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The prevailing explanation for the Third-Person Perception (TPP)

argues that people perceive that others are more influenced by

the mass media than themselves in order to maintain a positive

self image. If the TPP is indeed a self-preserving bias, then ac-

cording to psychological research, it should be substitutable with

other self-preserving mechanisms. However, past attempts to re-

duce the TPP after affirming the self have by and large failed. The

studies reported in this paper extend these past attempts in two

important ways. First, unlike past research that focused on cross-

domain substitutability, we test for the substitutability of the TPP

within a specific self-domain. Second, unlike past research that

manipulated state self-esteem and measured the impact on sub-

sequent TPPs, we also test for the opposite type of substitutability,

namely for the impact of the TPP on subsequent self-maintenance

mechanisms. Overall, the findings suggest that the TPP is partly

substitutable with other self-preserving mechanisms, but this sub-

stitutability takes place only within a specific self-domain.

Why do people report that others are more influenced by the mass me-
dia than themselves? While dozens of studies have supported the TPP (see
Paul, Salwen & Dupagne, 2000 for a meta-analysis), relatively little empirical
research has investigated the underlying mechanism. According to Perloff
(2002), the prevailing explanation is that ‘‘the third person effect is a subset
of a universal human tendency to perceive the self in ways that make us
look good or at least better than other people’’ (p. 493). Similar explana-
tions (e.g. Duck, Hogg, & Terry, 1999; Gunther, 1991; Gunther & Mundy,
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1993; Perloff, 2002) include biased optimism, social identity explanations,
the need for control, or projection—mechanisms that may be perceived and
conceptualized as self-preserving.

These prevailing interpretations are supported by several research find-
ings, hinting that self-protection is likely to be part of the story. One such
finding (Duck, Hogg, & Terry, 1999; Gunther & Mundy, 1993) relates to the
fact that the TPP is reversed when participants are requested to estimate the
effects of positive texts. That is, they perceive a greater influence on them-
selves in such cases, a finding dubbed ‘‘the first-person perception’’ (FPP).
Another finding used to support the self-preservation explanation demon-
strates that the perceived effect is stronger as the distance from the estimating
subject increases (the ‘‘social distance corollary’’; see David, Morrison, John-
son & Ross, 2002; Tewksbury, 2002). Both of these findings imply that the
TPP might simply be a mechanism for participants to compliment them-
selves. However, although these findings point out that self-maintenance
mechanisms may be the reason for the perceptual bias, they fall short of
providing concrete evidence.

Such concrete evidence is necessary for several reasons. First, one can
think of other, simpler explanations for the TPP and for the findings sup-
porting the self-preservation accounts. For instance, the TPP might merely
be a logical inference. People might not be aware of media influences on
themselves, but still deduce that others are influenced from social informa-
tion they possess (e.g., ‘‘so much money is invested in these commercials
that have no effect whatsoever on me; hence, others must be affected’’).
Similarly, when estimating the impact of positive messages, people may as-
sume that since the negative consequences that the messages try to prevent
very often take place, others must be unaffected (e.g., ‘‘Had people been
affected by these road safety PSAs, there would have been far fewer traffic
accidents’’). This idea is consistent with recent findings demonstrating that
people do bring to mind relevant social information when judging media
effects on others (David et al., 2002; Scharrer, 2002).

Another set of evidence pointing out that the TPP is a self-preserving
bias is the social distance corollary, a tendency to estimate media effects as
stronger as the social distance from the estimator grows larger. However, this
tendency could be explained by the increasing generality of the affected oth-
ers, rather than by their distance from the participants’ self. As Perloff (2002,
p. 497) argues, ‘‘it is easier to assume that the mass, faceless audience will be
susceptible to media effects, than individuated others, who readily conjure
up identities in observers’ minds.’’ Alternatively, as Eveland, Nathanson, De-
tember, and McLeod (1999) argue, the social corollary finding may stem from
an artifact. According to these authors, perceived media influence on various
groups is the result of respondents’ perceptions of the likelihood of media
exposure by these groups to a particular message. Again, this explanation is
unrelated to self-preservation.
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In addition for the existence of simpler potential explanations for the
TPP, examining the self-preservation motive is necessary given that a few
past attempts by scholars to empirically demonstrate an association between
dispositional self-esteem and the TPP have for the most part failed. This
research was conducted mostly in the context of biased optimism (Chapin,
2000; Salwen & Dupagne, 2003).1 The null findings in these studies may be
explained by the fact that participants with reduced optimistic bias are less
inclined to use self-preserving mechanisms because of certain personality
characteristics associated with lower self-esteem (e.g., Leary, 1995, pp. 163–
166).

In this paper, we apply what we know about self-preserving biases from
psychological research to the TPP context. This research has established that
self-preserving mechanisms are interchangeable. People use many mecha-
nisms to protect the self: self-affirmation (Steele & Liu, 1981; 1983), cognitive-
dissonance-reduction (Aronson, 1969; Greenwald & Ronis, 1978), attribution
biases (Zuckerman, 1979), and biased responses to social comparisons (see
Tesser’s SEM model; Tesser, 1988) are a few examples. After people use one
self-preserving mechanism, their need to use other such mechanisms is re-
duced. The underlying rationale is that since people already feel good about
themselves due to the use of the first mechanism, in succeeding incidents
stimuli are perceived as less threatening, and the motivation to defend the
self decreases (Tesser, Martin, & Cornell, 1996).

A well-known study of such substitutability was conducted by Steele
and Liu (1981, 1983), who demonstrated that enhancing state self-esteem via
experimental manipulation affected participants’ use of cognitive dissonance
reduction activities. Participants in the self-affirmed condition tended not
to engage in dissonance-reduction activities (which are arguably motivated
by self-preserving mechanisms), while those who did not receive the self-
affirming manipulation did. That is, dissonance reduction and self-affirmation
both contribute to self-evaluation maintenance, and in this respect, they are
interchangeable.

The idea that self-evaluation maintenance processes are interchangeable
was further demonstrated by Tesser and his colleagues (Tesser & Cornell,
1991; Tesser & Moore, 1990), and others (see Tesser, 2000, for a review) in

1In this research, biased optimism has been treated as a dispositional variable. That is, the self-related

factor was measured, not manipulated, as if self-related processes are static. We approach the topic in this

paper from a different angle. We assume that, regardless of the dispositional components of self-esteem,

there are short-term factors which increase or decrease people’s feeling of self worth that are susceptible

to experimental manipulation. Our dynamic approach is in line with previous research (Duck, Terry,

& Hogg, 1998) demonstrating that the third person estimations of supporters of the winning party are

lower than those of the supporters of the losing party (and that these perceptions change with campaign

dynamics, when losers become winners and winners become losers). This finding could be interpreted

as consistent with our hypothesis. Members of the winning party might have been experiencing a boost

to their self-esteem as a result of the success of their party, and the self-esteem of the members of the

losing party may have been negatively impacted by the loss of the election.
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the context of additional self-preserving mechanisms. For example (Tesser,
2000), self-affirmation through value expression both reduces the subsequent
use of social comparison as a self-maintenance mechanism, and is reduced
by the prior use of this social comparison mechanism. Cognitive dissonance
and social comparison are also symmetrically substitutable.

If self-protection mechanisms are indeed interchangeable (as demon-
strated by psychological research), and if the TPP is indeed a self-preserving
bias (as argued by media scholars), then the TPP should be considerably
smaller after the self has been affirmed. People’s need to preserve their
self-value by denigrating others or by complimenting themselves (‘‘I am not
affected, while they are’’) should be substantially reduced immediately after
their self-value has been enhanced through some other mechanism. Like-
wise, if the TPP is indeed a self-preserving bias, and given the confluence
of self-esteem maintenance mechanisms, offering people the opportunity to
use the TPP should reduce the use of other self-esteem maintenance mech-
anisms. Thus, it makes sense to hypothesize that self-enhancing processes
will be substitutable with the TPP. The TPP should be weaker right after
the self has been affirmed (H1). On the other hand, the use of other self
maintenance mechanisms should be weaker after people have been offered
the opportunity to affirm themselves using the TPP (H2).

Prior research in this direction, however, focusing primarily on the TPP
as the dependent variable (H1), has by and large failed. Several of these
prior studies used positive or negative feedback on a bogus performance test
as a manipulation for state self-esteem and measured subsequent TPPs. This
follows a strategy utilized by Fein and Spencer (1997; Study 2), which showed
that a similar feedback manipulation had an impact on subsequent negative
stereotyping, presumably another self-preserving mechanism (in which the
self is affirmed by the derogation of out-group members). In three separate
studies, two focusing on TPPs (Meirick, 2003a; Tsfati & Tal Or, 2005) and
one focusing on FPPs (Meirick, 2003b), null findings were obtained. That
is, participants whose self worth was affirmed (using positive feedback) did
not perceive smaller TPPs or FPPs, compared to participants who received
negative or neutral feedback.

Prior research also used Steele and his colleagues’ (Steele, 1988; Steele
& Liu, 1983) self-affirmation procedure as a manipulation of state self-esteem
and subsequently measured TPPs or FPPs. Steele (e.g., 1988) showed that
the self could be affirmed merely by causing participants to think about a
value that was central to them, and that such manipulations reduced the
subsequent use of self-esteem maintenance mechanisms (See Tesser, 2000,
for a review). When applying this self-affirmation procedure in the context
of the TPP, results have been for the most part null (Meirick, 2003b; Tsfati
& Tal Or, 2005; but see Meirick, 2003a, Study 2, for an exception; Meirick
2005, for indirect evidence).
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Thus, most prior research manipulating self-esteem and measuring sub-
sequent TPPs or FPPs has failed to document the hypothesized effect of the
former on the latter. Does this mean, however, that the TPP is unrelated to
other self-esteem maintenance mechanisms? Can we deduce from these null
findings that the TPP is not related to self-preservation? Not necessarily. In
our interpretation of past findings attempting to document the substitutabil-
ity of TPP with other self-maintenance mechanisms, we should bear in mind
the evidence showing that not all self-enhancement manipulations have re-
duced the subsequent use of self-preserving mechanisms (Tesser & Moore,
1990).

The inconsistency between the findings demonstrating substitutability
and instances of non-substitutability could be explained using Linville’s (1985,
1987) concept of self-complexity. Self-complexity has been defined by Lin-
ville (1985) as the function of the number of independent aspects a person
uses in defining his or her self and the level of association between these as-
pects. In a series of studies, Linville demonstrated that the more complex the
self, the better one can cope with failure. People with high self-complexity
experience fewer emotional fluctuations and tend to be less depressed and
to suffer less from physical symptoms of stress following a difficult situation
(Linville, 1985, 1987). Linville’s theorizing and evidence in a way stand in
contrast to the logic of substitutability of self-enhancing mechanisms. Substi-
tutability implies that a boost to the self in one domain affects other domains,
whereas the concept of self-complexity implies the possibility of domain in-
dependence.

Hence, it could be suggested that the various mechanisms are substi-
tutable only as long as they relate to the same region of the self or to different
regions that are permeable. As Tesser et al. (1996) point out, ‘‘One can think
of instances where it appears implausible that self-esteem processes would
be interchangeable, unless they came from something like the same region’’
(p. 62).

Indeed, past research demonstrated that ‘‘domain does matter’’ (Tesser,
2000, p. 296). For example, Stone, Weigand, Cooper, and Aronson (1997)
showed that participants prefer to resolve dissonance directly, that is, in the
same self-domain, despite the clear availability of an indirect (and in their
Study 2, even more central to the self) self-affirmation strategy. Following
this logic, the type of self-esteem manipulation used—and especially the
aspect of the self-esteem that has been manipulated—could affect the re-
sults. Past research on the substitutability of the TPP tested for cross-domain
substitutability (e.g., for the effects of performance on a bogus knowledge
test on TPPs in an unrelated area; Meirick, 2003a) and for the most part re-
sulted with null findings. However, in the present investigation, we focus on
within-domain substitutability: all manipulations and subsequent measure-
ments come from the same self-domains.
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In fact, in the first study we investigate the possibility that each use
of the TPP (presumably, a self-preserving mechanism) affects subsequent
uses. This is in line with recent research (Tsfati & Tal-Or, 2005) suggesting
that using a particular self-preserving mechanism on one occasion reduces
the need to use the very same mechanism once again. The rationale stems
from the idea of substitutability across different mechanisms. If the use of a
particular mechanism reduces the subsequent use of a different mechanism,
it is all but obvious that the use of this particular mechanism should reduce
the subsequent use of the very same mechanism. The self—this time the
very same region of the self—has already been enhanced, and thus the
subsequent need to use a self-preserving mechanism is reduced.

While Study 1 in essence tests for the effects of TPPs on subsequent
TPPs, the aim of Study 2 is to examine whether a substitutability process
works, even when the operational representations of the self-preserving
mechanisms are not identical (i.e., the TPP substitutes something else, rather
than the TPP). Thus, in Study 2, we test for the substitutability of the TPP
with another self-preserving mechanism, relating to the same domain of
the self.

The contribution of the current investigation, however, exceeds the re-
examination of H1 within a specific domain. While previous research has fo-
cused on the effects of various self-maintenance mechanisms on the TPP, the
current investigation also tests whether the TPP affects other self-preserving
mechanisms. The possibility that the TPP affects other self-preserving mech-
anisms, if it is indeed a self-preserving bias, stems directly from the theory
of the substitutability of self-preserving mechanisms (Tesser, 2000). Yet, to
date, this possibility has received no scholarly attention.

STUDY 1

In this study we tested the notion that each use of the TPP (presumably,
a self-preserving mechanism) affects subsequent uses. In order to test this
idea, one needs to present participants with several opportunities to assess
the impact of media on themselves and on others, and to examine whether
indeed the perceptual gap decreases from one set of TPP questions to the
subsequent set. Since each particular response might be affected by the stim-
ulus material, in addition to the need for self-preservation, random ordering
of the particular stimuli between participants is necessary. This is done in
order to make sure that any of the idiosyncratic characteristics of the various
stimuli materials or TPP questions does not affect the pattern of results. Fol-
lowing H1, our hypothesis for the current study is that repeatedly answering
the TPP questions would reduce subsequent TPPs: The first TPP is expected
to be higher than the second TPP, and the second TPP is expected to be
higher than the third.
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Method

Procedure. The participants in this study were 160 undergraduate stu-
dents (46.5% male; average age was 22.9, SD D 2.67). Students were ran-
domly assigned to one of six versions of the questionnaire. Tests of statistical
significance were conducted to make sure that there were no differences in
demographic characteristics between the experimental conditions. Each ver-
sion—completed by 25 to 28 students—consisted of several demographic
questions and three short news articles, each followed by the TPP ques-
tions. The six versions were simply the various possible permutations of the
order of the three news stories. Thus, the manipulation in this study was
simply the different ordering of the three TPP items.

Measurement of the dependent variables. The TPP items referred to
short news articles that were downloaded from a popular news website. The
first news item reported on the arrest of an illegal Chinese labor immigrant,
arrested for killing a dog and trying to eat it. The second news item reported
about preparations in Japan for ‘‘hooligan English soccer fans’’ prior to the
2002 FIFA World Cup. The story reported that due to anticipated riots, more
than 200 cameras would monitor English fans’ movements in the city of
Sapporo, and that 7,000 policemen would be deployed and a 2.5-meter fence
erected for the game between England and Argentina. The third news item
dealt with an investigation by the Income Tax Department regarding tax
evasions by ultra-Orthodox rabbis who had received large sums of money
from their followers for blessings and talismans.

After reading each of the stories, participants were asked to what extent
their own and other people’s perceptions of Chinese foreign workers, English
football fans, and ultra-Orthodox people would be affected by such news
stories. All six TPP items had answer categories varying between ‘‘1’’ for ‘‘not
at all affected’’ to ‘‘5’’ for ‘‘affected to a great extent.’’ As expected, significant
TPPs were found relating to each of the three stories (for the Chinese worker
story: Mothers D 3.41, Mself D 2.56, t (152) D 9.87, p < .001, �

2
D .39; for

the English hooligan soccer fans: Mothers D 3.32, Mself D 2.58, t (151) D 7.40,
p < .001, �

2
D .27; and for the tax evasion investigation story: Mothers D 3.47,

Mself D 2.95, t (152) D 5.84, p < .001, �
2

D .18). As is typically the case in
TPP research, TPP scores (in the present study and in all studies that follows)
were calculated as the difference between the perceived effects on ‘‘others’’
and ‘‘self’’ items.

Results

Our hypothesis for this study predicted that repeatedly answering the TPP
questions would reduce the TPP, so that the first TPP was expected to be
higher than the second TPP, and the second TPP was expected to be higher
than the third. To test this hypothesis, we calculated the TPP scores for
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TABLE 1 Third Person Perceptions by Place in Third
Person Perception Sequence

1st TPP 2nd TPP 3rd TPP

Study 1 .84b .72ab .54a

(n D 151) (1.05) (1.26) (1.08)
Study 1a 1.09a 1.07a 1.21a

(n D 154) (1.30) (1.47) (1.33)

Notes: Table entries are means. Numbers in parentheses are

standard deviations. Means with no subscripts in common are

significantly different at p < .05 (based on planned contrast

comparisons)

each respondent for the first, second, and third TPP pairs of questions, and
tested for the difference between these TPP scores using a repeated-measures
ANOVA. Results are presented in Table 1.

Results for the ANOVA test were significant, F (2, 149) D 3.46, p < .05,
�

2
D .05. The magnitude of the TPP was indeed reduced as the sequence

progressed. Planned comparisons showed that the reduction from the first
to the second and from the second to the third TPPs failed to reach statistical
significance. However, the reduction from the first to the third TPP in the
sequence was highly significant, F (1, 149) D 7.00, p < .01, �

2
D .05.

Since the mechanism explored in the current investigation is self-related,
it seems reasonable to expect that the self-rated TPP items would be more
affected by prior self-enhancement than the TPP items referring to media
effects on others. Indeed, when probing into the separate effects on the ‘‘self’’
and ‘‘others’’ items, the answers to the ‘‘self’’ items significantly increased
from the first to the second and from the second to the third set of questions
(Mfirst TPP D 2.50, SD D .89; Msecond TPP D 2.71, SD D 1.09; Mthird TPP D

2.88, SD D 1.14); F (2, 151) D 6.18, p < .01, �2
D .08. In contrast, and

consistent with our expectations, the answers to the ‘‘others’’ items did not
significantly change with subsequent sets of questions (Mfirst TPP D 3.35,
SD D .82; Msecond TPP D 3.42, SD D .93; Mthird TPP D 3.40, SD D .93), F (2,
149) D .46, p > .05, �2

D .01.
Our design presumably offered respondents the possibility to self-

enhance using the TPP, and then measured the effect of this opportunity.
However, not all respondents offered the opportunity to self-enhance ac-
tually used it and reported larger media effects on others. Out of 154 re-
spondents answering the first TPP items presented to them, only 92 had
actually exhibited TPPs.2 The logic of our hypotheses implies that those
92 respondents exhibiting TPPs in the first instance should be those who
will demonstrate stronger TPP reductions. And that was indeed the case.

2Fifty-three respondents had a TPP score of ‘‘zero’’ (i.e., reported the same influence on self and

others), and 9 had negative TPP scores (i.e., reported larger effects on self compared to others).
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When focusing on respondents actually reporting TPPs in the first in-
stance, the general ANOVA test was again significant, F (2, 87) D 15.65; p <

.001, �
2

D .26. Planned comparisons demonstrated that, as expected, the
reduction from the first to the second TPP and from the second to the third
were this time statistically significant, F (2, 87) D 5.73, p < .05; �

2
D .07,

F (1, 87) D 5.90, p < .001; �
2

D .06, respectively, and the reduction from
the first to the third TPP was again significant F (1, 87) D 31.53, p < .001;
�

2
D .26. Thus, when focusing on respondents who enhanced, results sup-

ported our hypotheses more strongly: The decrease in means was sharper
(Mfirst TPP D 1.54, SD D .75; Msecond TPP D 1.15, SD D 1.40; Mthird TPP D .72,
SD D 1.18), and all planned comparisons were statistically significant.

Discussion

The results supported our expectations that the TPP would be reduced af-
ter prior use. This evidence is consistent with the notion of the TPP as a
self-preserving mechanism: prior use of a self-preservation mechanism had
already enhanced the relevant region of the self, and hence the subsequent
motivation to use the very same mechanism to enhance the self was reduced.

However, while theoretically appealing and consistent with research on
other self-preserving mechanisms, this interpretation is surely not the only
possible interpretation of the results. Arguably, the findings merely reflect
a survey artifact. Perhaps, answers to the TPP items merely regress to the
center, because participants’ assessments of media impact on others cannot
get much larger in subsequent TPP questions, and their assessments of the
media impact on themselves cannot get much smaller. It could also be ar-
gued that identically worded questions measuring perceptions and attitudes
toward different objects cause respondents to assume that the researchers
expect different answers (see Tourangeau, Rips, & Rasinski, 2000, p. 204 for
a similar argument), and this is the reason why respondents alter their TPP
reports. Additionally, it is possible that answering a set of three basically
identical pairs of questions may lead to reduced attention or fatigue, which
may account for the more centered answers.

STUDY 1a

Our reply to this potential criticism is indirect. We ran an additional short
study, which was supposed to be as similar as possible to Study 1 in all
respects, with two exceptions. The questions did not deal with perceived
media impact, and the questions did not compare the self and others, and
hence were not related to self-esteem. Instead, the participants read three
short items containing parts of interviews, originally downloaded from the
sports section of the same popular website used as the source in Study 1.
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The interviews were shortened and slightly modified in order to make the
interviewer seem more intelligent and eloquent than the interviewee. A pilot
test demonstrated that indeed the interviewers were perceived much more
favorably (n D 55).

Participants (N D 156; 46.2% male, .60% unreported; average age was
26.29, SD D 6.25) were told that, for each of the three items, the interviews
were conducted by different interviewers, and with different interviewees.
After reading each of the three items, participants were requested to an-
swer two questions: ‘‘Generally, how would you rate your impression of
the interviewer?’’, and ‘‘Generally, how would you rate your impression of
the interviewee?’’ Response categories varied between ‘‘1’’ (for ‘‘very pos-
itive’’) to ‘‘5’’ (for ‘‘very negative’’). As in the TPP situation, answers were
consistently and significantly higher in the ‘‘interviewer’’ items, compared
with the ‘‘interviewee’’ items. As in Study 1, the order of the stories was
randomized, to remove any idiosyncratic effects of the particular items. As
in Study 1, we calculated the difference between the scores and examined
whether the differences between the ‘‘interviewer’’ and ‘‘interviewee’’ an-
swers were reduced with every subsequent set of replies to the questions.
As in Study 1, this was accomplished using a repeated-measures ANOVA
with planned comparisons. A pattern of results identical or similar to that
obtained in Study 1 would raise the suspicion that Study 1 findings stem
from a survey artifact.

However, unlike in Study 1, the overall effect of the place in sequence
on the TPP-like difference score was not statistically significant (see Table 1),
F (2, 152) D 1.01, p > .36, �2

D .01. While these findings do not offer decisive
evidence supporting our interpretation of the findings of Study 1, they do
rule out the possibility that such pairs of questions necessarily regress to
the center with repeated use, or that the gap between such pairs of survey
items is necessarily reduced because of fatigue or some other survey artifact.
These findings demonstrate that when the self is not present in the survey
items, and media impact is not the topic, the initial gap between the answers
to pairs of survey items does not diminish, although, as in the TPP studies,
such an initial gap did exist in Study 1a.

STUDY 1b

In addition to running Study 1a designed to test for alternate explanations, we
reassured our confidence in the findings using replication. In Study 1b, we
used a similar design to that used in Study 1. Participating students (N D 61;
32% male; the average age was 24.35, SD D 3.02) were randomly assigned to
two experimental conditions, each receiving, at random, a different version
of the questionnaire that included a different ordering of stimulus materials:
either a soft drink ad or an ad for broadband Internet service. The TPP
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items asked, ‘‘To what extent does this ad make you want to purchase the
product?’’, and then ‘‘To what extent do you think this ad makes other people
want to purchase the product?’’ Both items had answer categories varying
between ‘‘1’’ for ‘‘not at all’’ to ‘‘7’’ for ‘‘to a great extent.’’ Our hypothesis,
and the findings of Study 1, imply that the second TPP should be smaller,
compared with the first TPP.

To test for such a decrease in the TPP, a repeated-measures t-test was
conducted. As expected, the second TPP (M D 1.00, SD D 1.62) was indeed
significantly lower than the first TPP (M D 1.39, SD D 1.34), t (60) D 1.97,
p D .05, �

2
D .06. Probing into the separate effects on the ‘‘self’’ and ‘‘others’’

items, the answers to the ‘‘self’’ items significantly increased from the first
to the second set of questions (Mfirst TPP D 3.03, SD D 1.70; Msecond TPP D

3.82, SD D 1.64), t (60) D 3.18, p < .01, �
2

D .14. There were no significant
differences in the answers to the ‘‘others’’ items (Mfirst TPP D 4.43, SD D

1.55; Msecond TPP D 4.82, SD D 1.58), t (60) D 1.93, p > .05, �
2

D .06. As in
Study 1, when focusing only on respondents who presumably self-enhanced
(by reporting positive TPPs; n D 46), the reduction of the TPPs became larger
and highly significant (Mfirst TPP D 1.91, SD D 1.09; Msecond TPP D 1.26, SD D

1.69), t (45) D 2.75, p < .01, �2
D .14.

STUDY 2

Our interpretation of the findings thus far suggests that after people enhance
their self-esteem using the TPP, their need to use the TPP as a means to en-
hance the same region of the self is reduced. However, since our Studies 1
and 1b used the very same mechanism as the manipulation and criterion
variable, we cannot totally negate the possibility that our findings are a re-
sult of some unknown survey artifact. Therefore, the aim of Study 2 was
to examine whether this substitutability process works, even when the op-
erational representations of the self-preserving mechanism are not identical
(i.e., the TPP substitutes something else, rather than the TPP).

In Study 2, we tested for the substitutability between the TPP and a
measure of self-perceived insusceptibility to persuasion. Given the logic of
the current inquiry, such a measure could be used by respondents as a self-
preserving mechanism. Presentation of the self as insusceptible to manipula-
tive persuasion certainly relates to the self-esteem maintenance mechanism
of self-presentation (see Tesser, 2000). The self-perceived insusceptibility
to persuasion measure meets the two demands resulting from our previous
studies. First, it relates to the same region of the self as the TPP, a region con-
cerned with the perception of self as more or less vulnerable to persuasive
content. Second, it is not the very same mechanism as the TPP. Respondents
are not requested to compare themselves to others, but simply to report their
reactions to persuasion in general. The questions it contains are rather broad
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and do not relate to any particular persuasive content; most of them do not
even relate to the media at all, but rather to persuasion in general.

In sum, in Study 2, we examined the substitutability of the TPP with
the insusceptibility scale—presumably a self-preserving mechanism. A two-
condition between subjects design was used (‘‘TPP questions first’’ and ‘‘no
TPP questions first’’). Following H2, it is hypothesized that answering the TPP
questions first (presumably a self-enhancing activity) would reduce subse-
quent scores on the insusceptibility scale.

Method

Procedure. Participants (N D 70; 30% male; average age D 24.29; SD D

3.48) were university students who received a $7 incentive for participating in
series of laboratory experiments. They received one of the two experimental
packets at random. No other participants were present in the room when
respondents completed the experimental packet. As explained above, the
manipulation was the inclusion or non-inclusion of TPP items before the
insusceptibility scale. In both conditions, the TPP items asked respondents
to assess (on a 1–7 scale) the impact of an ad for a popular clothing chain on
their own and others’ intention to purchase the product. Question wording
and answer categories were identical to those used in Study 1. As expected,
there was a significant TPP (Mothers D 5.28, Mself D 3.00), t (35)D 10.17, p <

.001, �2
D .75.

Measurement of the dependent variable. Respondents completed an
insusceptibility-to-manipulative-persuasion scale, developed by the authors.
Questions were worded: (1) ‘‘On principled matters, I stand my ground’’;
(2) ‘‘When I watch commercials on television, I know what to believe and
what not to believe’’; (3) ‘‘There should be very good reasons to convince
me to change my mind on a fundamental issue’’; (4) ‘‘I know when someone
tries to set me up’’; (5) ‘‘It is hard to convince me with nonsense’’; (6) ‘‘When
someone tries to persuade me I listen, but I am not persuaded by every silly
argument’’; (7) ‘‘I am not convinced by weak arguments’’; (8) ‘‘Marketing
techniques do not affect me’’; (9) ‘‘It is hard to pull the wool over my eyes’’;
and (10) ‘‘I cannot be fooled’’. Response categories varied between ‘‘1’’, for
‘‘not at all like me’’, to ‘‘5’’, for ‘‘very much like me’’. Exploratory Factor
Analysis (Principal Components; Varimax) revealed a two factor structure,
with items 1, 3, and 6 loading on one factor, and items 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, and
10 loading on the second. Apparently, the first factor relates to perceptions
of more ‘‘rational’’ insusceptibility to persuasion (items refer to ‘‘principled’’
matters and to reasoning and consideration). The second item seems to re-
late to mere ‘‘resistance’’ to persuasion, and not to contemplation. Item 7 did
not load clearly on either of the factors. Scales for both factors were created.
Cronbach’s ˛ for the first scale was .70 (M D 4.28, SD D .61). Cronbach’s ˛

for the second scale was .89 (M D 3.67, SD D .72).
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Results

Our expectation for this study, following H2, was that the perceived self-
insusceptibility measure would be lower for participants who answered the
TPP items, compared with participants who did not. Independent sample
t-tests were conducted to test for the difference between the experimental
conditions in the dependent variable. For the first factor, results showed a
significant difference, t (68) D 2.28, p < .05, �

2
D .07. As expected, respon-

dents who had previously answered the TPP questions scored lower on the
‘‘reasoned’’ insusceptibility scale (M D 4.12, SD D .61), compared with re-
spondents who had not previously completed the TPP questions (M D 4.44,
SD D .56). However, results for the second factor (‘‘resistance to persua-
sion’’) did not show a significant difference (MTPP first D 3.60, SD D .84;
Mno TPP first D 3.75, SD D .58), t (68) D .92, p > .05, �

2
D .01.

As in the previous study, the logic of our hypotheses implies that those
respondents actually using the opportunity to self-enhance in the first in-
stance should be those more strongly affected by the self enhancing ma-
nipulations. Only four respondents had zero or negative TPP scores in this
study. Their removal from the analysis did not change the pattern of results
at all.

Discussion

Our second hypothesis predicted that the TPP would reduce the subsequent
use of other self-preserving mechanisms. The present study demonstrated
that the mere possibility of answering the TPP questions, and actually ex-
hibiting TPPs, affected the participants’ need to present themselves as insus-
ceptible to persuasion. This was the case when the outcome measure was
the factor relating to ‘‘reasoned’’ insusceptibility. Our interpretation of this
finding is that the TPP (presumably, a self-enhancing mechanism) substituted
another self-enhancing mechanism (the positive presentation of the self as
reasoned, as not easily fooled).

It is worth noting that this effect overrides respondents’ inclination for
consistency. Consistency effects (Tourangeau et al., 2000, p. 201) imply that
past responses about lower effects on the self should be followed by sub-
sequent responses about reduced gullibility. Respondents in the ‘‘TPP’’ con-
dition were offered the opportunity to say that they were uninfluenced,
especially compared to others, and most of them did. However, in contrast
to the expected consistency effect, they then answered that they are, by and
large, more, not less, susceptible to communicative persuasion.

Perhaps this consistency counter-effect is the explanation for the null
finding in the case of the second insusceptibility factor—relating to mere re-
sistance to persuasion. Probably, with some of the items referring to market-
ing techniques and others using phrases that are commonly used in Hebrew
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in the context of advertising, this scale measures something that invites more
consistency with the self-related TPP item that respondents in the ‘‘TPP’’
condition have just completed. On the other hand, the first factor (reasoned
insusceptibility) measures something that may be thought of as less related
to response to advertising, given that it relates to ‘‘principled matters’’ and
to ‘‘reasoning,’’ and hence is less likely to facilitate consistency effects.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Taken together, the studies reported above demonstrate the substitutability
of the TPP with other self-esteem maintenance mechanisms. This finding ad-
vances our knowledge about the factors underlying the TPP. The application
of the psychological principle of substitutability in the TPP context offers an
indirect test for the self-preservation explanation. Although an indirect test,
it provides us with a very meaningful set of evidence. What else but sub-
stitutability of self-maintenance mechanisms would explain the reduction of
subsequent TPPs or other self-preserving mechanisms after prior use of the
TPP? The importance of our results is underscored by the fact that research
has thus far failed to provide concrete evidence supporting the claim that
the TPP stems from a self-preserving bias.

In the three studies (1, 1b and 2), the substitutability we found overrides
the expected consistency effects. In Studies 1 and 1b, consistency predicts
that people’s TPPs will be persistent; nonetheless they diminished with re-
current use. In Study 2, one would expect that respondents reporting they
are unaffected by media would subsequently report they are unsuscepti-
ble to persuasion in general, but our participants reported more, not less,
susceptibility.

At first glance, these findings do not go hand in hand with past attempts
to demonstrate the substitutability of the TPP and FPP (reported by Meirick,
2003a, 2003b; Tsfati & Tal Or, 2005) that have by and large failed. One ex-
planation for this seeming inconsistency lays in the fact that this study tested
substitutability within a particular self-domain, rather than across different
self-domains. This approach is in line with research demonstrating that the
specific region of the self does matter when it comes to the substitutability
of self-preserving mechanisms (Stone et al., 1997; Tesser, 2000, p. 296–297).
The results suggest that the TPP is indeed used to preserve the self (why else
would they reduce subsequent TPPs or other self-preserving mechanisms?),
but that they are substitutable only within a given region of the self.

Another possible explanation for the fact that the current investigation
yielded evidence supporting the substitutability of the TPP, whereas previous
research did not, may be related to the current examination of H2, focusing
on the effects of prior TPPs on the subsequent use of other mechanisms. This
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possible effect was ignored by past research (which focused on H1 only). It is
possible to suggest that the TPP is a relatively automatic and stable pattern
of response, and thus that it may be more persistent and harder to reduce
via substitutability (only 2 of the 121 effects, examined in a meta analysis by
Paul et al., 2000, were smaller than r D .15 in absolute value). Part of the
stability of the TPP may be explained by pervasive beliefs regarding media
influence, which are harder to alter using experimental manipulations. This
is especially true in comparison with other self-preserving mechanisms, such
as dissonance and self-affirmation, which are focused on and affected by the
self only, and are unrelated to external knowledge.

The TPPs we evidenced were so robust that the magnitude of the de-
crease in the TPP we discovered in Study 1 and Study 1b was relatively
small (This finding is in line with additional similar attempts to erase the
TPP through manipulating self-esteem, which resulted in weak findings at
best; see Meirick, 2003a, Study 2). Even when the third-person items were
asked for the second or third time, the TPP was not eliminated. The third
TPP in Study 1 was still highly significant and rather strong (the gap was
.54 when the TPP items were measured on a 1–5 scale). The fact that we
were not able to nullify the TPP stands in contrast with at least some of the
psychological research that was able to abolish self-defense mechanisms by
manipulating prior state self-esteem (e.g., Tesser & Cornell, 1991).

There are several possible interpretations of this finding. First, the find-
ings may suggest that self-preserving motivation is not the only factor under-
lying the TPP. This possibility is consistent with recent evidence implying that
people use their knowledge of the social world when answering TPP ques-
tions (David et al., 2002; Scharrer, 2002). Second, as explained above, the
effects we witnessed were probably reduced by consistency effects working
in a contrary direction. Third, perhaps persistent and robust findings such as
the TPP are harder to abolish using other self-preserving mechanisms.

The possibility that the strength of the TPP is the factor accounting for
the relatively little evidence for its attenuation after previous self-enhancement
could be tested in future research. For example, it is possible to manipulate
the robustness of the self-enhancing effect by manipulating the type of ef-
fect—TPPs or FPPs (the evidence supporting the TPP is more consistent and
robust than the evidence supporting the FPP; e.g., Paul et al., 2000)—and
measuring the effect of this robustness manipulation on subsequent self en-
hancing effect. In other words, the ‘‘robustness’’ explanation could be tested
by examining the substitutability relations between the TPP and the FPP. In
line with the ‘‘robustness’’ hypothesis, FPPs (weaker effects) should be more
attenuated when asked after TPP questions, compared to the decrease in the
TPPs (stronger and more robust effects) following FPPs.

In addition to advancing our understanding of the TPP, the findings are
of importance for communication scholars because they expose a yet undis-
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covered type of a question order effect.3 All of our manipulations, aimed
at elevating state self-esteem through the use of self-preserving mechanisms
were, in essence, order manipulations. Our findings point out that response
to the survey questions, asked immediately after the survey items that of-
fered our respondents the opportunity to self-enhance, were somewhat less
favorable to the self. Oftentimes, social scientists use survey questions that
may fulfill a self-esteem maintenance function. Our results demonstrate that
doing so may have consequences for the response to subsequent items (in
which respondents would apparently use less self-preserving mechanisms).

Although the evidence we presented was consistent across three in-
dependent studies, and although it echoes and explains former findings in
important ways, our study is not free of limitations. First, we cannot negate
all possible alternative explanations of our results: In Study 1, despite our
refutation attempt, the findings could stem from an unspecified survey ar-
tifact. Although we cannot totally negate these possibilities, we believe the
data consistently point to the advantage of our interpretation. First, when we
focused only on people who self-enhanced (that is, presented themselves
positively using the TPP), we discovered stronger effects. This pattern of
findings could not be accounted for by the mere reflection on the topic,
sparked by the prior TPP task. Second, when we were able to attenuate the
TPP, in Studies 1 and 1b, the ‘‘self’’ items were consistently more affected by
the (presumably) self-enhancing manipulation than the ‘‘other’’ items, and
this fact points out that the process is self-related.

In an ideal world, we would have randomly allocated respondents to
studies 1 and 1a. This would have strengthened our argument that the re-
sults of Study 1 do not stem from a survey artifact. However, since the
demographic makeup of participants did not dramatically differ, and since
in both groups of participants were undergraduate students, we believe the
evidence is enough for us to make the point that repeated TPP-like situations
do not necessarily result in reduced effects.

In recent years, research has increasingly pointed out the real-world im-
plications of the TPP in diverse areas of life (e.g., endorsement of censorship;

3Current literature shows that responses to survey items are influenced either by cognitive consistency

and availability (assimilation effects), or by comparison processes that alter respondents’ perceptions

of the attitude object (contrast effects; for a review of these topics, see Tourangeau, Rips & Rasinski,

2000; Tourangeau, Singer & Presser, 2003). In both contrast and assimilation effects relating to biases in

judgment, the criterion variable could potentially increase or decrease as a result of following another

survey item. In both contrast and assimilation effects, changing the question order changes the direction

of the effect. For example, in one of the documentations of the assimilation effect (Moore, 2002), Al

Gore was perceived less positively when the question about him was preceded by a question about Bill

Clinton. Clinton, on the other hand, was perceived more positively when the question concerning him

was preceded by a question about Gore. Conversely, in our Studies 1 and 1b, changing the question

order did not change the direction of the effect. The TPPs only grew smaller and did not grow larger,

regardless of question order.
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see Salwen, 1998). To the extent that the TPP is a consequential perception
affecting our lives in important ways (see Gunther & Storey, 2003; Tsfati &
Cohen, 2003), our quest to understand it is of tremendous value. Despite
their limitations, discussed above, our results provide an important step in
this quest. The fact that the TPP reduced subsequent self-preserving mecha-
nisms seems to point out that self-preservation is at least a part of the story.
When discussing issues relating to media (such as restrictions and censor-
ship), policy makers should be informed that at least some of the public
outcry regarding heightened media influence (on others) is accounted for
by such self-maintenance motivations.
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