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The main aim of this article is to present a descriptive social-cognitive model of the adaptive  
self-concept (ASC) which integrates knowledge concerning the relationship between two aspects 
of the self—self-awareness and self-knowledge—and optimal functioning. We propose that adap-
tive self-awareness is moderately frequent, non-ruminative, focused on inner states, and motivated  
by curiosity. Adaptive self-knowledge is defined as accurate, complex, integrated and consisting  
of easily accessible self-beliefs, both abstract and concrete. The broader context for the ASC model 
is discussed, including its regulatory and interpersonal functions and factors which influence ASC 
development. The limitations of the model are discussed and suggestions are made for future  
investigations. 
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Contemporary psychology considers adaptation to the social environment  
as one of the most essential functions of the self. From an evolutionary point of 
view, the development of a unique mental apparatus—the symbolic self—has 
allowed humans to adapt much more extensively to specific environments (Sedi-
kides & Skowronski, 1997). The ability to treat oneself as an object of cognition 
and evaluation enables individuals to construct a cognitive model of their self.  
It facilitates regulating one’s behavior, achieving long-term goals, taking  
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the perspective of others and communicating via symbolic or abstract language. 
Yet despite these potential benefits, it is difficult to define to what extent a given 
individual benefits from having a symbolic self.  

Recently, the question of what it means to have an adaptive self has been 
raised by proponents of positive psychology (e.g., Brown & Holt, 2011) and this 
has prompted new theoretical investigations, for example, the concept of the 
quiet ego (Wayment et al., 2014). However, there is a need for research integrat-
ing the vast amount of social and cognitive psychological studies on the self with 
new ideas grounded in positive psychology. The main aim of this article is to 
distinguish and describe the aspects of adaptive self-concept. The adaptive  
self-concept is an “umbrella construct” by which we mean these characteristics  
of the self-concept that are predictors of optimal functioning. We start with  
a review of the state of research on the self-concept, which is intended to identify 
those characteristics which are critical to effective adaptation. Drawing on  
this analysis, we propose a descriptive model of what we have termed adaptive 
self-concept (ASC). 

FEATURES OF THE ADAPTIVE SELF 

To organize our review of the literature, we followed Leary and Tangney’s 
(2012) proposal to distinguish between three basic aspects of the self:  
self-awareness, self-knowledge, and self-regulation. Self-awareness depends on 
attentional processes and refers to the capacity to become the object of one’s  
own attentional processes. Self-knowledge requires higher cognitive processes 
such as imagining and refers to the structured contents of self-concept and iden-
tity. Finally, self-regulation relates to executive processes and refers to the  
ability to direct and monitor behavior to achieve self-imposed goals. Based on  
this distinction, we were able to identify both processual (i.e., related to  
self-awareness) and structural (i.e., related to self-knowledge) aspects of ASC. 
We assumed that self-knowledge and self-awareness are mutually dependent.  
In other words, the way one thinks about oneself (e.g., rumination) can result  
in structural features of self-knowledge (e.g., low self-concept clarity). However, 
the quality of self-knowledge (e.g., low self-concept clarity) can also trigger the 
particular modes of thinking about the self (e.g., rumination). Thus, the relation-
ship be-tween self-awareness and self-knowledge can operate in terms of feed-
back loops. Moreover, we assumed that the ability to efficiently self-regulate is 
mainly the effect of adaptive self-awareness and self-beliefs; thus we did not  
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include effective self-regulation as the core ASC dimension but rather treated this  
phenomenon as the effect of the ASC.  

Self-Awareness and Adaptation 

A review of the literature revealed that although self-awareness is based on 
simple attentional processes, it is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon.  
It may be considered either as a transient state or as a relatively stable personality 
disposition (Fenigstein et al., 1975; Silvia & Duval, 2001). In both interpretations, 
self-focused attention may relate to several different aspects of the self and thus 
be private or public (Fenigstein, 2009).  

One needs to consider the complex nature of self-awareness if one wants to 
analyze the relationship between self-awareness and well-being. Otherwise, it will 
be difficult to understand why self-awareness can both enhance and diminish 
human functioning. The vast majority of empirical research suggests that high 
self-awareness is negatively related to psychological functioning. Pyszczynski 
and Greenberg (1987) proposed a model of depression in which self-absorption 
plays a critical role in a pathological process. Ingram (1990) drew even more gen-
eral conclusion, stating that elevated levels of self-focused attention were  
a common factor in the majority of mental disorders. Similarly, a meta-analysis 
by Mor and Winquist (2002) revealed a moderate positive correlation between 
self-awareness and negative mood. Nevertheless, some degree of self-awareness 
is essential to effective functioning; without self-awareness it would be impossi-
ble to take the perspective of someone else, to create new ideas, to aspire to and 
achieve goals or to experience pride and satisfaction. Self-awareness seems to be 
fundamental to many uniquely human capabilities (Silvia & O’Brien, 2004). 

The positive aspects of self-awareness can be easily and intuitively under-
stood, but it is perhaps more difficult to understand how and why self-awareness 
can also have detrimental effects. Duval and Wicklund’s (1972) objective  
self-awareness theory offered one of the first explanations. It states that  
self-awareness induces self-evaluation: in a state of objective self-awareness an 
individual automatically compares his or her actual self with some relevant 
standard. In most cases this comparison reveals a significant discrepancy be-
tween the actual self and the standard and thus induces negative affect; the more 
often an individual focuses on his or her self, the more frequently he or she expe-
riences negative affect. This is especially true for individuals who compare 
themselves with a hard-to-attain standard (Silvia & O’Brien, 2004). Duval and 
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Wicklund (1972) claimed that because self-awareness entails self-evaluation, it is 
an aversive state. It has also been proposed that individuals frequently engage  
in various destructive behaviors to avoid this aversive state (Baumeister, 1991). 
Research has confirmed that self-absorption (a form of intense self-awareness)  
is related to the intensity of maladaptive symptoms (McKenzie & Hoyle, 2008). 

In line with this, Burnkrant and Page (1984) distinguished between  
self-reflection and awareness of one’s internal states. Self-reflection involves 
using higher cognitive processes to analyze and evaluate the self. In contrast, 
awareness of one’s internal state is simply the awareness of one’s current emo-
tional and cognitive processes. Several studies have shown that self-reflection is 
correlated with poor psychological functioning (confirming Duval and Wick-
lund’s hypothesis), whilst awareness of internal states is positively correlated with 
well-being (Creed & Funder, 1998). Still, awareness of one’s internal states is not 
sufficient to support a comprehensive self-concept. 

Acquisition of self-knowledge depends on higher mental processes such  
as reflection and analysis. Self-knowledge is more than just a collection of  
self-related events; it is rather one’s theory about oneself. Trapnell and Campbell 
(1999; see also Silvia et al., 2005) distinguished two basic types of motives under-
lying deep processing of self-relevant information. The first is related to anxiety 
and uncertainty about the self. When an individual reflects on his or her self in an 
attempt to reduce self-related negative emotions, the outcome is almost always 
negative (Lyubomirsky & Tkach, 2003). The second type of motivation is based 
on self-directed curiosity. When thinking about oneself is motivated by curiosity, 
it takes a philosophical, explanatory form and facilitates personal growth and 
subjective happiness (Harrington & Loffredo, 2011).  

To summarize, adaptively self-aware individuals have enhanced awareness  
of their internal states, and their self-reflection is mostly motivated by curi- 
osity. They also have an optimal level of dispositional self-consciousness—high  
enough to support other important capabilities, but not as high as to result in  
self-absorption.  

Self-Knowledge and Adaptation 

Having the ability to focus attention and reflect on oneself enables the con-
struction of self-knowledge. It involves the formulation of beliefs about oneself 
that influence one’s subsequent behavior in a given environment. The content  
of self-knowledge is unique to the individual; however, it has some formal  
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characteristics that can be related to adjustment. In our analysis of how the struc-
ture of self-knowledge relates to psychological adaptation, we focus on three  
issues: (1) the extent to which self-beliefs are congruent with objective data,  
(2) the concrete vs abstract nature of self-representations, and (3) the structure of 
self-knowledge defined in terms of its differentiation and integration.  

Accuracy of Self-Knowledge 

How closely should self-beliefs correspond to objective data if self-know-
ledge is to be useful and adaptive? Following Kernis and Goldman (2006), we 
propose that accurate and realistic self-knowledge fosters adaptation. The model 
of realistic self-knowledge posits that successful adaptation requires a fair degree 
of correspondence between one’s self-concept and the relevant external data (e.g., 
one’s behavior or feedback from significant others). This approach follows a long 
philosophical tradition dating back to Socrates and is strongly supported by em-
pirical research (e.g., Colvin et al., 1995; Robins & Beer, 2001). 

Acquiring self-knowledge which is congruent with both inner experience and 
outer behavior requires unbiased processing of self-relevant information (Kernis 
& Goldman, 2006). Several studies have shown that there is individual variation 
in the degree to which self-perceptions are biased. Knee and Zuckerman (1998) 
showed that high dispositional intrinsic motivation is associated with low levels 
of defensiveness. Similarly, experiments by Hodgins et al. (2006) showed that 
participants primed to act autonomously were less defensive on an anagram task 
than those primed to act in a controlled, impersonal way, that is, they reported 
lower levels of desire to escape, self-serving bias and self-handicapping. In  
a series of further studies (Hodgins et al., 2010), the authors showed that this  
effect was mediated by threat response in the situation of social exposition.  
This suggests that intrinsic motivation reduces anxiety and thereby decreases the 
tendency to behave defensively. 

Another interesting line of research explores the idea that using mindfulness 
techniques can reduce self-serving defensiveness and thereby improves the accu-
racy of self-knowledge. Mindfulness is defined as the ability to focus one’s atten-
tion on the present. Niemiec et al. (2010) demonstrated that high dispositional 
mindfulness is associated with attenuated defensive responses in circumstances 
where mortality is highly salient. Individuals with a high disposition to be atten-
tive to ongoing experience and receptive to environmental data reported fewer 
defensive worldviews and exhibited a lower desire for self-esteem under the con-
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dition in which mortality was made salient. They also spent a longer time writing 
about their visualized death and did not suppress thoughts about death to the same 
extent as people low in mindfulness. Both dispositional and situationally induced 
mindfulness is associated with reduced self-reported aggressiveness and hostile 
attribution bias and to a less aggressive response to social rejection (Heppner  
et al., 2008). Similarly, mindfulness has been shown to mediate the negative rela-
tionship between authenticity and verbal defensiveness (Lakey et al., 2008). 

Two additional issues should be mentioned at this point. First, having accu-
rate self-knowledge does not necessarily mean that it is representative in terms of 
the proportions of positive and negative self-descriptions (Colvin & Block, 1994). 
Developmental processes usually lead to experience oneself as a competent and 
autonomous person, which results in a predominance of positive self-representa-
tions (Ryan & Brown, 2003). This is not to suggest that an over-representation of 
positive self-descriptions is characteristic of an individual who is deluded about 
his or her real capabilities, rather it is considered a characteristic of accurate  
self-knowledge of a well-functioning individual. The second issue relates to the 
concept of positive illusions (Taylor & Brown, 1988). There are convincing ar-
guments that humans have evolved to have positively biased self-perceptions. 
Consequently, some degree of positive yet inaccurate self-beliefs should be re-
garded as typical of a healthy self (McKay & Dennet, 2009). Although having an 
accurate self-concept can facilitate the achievement of long-term goals, positive 
self-illusions are adaptive in the short run, as a way of coping with negative emo-
tions and enhancing positive mood (Crocker, 2002; Robins & Beer, 2001). In 
most cases, distorted self-perceptions arise automatically and unintentionally 
(Bargh & Chartrand, 1999).  

Taking these into consideration allows us to refine our earlier statement about 
the adaptive qualities of the self. People with adaptive self-concept, that is, one 
which supports effective psychological functioning, are both positive and realistic 
in their self-knowledge; at the same time, however, they are prone to deeply  
rooted, automatic distortions of self-perceptions. Adaptive self may thus depend  
on the additional capability that Brycz and Karasiewicz (2011) have termed  
the metacognitive self. Realistic and accurate self-knowledge does not reflect an 
absence of self-illusions; rather, it lies in the ability to recognize biases in one’s 
self-perception. Brycz and Karasiewicz (2011) showed that there is individual 
variation in the abilities which make up the metacognitive self and that being 
aware of distortions in one’s self-perceptions facilitates self-regulation. 
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Concrete and Abstract Self-Definitions 

Self-knowledge is organized hierarchically, with more general or more  
abstract self-definitions at the top of the hierarchy (Conway, 2005; McConnell, 
2011). Although there are situational fluctuations in the degree of abstraction  
of self-definitions, more stable individual differences can also be observed  
(Vallacher & Wegner, 1989). The important issue is whether the degree of  
abstraction of self-knowledge is related to well-being; in other words, whether  
it is more adaptive to conceptualize one’s self in concrete or more abstract terms. 

This issue was addressed by Leary et al. (2006, 2010) in their theory of hypo-
egoic self-regulation, saying that concrete self-definitions are more adaptive in the 
context of everyday self-regulation. Similarly, Freitas et al. (2004) argued that  
a narrow, concrete mindset that considers “how” rather than “why” one behaves is 
of greater adaptive value. A related idea was formalized as Action Identification 
Theory (AIT; Wegner & Vallacher, 1986). AIT posited that action identification 
should be as concrete as possible in any given situation to avoid identity inflation, 
a state in which the individual focuses on excessively high-level goals. Leary  
et al. (2010) argued along similar lines, that concrete self-knowledge was advan-
tageous when connected with implementing intentions (Gollwitzer, 1999). 

We do not consider the arguments put forward by Leary et al. (2006, 2010)  
as sufficient to conclude that abstract self-definitions are useless or maladaptive. 
Moreover, empirical data indicates that abstract self-knowledge plays an im-
portant role in self-regulation. From an evolutionary point of view there are  
at least three adaptive functions of abstract self-descriptions (Klein et al., 2002):  
(1) interpretation of new situations and integration of new information about the 
self (Förster et al., 2010); (2) prediction of one’s behavior in addition to the be-
havior of others (Swann et al., 1992), and (3) the ability to make fast, automatic 
decisions in social situations (Wegner & Bargh, 1998). Thinking about the self in 
broad, general terms allows the individual to transcend the here and now and view 
their current self from a different perspective (Wakslak et al., 2008). 

The above two lines of reasoning emphasizing adaptive usefulness of con-
crete versus abstract self-representations seem somewhat contradictory, but they 
can be rather viewed as complementary. We believe that both abstract (context-
free) and concrete (context-dependent) ways of thinking about the self can  
be adaptive. Effective self-regulation seems to depend not on preferential use  
of concrete self-knowledge, but on the ability to activate the various levels  
of self-representation flexibly and adequately to the context. This is in line with 
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novelty categorization theory (Förster et al., 2010) which states that when faced 
with novelty, an individual activates global perceptual processes to grasp the gen-
eral meaning of the situation. Subsequently, if the individual is motivated to learn 
more about the situation, he or she will switch to local processing mode to gain 
access to more detailed information. The benefits of flexible self-regulation were 
also demonstrated by Klein et al. (2002). Based on research on semantic and epi-
sodic self-knowledge, these authors concluded that in any given situation, the 
most effective approach is to activate a general self-attribute and simultaneously 
recall episodic memories that are inconsistent with this attribute. These concrete, 
inconsistent memories “place boundary conditions on the scope of the generaliza-
tion” (Klein et al., 2002, p. 306) and thus inhibit identity inflation and improve 
decision making. The adaptive value of flexibility was also emphasized in AIT 
(Vallacher & Wegner, 1987), according to which the degree of abstraction of the 
optimal level of action identification depends on perceived task difficulty, i.e. its 
complexity, familiarity and how much time it is likely to require (Vallacher & 
Wegner, 1989). As task difficulty increases the level of action identification 
should decrease. However, in the case of simple, routine tasks, higher levels of 
processing should be engaged to align task performance with more general and 
meaningful goals. 

Whilst cognitive flexibility has adaptive value, an inflexible tendency to con-
struct abstract or concrete self-representations may be detrimental to adjustment. 
Vallacher and Wegner (1989) suggested that personally important situations in-
volving competition, audience evaluation or social pressure, may trigger exces-
sive self-identification, leading to identity inflation and reduced performance. 
Likewise, novelty categorization theory (Förster et al., 2010) predicts that dealing 
with novelty in the context of high levels of anxiety is likely to result in a mala-
daptive fixation on details; however if the initial global processing of novelties is 
not followed by more detailed investigation it may lead to stereotyping. Narrative 
studies investigating the phenomenon of over-general autobiographical memory 
have shown that difficulty in retrieving specific memories and recall limited to 
categorical memories (autobiographical summaries) are associated with lower 
levels of psychological functioning (Williams et al., 2007) and are an important 
risk factor for depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (Moore & Zoellner, 
2007; Sumner et al., 2011). 

It seems that neither exclusively abstract nor exclusively concrete represen-
tations of self-relevant information are adaptive. It is the ability to access either 
specific or general representations flexibly, which seems to be crucial to  
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well-being and effective self-regulation. Malleable use of self-representations  
also seems to relate to self-complexity and self-coherence—structural aspects of  
self-knowledge which are considered in the next section. 

Self-Complexity and Self-Coherence 

Psychological adjustment depends on the structure as well as the content  
of self-knowledge. To understand the relationship between the structure of  
self-knowledge and well-being we need to consider its two main structural  
variables, unity and complexity of self-concept, which are independent and  
contribute differently to adaptation (e.g., Campbell et al., 2003). 

There are many definitions of unity in the context of self-concepts. It may be 
understood as “sameness and continuity” and related to the sense of self (Block, 
1961, p. 392); as a “tendency to see oneself as having ‘the same’ personality  
characteristics across one’s roles” (Donahue et al., 1993, p. 834); as a reflection  
of the degree to which one’s self-representations are certain, temporally stable 
and internally consistent (Campbell et al., 1996); as a measure of similarity be-
tween self-standards and actual self (Higgins, 1987); as the degree of correspond-
ence between first- and third-person perspectives on the self (Campbell et al., 
2003) or as a tendency to include both positive and negative information in a sin-
gle self-representation (Showers et al., 1998).  

Many studies have shown that self-concept unity is positively associated with 
various indicators of psychological adjustment (e.g. Campbell et al., 2003; Diehl 
et al., 2001; Donahue et al., 1993; Ferguson et al., 2010; Higgins, 1987; Showers 
& Zeigler-Hill, 2007). Although results are convergent in terms of the direction of 
the association, effect sizes seem to be moderated by the method used to measure 
unity. The sense of inner clarity measured by the Self-Concept Clarity Scale 
(Campbell et al., 1996) explained a much greater proportion of the variance  
in psychological adjustment than a self-concept differentiation index, based on 
structural analysis of participants’ self-concepts (Bigler et al., 2001). Similarly, 
although both a subjective indicator of inner integration (sense of authenticity) 
and an index of implicit self-differentiation were significantly associated with 
well-being, the strength of the association was greater in the case of the former 
indicator (Sheldon, et al., 1997). 

Self-complexity is another important structural variable. It is usually defined 
as being a function of the number of categories (e.g., social roles) into which an 
individual can organize self-knowledge and the degree to which these categories 
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are related; the more unrelated categories, the higher the self-complexity (Lin-
ville, 1987; Showers & Zeigler-Hill, 2012). Although many studies have investi-
gated the relationship between self-complexity and psychological adjustment,  
the results remain inconclusive. Linville’s seminal research (1985, 1987),  
which suggested that self-complexity was a stress-buffering factor, has proved 
difficult to replicate (for reviews see Koch & Shepperd, 2004; Rafaeli-Mor  
& Steinberg, 2002). Campbell et al. (2003) found no significant direct relation-
ship between self-complexity and well-being, a result which is consistent with  
a meta-analysis showing no correlation, or a moderate negative correlation,  
between self-complexity and various indicators of psychological adjustment  
(Rafaeli-Mor & Steinberg, 2002). 

Several explanations, both theoretical and methodological, have been offered 
for the inconsistent findings on the relationship between self-complexity and 
well-being. Here we focus on one, the conceptual ambiguity of the self-complexity 
construct. Although the prefix “self” indicates that the term refers to complexity 
related to the individual subject rather than to the environment, it is unclear 
whether instruments which purport to measure self-complexity quantify an inner 
disposition to see the world and oneself as complex or to the extent to which the 
subject conforms to various expectations of the complex, social environment  
in which he or she lives. The difference between dispositional (self-derived)  
self-complexity and reactive (environmentally or socially induced) self-com-
plexity may account for the inconsistent findings of research on self-complexity. 
If high self-complexity reflects a mindfulness disposition, that is, openness to 
novelty and willingness to draw novel distinctions (Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000), 
it may facilitate adaptation to novel situations and different social roles, and thus 
enhance well-being (see Langer, 1989). If, however, high self-complexity is 
mainly a product of a tendency to conform to expected social roles it may be an 
indicator of self-fragmentation and thence be associated with poor adjustment 
(Lutz & Ross, 2003; Oppenheimer, 2002).  

To sum up, we postulate that psychological adjustment is (a) more strongly 
associated with perceived inner unity than the degree of structural integration of 
one’s self-representations; (b) positively associated with self-complexity, given 
that this is defined as the number of described in details and contextually nuanced 
self-categories; and (c) strongly associated with integrative complexity (see 
McAdams et al., 2004; Suedfeld, 2009), which refers to both differentiation of 
self-knowledge and the sense of being a single, coherent, continuous person  
regardless of social or occupational context. 
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ADAPTIVE SELF-CONCEPT 

A review of studies of the relationship between the self and psychological  
adjustment suggests that several characteristics facilitate well-being and have 
adaptive value. We aimed at synthesizing this knowledge into a descriptive model 
of adaptive aspects of self-concept and put it into the broader context of personal-
ity research. 

The Descriptive Model of Adaptive Aspects of the Self 

If we consider self in terms of dynamic, conscious processes, the adaptive 
characteristics include a moderate level of self-awareness which is (a) non-
ruminative, (b) reflective, (c) motivated by curiosity, (d) relatively unbiased, and 
(e) focused mostly on inner states. Concerning self-knowledge, the adaptive char-
acteristics include (f) integrated and (g) complex, containing (h) abstract and con-
crete self-beliefs which are similarly easily accessible, and are (i) aligned with  
an external reference or standard. Figure 1 is a graphical representation of the 
integration of the various aspect of the adaptive self-concept.  

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Descriptive Model of the Adaptive Self-Concept 
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Self-awareness and self-knowledge are complementary, related aspects of  
the self (Leary & Tangney, 2012). There is some empirical evidence that certain 
features of self-awareness—such as those included in our model—are related to 
specific aspects of self-knowledge. Non-ruminative self-awareness focused on 
inner states predicts clarity of self-concept (Campbell et al., 1996; Jankowski, 
2008) whilst ruminative processing of self-relevant information inhibits cognitive 
flexibility and is associated with over-general autobiographical memory, which is 
characteristic of depression (Debeer et al., 2009). Similarly, self-rumination dis-
turbs integrative processes, whereas self-reflection motivated by curiosity facili-
tates the development of a coherent self-concept (Ghorbani et al., 2008). Having 
contextually-adjusted awareness of one’s inner states allows one to access  
detailed information which enables the development of rich and complex  
self-concept. 

Thus, the adaptive self-concept can be understood as a set of characteristics, 
which fall into two related domains—self-awareness and self-knowledge. The 
five-factor theory (FFT; McCrae & Costa, 1999) can be used to relate the model 
of the ASC to the broader field of personality research. FFT assumes that there 
are two central aspects of personality, stable basic tendencies and relatively mal-
leable characteristic adaptations. We consider ASC to be the most important char-
acteristic adaptation and assume that it is the product of both genetic and envi-
ronmental influences. We suggest that the extent to which one’s self is adaptive 
can be altered with conscious effort (e.g., psychotherapy). The ASC is an individ-
ual’s most important adaptation, so it influences the effectiveness of functioning 
in other domains such as self-regulation and interpersonal relationships and thus 
affects growth and well-being. 

Determinants of the Adaptive Self-Concept 

Basic Tendencies 

Concerning basic tendencies, neuroticism seems to be the most plausible de-
terminant of ASC. Neuroticism predicts many aspects of self-concept. It is strong-
ly related to self-concept clarity (e.g., Lavalle & Campbell, 1995; Campbell et al., 
1996), rumination (e.g., Trapnell & Campbell, 1999; Hervás & Vázquez, 2011) 
and unity of the self-system (Campbell et al., 2003). It also moderates the associa-
tion between ideal-actual self-discrepancy and negative affect (Wasylkiv et al., 
2010; Hong et al., 2013). Hervás and Vázquez (2011) showed that emotional 
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overproduction, the tendency to experience many different negative emotions 
simultaneously—which is common among people with a ruminative style of 
thinking—is one of the mechanisms accounting for these associations. 

Environmental Influences 

The adaptive value of the self is also heavily influenced by social interactions 
(Harter, 2012). The quality of one’s relationships with significant others shapes 
both content and the structure of one’s self-concept. At least two well-docu-
mented theories have emphasized the importance of social, environmental factors 
for the development of adaptive aspects of the self—the attachment theory 
(Bowlby, 1982) and the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Attach-
ment theory states that attachment style—how an individual approaches social 
interactions—is based on social experiences in infancy and childhood. The rela-
tionship between these early social experiences and attachment style in adulthood 
is mediated by mental models of the self. Individuals may see themselves as being 
worthy or unworthy of love and attention, depending on the nature of their early 
social experiences (Bowlby, 1982; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994). There is  
a large body of empirical evidence supporting the existence of a network of rela-
tionships linking interpersonal experiences, attachment styles and self-concept 
characteristics (e.g. Bacro, 2012; Procaccia et al., 2014; Tokar et al., 2003; 
Verschueren et al., 2012), particularly clarity, non-ruminative self-focus and  
authenticity (Gillath et al., 2010; Lanciano et al., 2012; Wu, 2009).  

Self-determination theory (SDT) assumes that almost all forms of human  
behavior are mediated by the self, conceived as a psychological system consisting 
of self-related processes, beliefs, values, goals, etc. (Ryan et al., 2006). If the  
self-system is internally integrated, we can say that an individual has a true self, 
and having a true self is associated with well-being and the capacity for autono-
mous action. A self which lacks internal consistency or unity may be termed  
a false self; it manifests itself in contingent and maladaptive behavior. Whether an 
individual develops a true or false self depends on whether the influence of their 
significant others facilitates or disturbs their psychological growth. Parental sup-
port for a child enabling her to fulfil the fundamental human needs for autonomy, 
competence and relatedness will help the child to develop a true self. In contrast,  
a parental interaction style based on control is more likely to result in a child  
developing a false self, a more contingent and malleable self-image that results  
in maladaptive functioning (Assor et al., 2004). These basic tenets of SDT have 



TOMASZ JANKOWSKI, WACŁAW BĄK
 

 
322

received empirical support from research relating parenting styles to the unity  
of self-system (Lynch et al., 2009), compulsive over-investment (Assor & Tal, 
2012), identity style (Smits et al., 2010), and identity formation (Luyckx et al., 
2009). 

CONCLUSIONS 

The main aim of this article was to propose a descriptive model of the ASC. 
It summarizes and synthesizes the aspects of the self that are crucial for successful 
adaptation. We have also discussed potential developmental factors of the ASC 
and related the model of ASC to the broader theory of personality.  

Although it is grounded in an extensive review of the literature, the current 
status of the ASC model is rather “in progress.” First, empirical verification of our 
proposals is necessary, particularly for the hypothesized causal relationships, as in 
the case of ASC antecedents. Second, future investigations should focus on im-
portant theoretical issues related to the conceptual status of the ASC. What is not 
clear for the moment is whether the ASC is a higher-order, latent factor that  
explains variation in lower-order factors related to self-concept structure and  
self-awareness, or an emergent phenomenon, which comes out when contributing 
features co-occur. We favor the latter interpretation, but further research is  
required to settle this issue. 
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