
display similar attributes across different rela-
tional contexis; thus, seeming inconsistencies
can not only be tolerated but may be retained
as desirable facets of the self-sysien.
Multiplicity, as exempiified by the displays
of different attributes in different contexts,
may well be very adapfive to the extent that
characteristics are experienced as more posi-
tive i some roles than in others. As was dem-
onsirated, adolescents value their attributes in
sQme contexts over those in others. Thus, an
individual may well opt to spend more time
in those Life niches where favorable self-ap-
praisals are more common. The same point
applies o the concept of relational self-es-
teermn. Multiplicity, in the form of the ability
te construct different percepiions of one's
worth as a person in different relationships,
may have similar protective benefits. Our evi-
dence reveals that for the majority of adoles-
cents, there are particular contexts in which
individuals experience higher self-esteem,
contexts in which they also receive greater
support. Thus, an adaplive strategy is to in-
habit such domains, either in action or in
thought, with greater frequency than conlexts
in which there is less support and therefore a
more negative appraisal of personal worth.
Moreover, one can come to value those
more positive contexts, allowing one’s sense
of worth in those domains to generalize to
perceptions of global self-esteem. It is impor-
tant to appreciate the fact that the concept of
gtobal seif-esteem is not to be laid to rest in
the contemporary shift to contextual and mul-
tidimensional frameworks. Such an intern-
ment s unlikely given that global self-esteem
remains a phenomenological reality in the
hives of individuals, Moreover, there 15 a volu-
minous lterature on ifs numerous and mean-
ingful correlates. Of interest in cur own data
(Harter et al., 1996) is the finding that for the
vasi majority of individuals, self-esteem in
one particultar relational context is much more
predictive of global self-esteem than are rela-
tional self-estecm scores in all other contexts.
The specific domain occupying this position
vares from adolescent to adolescent. More-
over, the relatonal seiftesteem score In that
particular context is higher than in other do-
mains. Thus, psychological occupancy in that
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particular context would appear to be very
adaptive in that it should promote more posi-
tive feelings of global self-esteem. From this
perspective, global self-esteem does not sub-
sume more context-specific evaluations of
one’s worth as a person; that is, it is not at
the apex of an integrated hierarchy of self-
constructs. Rather, the more adaptive sirategy
is to discount contexts where self-evaluations
are less favorable.

In summary, the period of adolescence rep-
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