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Abstract

Self-affirmation is helpful for reducing the individual’s defensive response to
threats, harvesting and growing from threatening but valuable information.
This study examines whether viewing personal WeChat moments is
self-affirmative. Browsing WeChat moments of other people that better than
yourself will lead to an upward social comparison, but the effect of browsing
your own moments is rarely discussed. This study conducts an experiment,
and the result proves that browsing WeChat moments is an effective
self-affirmation intervention paradigm. The self-affirmation paradigm which
is close to daily life deserves further promotion and research.
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1. Introduction

The core idea of self-affirmation is that people may try to cope with self-threat
by affirming the self-domain that is not related to threats (Steele, 1975). One of
the most important ways to affirm yourself is to explore one’s core values, which
in turn may lead to changes in attitudes, cognitive performance, and behavior
(Wen, Butler, & Koutstaal, 2013). Using social networks has become a part of
people’s lives. People are used to publishing their own photos, videos, texts or
forwarding corresponding links in a circle of friends to present themselves.
People’s self-presentation on social networks includes positive presentation and
real presentation. Individuals will emphasize their abilities and advantages, or
share their life. After an individual presents himself, he will also receive feed-
backs from friends, more often, it is positive feedback. In this way, individuals
interact with their friends and deepen their relationships. According to the
self-affirmation theory, focusing on self-worth and getting positive feedback

from others is a source of self-affirmation. Previous studies have found that the
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participants viewing their own Facebook profile page can bring about the same
effect as the previous laboratory’s self-affirmation manipulation. This study will
use WeChat as a new self-affirmation intervention paradigm to explore whether

it can produce a self-affirming effect consistent with Facebook.

1.1. Self-Affirmation Theory

The premise of self-affirmation theory is that people have incentives to maintain
self-integrity (Aronson, Cohen, & Nail, 1999; Sherman & Cohen, 2002; Steele,
1988). Integrity means that an individual is a person who is kind and appropri-
ate (behaves appropriately in a certain cultural context) in general. Therefore,
the standard of self-integrity differs in various cultural backgrounds, groups and
scenes (Heine, 2005).

The incentive or motivation to maintain self-integrity has three import cha-
racteristics:

1) Motivation is a general statement of oneself as a good and appropriate in-
dividual, instead of a specific self-concept. Self-affirmation is flexible, and indi-
viduals can focus on their own positive realities and build a solid foundation for
self-completeness (Dunning, 2005). Self-affirmation mainly affirms individual’s
positive and excellent self-worth.

2) The motivation for self-completeness is not superior or excellent, but “suf-
ficiently good”, so individual’s self-affirmation does not need to pursue compar-
ison with others and become the best, as long as it reaches a level of satisfaction.

3) The motivation for self-completeness is not to praise yourself, but to act in
a manner that deserves respect or praise. If self-affirmation lacks credibility, it
may yield counterproductive results (Wood, Perunovic, & Lee, 2010). Therefore,
the resources of self-affirmation must be real, not fictional and beautiful
self-illusions.

Self-completeness is a sense of overall efficacy. It is the self-image that indi-
viduals can control their important adaptive and moral outcomes in life. The
threat to this image raises a psychological threat (Steele, 1988; Sherman & Co-
hen, 2006). There are many forms of threats to self-integrity, but they always
cause real and perceived failure of the individual. When integrity is threatened,
the motivation to protect self-completeness may lead to defensive reactions such
as defensive bias, although defensive bias can restore self-integrity, rejection of
threat information can reduce the likelihood that the person will learn from po-
tentially important information.

At this time, people can respond to threats by affirming the indirect psycho-
logical adaptation of alternative self-resources that are not related to threats.
This is a different psychological adaptation proposed by the self-affirmation
theory, and in many cases it can restore self-integrity. This self-affirmation in-
volves focusing on important aspects of the individual’s self-worth that are not
related to the threat, or participating in activities that are not related to the

threat. When people affirm themselves in this way, they realize that their
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self-worth does not depend on the current situation being evaluated, and there is
no longer a need to distort provocative threats to respond to threat information
in a more open and fair manner. When individuals can cope with threats in this
way, it means that self-affirmation has an effect, which often as a means of test-
ing the effectiveness of self-affirmation.

Self-affirmation can bring a range of beneficial effects, such as reducing stress.
Self-affirmative subjects can solve creative problems under more stress (Creswell
et al., 2013), enhance creativity (de Buisonjé, Ritter, Bruin, Horst, & Meeldijk,
2017), and improve students’ problem-solving ability under chronic stress (Cres-
well, Dutcher, Klein, Harris, & Levine, 2013). Self-affirmation also reduces de-
fensive effects, making it easier to accept valuable information or increase your
awareness of the ability to handle problems. Such as increasing health-related
behaviors (such as promoting the consumption of vegetables and fruits) (Fielden,
Sillence, Little, & Harris, 2016; Epton & Harris, 2008), increasing compassion
and prosocial behavior (Lindsay & Creswell, 2014). Increased pro-environmental
behavior, self-affirmation group relative to the control group of participants will
increase the intention of recycling behavior (Sparks, Jessop, Chapman, &
Holmes, 2011). It is precisely because self-affirmation has many beneficial values
for individuals, so it is of great significance to expand self-affirmation research

and practical application.

1.2. Self-Affirmative Experimental Manipulation

The most used self-affirmation intervention paradigm in research is to give
people the opportunity to briefly write down personal core values, such as social
relationships (McQueen & Klein, 2006; Napper et al., 2009). Personal values are
the intrinsic standard for individuals to evaluate themselves (Rokeach, 1973).
Participants will look at a list of values, then choose one or more values that are
the most important to them, and then write an essay explaining why the chosen
values are important to them. In addition to laboratory manipulation, many
daily activities can be self-affirming: play with friends (Cohen & Sherman, 2014),
buy luxury items (Sivanathan & Pettit, 2010) or check out their Facebook page
(Toma & Hancock, 2013).

With regard to the timing of maneuvers, ideally, self-affirmation should occur
at the moment when psychological threats occur and when resources are readily
available to mitigate threats (Cohen, Garcia, & Goyer, 2017). If a psychological
threat has occurred and been resolved, the impact of self-affirmation is limited.
If resources are difficult to obtain, the positive intentions generated by
self-affirmation are unlikely to be used for action (Ferrer & Cohen, 2018). Stu-
dies have shown that self-affirmation introduced before threat feedback reduces
defensive responses (Critcher, Dunning, & Armor, 2010).

Since the research paradigm for self-worth affirmation in previous studies is
too monotonous and rarely used in daily life, the effect cannot be separated from

the laboratory situation. Therefore, this study will follow the research results of
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Toma (Toma & Hancock, 2013) and will manipulate self-affirming by viewing
WeChat personal moments. This research is aimed at examining that viewing
personal moments on WeChat also has the same self-affirmation effect in Chi-

na’s situation.

1.3. Self-Affirmation Effect of WeChat Personal Moments

According to the elements of the self-affirmation theory in previous articles,
does the WeChat personal moments meet the self-affirmation criteria?

First, a key aspect of affirmative intervention is that its content is self-generated
and suitable for mining each person’s specific value identity (Sherman, 2013).
Studies have shown that self-presentation in social networking sites can meet in-
dividual self-presentation needs (Krmer & Winter, 2008; Hofmann & Nadkarni,
2012; Yao, Ma, Yan, & Chen, 2014). WeChat’s self-presentation involves showing
many aspects of an individual: social roles, attitudes and preferences, and most
importantly, social connections with friends and family. In fact, the latter has
been identified as the most powerful source of self-affirmation (Sherman & Co-
hen, 2006). After posting a status in the friends’ circle, you may receive com-
ments and likes from your friends. When a person gets positive feedback from
others and reflects on their positive aspects, it may trigger a process of
self-affirmation (Sherman & Cohen, 2006).

Second, the self-presentation of self-affirmation should be positive and ideal.
Self-presentation on the website may be malleable, and individuals are more
controlled in a social networking environment than in face-to-face everyday sit-
uations, and can selectively and strategically present themselves (Ellison, Heino,
& Gibbs, 2006). Individuals can selectively publish or upload information that
helps shape a positive personal image that is positively self-presenting (Kim &
Lee, 2011). Compared to face-to-face communication, online self-presentation
and relationship interactions are more easily controlled, leaving more positive
information (Anna & Herbert, 2017).

Finally, the self-presentation information of self-affirming must be accurate.
WecChat friends are mainly friends and family members in real relationships. In
important relationships, individuals have the pressure of real self-presentation. If
individuals are eager to establish intimate relationships, the desire to be unders-
tood and supported by friends will encourage them to be open and honest rather
than deceptive self-presentation (Ellison, Heino, & Gibbs, 2006). Since social
networking sites are primarily based on the characteristics of acquaintances (El-
lison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007), individuals try to present real information
(Yang, 2014) for true self-presentation.

In general, WeChat personal moments have the potential to give individuals a
self-affirming value. Toma and Hancock (2013) have found that Facebook’s pro-
files have a self-affirming effect, and the effect is no different from traditional
self-affirming manipulation. This study will further verify this part of the We-

Chat function.
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1.4. Present Study

The previous literature analysis shows that WeChat personal moments content
meets the criteria of self-affirmation. Self-affirmation needs to meet three condi-
tions: the emergence of psychological threats, the existence of available re-
sources, and the timeliness of certainty (Ferrer & Cohen, 2018). In this study,
fictitious IQ test results will be used as the source of the individual’s upward
comparison threat. IQ test is an important personal value threat for most indi-
viduals, especially for college students. WeChat personal moments content as a
self-affirmation availability resource, the experimental group to view their own
WeChat personal moments, the control group to view their friends’ personal
moments, and affirm themselves before being threatened.

This study assumes that viewing WeChat personal moments can reduce the
individual’s defensive response caused by the upward threat, and play a
self-affirming effect. According to the hypothesis, individuals who have viewed
their own WeChat personal moments are more accepting of IQ test results, and

are less likely to derogate this test.

2. Study
2.1. Purposes

As mentioned earlier, social networking platforms provide new ways to express
self and self-worth areas (such as relationships, values), and the large-scale use of
social networks provides an opportunity to test self-affirmation theories in a new
environment. Because social networks are ubiquitous and easy to access, we are
able to investigate the operation of self-affirmation in people’s own environment
and daily life, providing important extensions to existing research. Main re-
search in the past mainly using artificial self-affirmation exercises (McQueen &
Klein, 2006), the effect of using WeChat for self-affirmation has not been re-
peatedly verified.

This experiment explores whether the WeChat personal moments can play a
self-affirming effect from the behavioral level. In the experiment, a threat situa-
tion will be constructed. The stimulus material is an abstract painting. Partici-
pants in this experiment are all non-art college students or students who have
studied painting, and exclude the influence of personal factors on the experi-
mental manipulation effect. After receiving the threat information, if the defen-
sive effect of the subject (self-affirmation group) who viewed the WeChat per-
sonal moments is lower than the subject (control group) who views the others’
WeChat personal moments, it is proved that the action of viewing the We-
Chat personal moments content is performed. It does have a self-affirming
effect.

2.2. Methods

2.2.1. Participants
This study publishes recruitment information through the WeChat group in the
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Jinan University. Students can voluntarily sign up for the experiment. After the
experiment, all participants can get 20 yuan experimental reward. A total of 63
participants were recruited, they don’t receive professional painting training be-
fore, and all subjects had normal or corrected visual acuity, no neurological or
mental medical history, and signed informed consent before the experiment.
Two participants were excluded from the analyses because they didn’t complete
the defensive effect test questionnaire in the experiment. The effective sample
size was thus reduced to N = 61 (M age = 21.36, SD = 2.89, 14 males and 47 fe-

males).

2.2.2. Experimental Manipulation

1) Upward Comparative Threat Manipulation

The first research draws on Crawford’s (2007) manipulation of current mis-
sion performance, accessing information about the relative position of the self
and the comparison object, constructing immediate potential surrounding cha-
racters to stimulate the threat situation of the upward comparison. The experi-
mental guidance for threat manipulation is: “The current experiment is to verify
the latest research results abroad. This study shows that people need to first col-
lect important information hidden in the picture and then integrate it. With
processing, and finally making decisions, this series of processes can reflect the
differences in the level of intelligence of different people.

Next, an abstract picture will appear randomly on the screen. Two appear-
ances at a time, a total of 40 pictures. The experimental task is to determine
which of the two images has a higher collection value (more coordinated in
brightness, color or content). The answer speed is not included in the score sta-
tistics, you can carefully compare and complete the selection within 5 minutes
(including the time to read this guide). If a person can be sensitive to the differ-
ence between the two pictures and quickly make the correct value judgment, the
better the score, the higher his intelligence level (Han & Chi, 2012)”. The test
materials are all abstract prints downloaded from the Internet. They are various
in style and appear randomly in the options.

After the subject has completed the picture test, the computer screen will
present false feedback on the results to the participants, all the participants re-
ceive their own scores and rankings: “Your correct selection rate for this picture
is: 7/20=35%. As of now, we have tested 30 people and your score is currently
ranked 27th”. The contrast feedback can directly perceive the information of the
performance of the upward comparison object, and the information intensity of
the commonly used upward comparison standard is strong.

2) Self-Affirmation Manipulation

In the conditional group of WeChat self-affirmation (22 = 32), the participants
used 5 minutes to browse WeChat personal moments (click on his own avatar
entry). The instruction is: “The staff is counting the scores of your test results.
The ranking takes about 5 minutes. During this period, please complete a We-

Chat user experience study. You can use 5 minutes to browse ‘Moments’ (click
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on your own avatar to enter), you can browse any elements inside, Including
your own published content (photos, videos, text, and forwarded links, etc.), like
information and comment information, but only browse your own content, be
careful not to quit to chat and browse other people’s moments. Because after 5
minutes, you need to answer some user experience questions about WeChat
content”. No self-affirmation group (22 = 29) would choose the first friend of the
WeChat friends list, and took 5 minutes to browse his/her “personal moments”
(click on their avatar to enter), if the friend sets the visible days limit, then

choose the next friend.

2.2.3. Procedure

The experiment claims to recruit participants for the purpose of “IQ test tools
and WeChat user experience perfection”. Participants were randomly assigned
to two groups and the experiments were performed separately. There are five
steps of the experiment: accept the IQ test, browse the “personal photo album”
to complete the self-affirmation manipulation, complete the user experience test
questionnaire, inform the score and ranking to complete the inter-group threat
manipulation, complete the threat manipulation test and the defensive effect test
questionnaire.

At the beginning, the participants needed to sign the experimental informed
consent form, understand the purpose and steps of the experiment, as well as the
individual’s rights and obligations, and collect personal information. After the
purpose of the experiment is explained, the subjects are emphasized to calculate
their scores after they complete the picture test, giving them the number of cor-
rect pictures and the correct rate. Next, let the subjects choose the one with
higher collection value (or the one that is more harmonious in brightness, color
and content) in the two abstract pictures randomly appearing on the computer
screen. A total of 40 pictures. After the subject has completed the picture test,
the computer screen will display “The staff is counting the scores of your test
results. It takes about 5 minutes. During this time, please return to the group
and follow the instructions to complete the test 2: WeChat’s user experience
test”, and then the participants began to browse WeChat personal photo album.

In order to ensure good surface validity, after the 5 minutes browsing time,
the participants will complete 5 questions about WeChat user experience (the
results are not included in the statistics), and then answer the relevant situation
of WeChat use. The results of the IQ test were then given to the participants, all
of which were negative feedback. The subjects were then asked to answer the
threat manipulation test and the defensive effect test questionnaire.

After the experiment, the participants were asked whether they could guess
the purpose of the experiment. All the subjects failed to guess, which proved that
the experimental design had good surface validity and successfully concealed the
purpose of self-affirmation. After the experiment is completed, we explain the
purpose of the experiment to the participants, and explain the falseness of the

material to eliminate the threat.
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2.2.4. Measures

1) User Experience Test Questionnaire

In order to maintain good surface validity, the participants were asked to eva-
luate the WeChat experience after viewing the WeChat personal album. But the
score is not included in the final statistics. Items include: WeChat icons and
fonts are designed to meet aesthetic needs; WeChat’s button settings are easy to
operate; WeChat uses more fast response; WeChat checkpoints and comments
are more convenient; WeChat pictures can meet the needs. Using Likert 5 points
to score, 1 very agrees, 5 very disagree.

2) Threat Manipulation Effect Test

The subjects need to evaluate the results based on two questions. “I know very
well about the results of my picture test”, 5 points, 1-very disagree to 5-very
agree. “Do you think is this feedback positive?” Result is a 9-point scale score,
the lower the score, the more negative the answer is to the subject. Through
these two questions, the threat scenario is checked and the participants are clear
about their achievements and the results are negative, which proves that the ma-
nipulation of the threat scenario is effective.

3) Defensive Effects Test Questionnaire

Adapted from the defensive effect measurements of Toma & Hancock (2013),
the participants will answer three items (How accurate do you think the results
are?; Do you agree with the test result?; Do you agree that this test result will
have some value for you?). 5 points scoring, all topics are scored in reverse, the
higher the score, the higher the defensive effect of the subject. The Cronbach’s a

coefficient of the defensive effect term in this study was .84.

2.3. Results
2.3.1. Threat Maneuver Validity Test

Fully aware of their own performance and perceived negative feedback can
prove that the threat situation is effective. As shown in Table 1, an independent
sample t test of the score understanding, the results show that the self-affirmation
group’s score and the control group’s score have no significant difference, #59)
= .68, p=.50 > .05, d=.17.

An independent sample t test was performed on the feedback positivity judg-
ment. As presented in Table 1, it was found that there was no significant differ-
ence between the feedback positivity judgment of the self-affirmation group and
the control group, #59) = 1.60, p= .11 > .05, d = .41. And the feedback positivity
was judged as negative (M = 4.12, $D = 1.67), which proved that threat manipu-
lation is effective.

Table 1. Threat maneuver validity test result in each group.

score understanding feedback positivity judgment
M SD M SD
self-affirmation group 3.56 1.29 4.44 1.68
control group 3.35 1.20 3.76 1.62

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2019.103026

378 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2019.103026

X. L. Wen et al.

2.3.2. Defense Response Difference Test

An independent sample t-test for self-affirmation (self-affirmation, comparison)
was designed with the defense response as the dependent variable. The results, as
presented in Table 2 below, showed that the self-affirmation effect was signifi-
cant, and the defense of the self-affirmation group was significantly different
from that of the control group, #59) = -2.31, p=.02 < .05, d= -.59.

Consistent with the behavioral results of previous studies (Toma & Hancock,
2013), this study found that individuals who viewed their WeChat personal
moments within 5 minutes were less likely to blame others and question accura-
cy when receiving negative feedback from the test. This non-defensive attitude
towards self-threat is a sign of self-affirmation (Steele, 1988) and provides com-
pelling evidence that viewing WeChat personal moments content adds to
self-worth and self-integrity. These findings suggest that spending time on social
networks may satisfy important self-fulfillment: WeChat enhances users’ per-
ceptions of self-worth by demonstrating an attractive, successful and embedded

self-image of a meaningful social network.

3. Discussion

This study achieved results consistent with the published research (Toma &
Hancock, 2013), and proved the self-affirmation effect of WeChat’s personal
moments. Self-affirming resources are rich and diverse, such as family relation-
ships, and relationships with intimate partners. However, the self-affirmation
manipulation methods in previous studies are mainly self-value affirmation, rel-
atively single, and difficult to promote to other fields. In the past studies,
self-affirmation interventions always complete the examination and emphasis of
self-values in laboratory conditions, however, these self-affirmation methods are
not consistent with the information that people will encounter in daily life, but
deliberate and non-daily self-affirmation interventions. Because of the deliberate
nature, subjects may guess the intention and the self-affirmation effect would be
influenced (Sherman et al., 2009). These perceptions of intentions will under-
mine self-affirmation because of external forced completion rather than personal
choice (Silverman, Logel, & Cohen, 2013). Viewing WeChat’s personal moments
is a relatively natural way to meet people’s daily behavior. When people are free,
they open WeChat to review some of their previous statuses, see the interactions
with friends, and re-capture strength from social relationships. None of the par-
ticipants in the study realized that the intention of viewing WeChat’s personal
moments, which means this self-affirmation was not easy to detect and more in

line with the premise that self-affirmation worked.

Table 2. Defense response test result in each group.

defense response

M SD
self-affirmation group 3.24 .76
control group 3.68 72
DOI: 10.4236/psych.2019.103026 379 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2019.103026

X. L. Wen et al.

Memories of self-worth are sometimes difficult to trace, but the state and
messages left in a personal album sometimes remind the individual of important
moments that have been forgotten. The true positive self-presentation of indi-
viduals on WeChat will affect their gains from social networks. It is found that
the true self-presentation of social networking sites directly affects the frequency
of individuals receiving positive feedback from social networking sites, and indi-
viduals who perform real self-presentation will promptly tell your friends about
your situation and get more online positive feedbacks (Yang, 2014) and social
supports (Kim & Lee, 2011). These positive feedbacks and social supports are
inherently important sources of self-affirmation. Exploring personal moments is
undoubtedly reinforcing this part of self-worth.

As mentioned before, the threatened self-domain (intelligence test) is different
from the enhanced field (WeChat self-presentation), and decoupling the threat-
ened self-domain from the affirmative field is a necessary condition for
self-affirmation theory. As the self-affirmation theory claims, self-affirmation is
an indirect process. Implicit self-esteem compensation occurs automatically
when a person’s self-worth is threatened and does not involve any specific activ-
ity.

This experimental procedure satisfies the requirements for self-affirmation
manipulation in previous studies and has achieved remarkable results. Our ex-
periment uses the defensive reduction paradigm of the self-affirmation effect,
which is the gold standard in the field, and proves that the personal moments
content browsing in WeChat reduces the defense against self-threat.

The research result is a further development on the research of relationship
between the use of social networking sites and individual psychosocial adapta-
tion, and deepens the research of influence mechanism of self-affirmation. Our
research will play a role in promoting the controversial research on the value of
self-affirmation which scholars discussed on social networks in recent times.
More refined, previous studies have studied the impact of the upward compari-
son on the mental health of individuals in the circle of friends. The focus of this
study is the individual’s ability to browse the content of his own friends in the
circle of friends has a beneficial impact and provides direction for how to use so-
cial networks in the future.

It is necessary to repeat this research findings in future work, and further
study the impact of browsing WeChat personal moments on users. Since this is a
way of self-affirmation, it can test the psychological impact of existing
self-affirmation, including the improvement of self-conceptual clarity (Waksiak
& Trope, 2009) and the increase of self-resources (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009).

The subjects recruited in this study are basically college students and graduate
students. Although this group is currently the main group used by WeChat, it
needs to be cautious when promoting the influence of other groups. For exam-
ple, for the people those only forward links, less likely to publish themselves, or
interact less with friends, will it be effective to browse the WeChat moments?

This requires further research in the future.
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4. Conclusion

This study found that viewing WeChat personal moments can be used as an ef-
fective intervention paradigm for self-affirmation. Compared with individuals
who view their friends’ WeChat personal moments, individuals who view their
own WeChat personal moments have less defensive responses when faced with

upward threats.
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