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“Man, | acking i nstinctive de termination and having a brain t hat permits him
to t hink of m any di rections in w hich he c ould go, ne eds an obj ect of t otal
devotion . . . to be the focal point of all his strivings . . . The need for devotion
itself'is a primary existential need.”

—Fromm, 1973, pp. 260-261

There are many reasons why one might have conviction about something. For
example, Grace’s strong opinion about capital punishment might arise from her
feelings of compassion and horror at the idea of ending someone's life, and also
from her beliefs about the meager deterrent value of capital punishment. It might
also be consistent with her left-wing value system, which might in turn be well
supported by her personal feelings, beliefs, and sense of being a forgiving and
moderate person. As such, Grace’s conviction would be well embedded in, and
supported by, her idiosyncratic feelings, beliefs, and sense of self.

This chapter is not about such Grace-ful and relatively integrated, bottom-up
conviction. It is about a seemingly more defensive, hot-headed kind. One of the
remarkable things about conviction is that it can seem so unreasonable. Many of
the issues that people have conviction about seem, to the non-zealot, to be gray
and a mbiguous a tt he c ore. Most r eligious gr oups have fundamentalist s ects
convinced that only their worldviews are valid, e ven with full awareness t hat
other s ects’ f undamentalists f eel ex actlyt he s ame way. S imilarly, most
contentious social issues and intergroup conflicts have zealots at either extreme
whos eemb lindt o each o thers’ p erspectivesan d whos eemi ntento n
annihilating o ra t1l east ha ting a nd d erogating o ne a nother. T his ¢ hapter



investigates the hypothesis that one cause of rigid and closed-minded conviction
may bethatitcanserve as an effective d efense a gainst personal uncertainty.
Being a zeal ot or jingoist in one d omain may a lleviate d iscomfort as sociated
with uncertainty in other domains.

PERSONAL UNCERTAINTY

Personal uncertainty is akin to Festinger’s (1957) dissonance construct, but more
explicitly pertains to important and self-relevant cognitions. The term, personal
uncertainty, is used in this chapter to refer to an acute kind of identity crisis that
canar ise froma wareness of h avingi nconsistent o r unclear self-relevant
cognitions. Inconsistency (contradictory thoughts) and lack of clarity (not
knowing what to think) both imply uncertainty (cf. Baumester's 1985 distinction
between the two kinds of identity crisis: conflict and deficit). Anyone who has
grappled witha di fficult personal di lemma, pe rhapsa bouta r omantic
commitment or vocational ¢ hoice, knows h ow un bearable pr olonged pe rsonal
uncertainty can be. Hundreds of cognitive dissonance experiments over the past
half-century have indirectly d emonstrated that most people do not like to hold
cognitions t hat ¢ ontradict o ne a nother. R ecently, co gnitive d issonance a nd
ambivalence r esearchers h ave more d irectly s upported t he co re p remise o f
dissonance t heory,t hata warenesso fo ne’s" non-fitting c ognitions" is
experienced as av ersive ( Elliot & D evine, 1 994; H armon-Jones, B rehm,
Greenberg, Simon, & Nelson, 1996; Harmon-Jones, 2000; McGregor, Newby-
Clark, & Zanna, 1999; Newby-Clark, McGregor, & Zanna, 2002).

Aronson's ( 1968; and also L ewin’s, 1935, p. 62) c laimt hat self-relevant
cognitive conflict and inconsistency should be particularly aversive is supported
by evidence indicating that personal uncertainty is associated with psychological
ill-being. A review o f't he | iterature ( Baumeister, 1985) found t hat i dentity-
related u ncertainty o r co nflict h as b een | inked with f eelings o f co nfusion,
bewilderment, p reoccupation, a nxiety, d iscouragement, vagueness, ¢ mptiness,
self-consciousness, r umination, t ension, generalized m alaise, s elf-doubt,
disturbed t hinking, impulsiveness, ¢ onflict with p arents a nd o ther a uthority
figures, reduced ego strength, and increased physical symptoms. Recent findings
from diverse research paradigms concur. Intrapersonal conflict is related to the
perception that life lacks meaning (McGregor & Little, 1998); deliberating about
uncertain p ersonal d ilemmas causes d epressed mood and 1l owered s elf-esteem
(Taylor & Gollwitzer, 1995); low self-concept clarity scores (implicit and scale-
based) are associated with [ ow s elf-esteem and neuroticism ( Campbell, 1990;
Campbell et al., 1996); contradictory self-guides are associated with confusion-
related states, such as feeling muddled, indecisive, and distractible (VanHook &
Higgins, 1988); and acting a different personality in different roles (self-concept
differentiation) is associated with depression, neuroticism, and lower self-esteem
(Donahue, Robins, Roberts, & John, 1993).

Furthermore, although weaker, the link between self-inconsistency and lower



well-being i s s ignificant f or A sians as well as N orth Americans ( Heine &
Lehman, 1999; S uh, 1999) . T his f inding i s ¢ onsistent with t he gu iding
assumption in this chapter, that the need for self-consistency may not be wholly
attributable to W estern cultural prescriptions to know and be true to oneself. I
propose t hat s elf-consistency ( at1 easta mongt hes ubseto fs elf-relevant
cognitions that are acces sible at any one time) is a f undamental human need
because itis required for effective action. This functional perspective on s elf-
consistency is supported by the recent finding t hat there was most d efensive
attitude ¢ hangei na d issonance e xperiment ( and t hus, pr esumably most
dissonance discomfort) when participants were in a goal-oriented “implemental
mindset” (Harmon-Jones, 2001).

Indeed, id entity-related uncertainty o r i nconsistency ha s been | inked with
being " paralyzed by an inner turmoil o f indecisiveness" ( Orlofsky, M arcia, &
Lesser, 1973, p. 211). Laboratory support for this hypothesis comes from Sears
and Hovland (1941), who found that failure to respond in the face of conflict
(“blockage”) is a function of the extent to which the conflicting response options
are s trong a nd e qually s trong. S imilarly, a monga group o f highly a nxious
participants, K amono ( 1963) found t hat t hose with hi gh s cores on an e go-
disjunction measure (i.e., those whose motives were contradictory) took longer
to resolve approach-approach conflicts than did those with low scores on the ego
disjunction measure.

According to Baumeister (1985), negative feelings arising from the absence
of clear identity commitments derive from conflict between wanting to commit
to one desirable course of action but not being prepared to give up others. Going
in one direction means having to forego other directions. Such a p redicament
essentially presents the kind of multiple approach-avoidance conflict that Lewin
(1935, pp. 123) discussed as resulting in a restless state of psychical tension.
Such conative conflicts may be aversive because they signal the imminence of
self-regulatory i mpairment. If" thinking is f or doi ng" ( Fiske, 1992) , t hen
uncertain thinking would imply uncertainty about action. One could not function
effectively i ft hrown i nto p aralyzing i ndecision a t e very j uncture. T hus, a n
adaptive function of the discomfort arising from self-relevant inconsistency may
be that it helps to discourage debilitating ambivalence and prompts unconflicted
and decisive action (Beckmann & Irle, 1984; Brehm & Cohen, 1962; Harmon-
Jones, 1999, in press; McGregor, 1998).

From a feedback control perspective (Powers, 1973; Scheier & Carver, 1988),
self-regulation would break down if c ognitions ab out t he s elf were uncertain
because t hey would n ot pr ovide c lear di rection for s ubordinate g oals a nd
behaviorsi nt he b ehavioral f eedback co ntrol ¢ ycle. This mayb e why
(evolutionarily speaking) uncertainty feels unpleasant. The functionalist
perspective on why personal uncertainty is aversive is the corollary of Fromm’s
(1947, p. 48) explanation for why people become idealistic and fanatical about
their “frames o f o rientation and d evotion.” Z eal may b e a surrogate for lo st
instinct. Zeal makes it clear what one should do, eliminates uncertainty, and thus
facilitates decisive, sustained action.



COMPENSATORY CONVICTION

Like F romm, Lewin ( 1933, 1935) pr oposed t hat s imultaneous a wareness of
multiple act ion al ternatives c an b e o verwhelmingly a versive and t hat s ingle-
mindedness can be adaptive. Without the capacity to become single-minded, one
could suffer a fate similar to the mythic donkey mentioned by Lewin (1935, p.
123) that, paralyzed by indecision, starved between two equally attractive bails
of hay. Lewin (1933, p. 609) noticed that the children he was observing became
uncomfortable and tense when they were in situations in which multiple goals
(what h e cal led fields o f fo rce) were p resent. T hey tried t o es cape from t he
tension by blocking awareness of the conflicting goals in various ways. Some
ways o f es caping from s uch tense situations were p rimitive a nd mechanical,
such as running away from the “field,” or crumpling into a ball and covering
their e yes witht heir a rms. L ewin a Iso pr oposed de fensest hat involved
psychological hiding. He referred to “encysting of the self” and the tendency to
become obdurate. Lewin (1935) proposed that such innate psychological defense
mechanisms help p eople co pe with t he p redicament o f p sychical t ension as
follows:

[E]lach d ynamic p sychical s ystem d oes not have clear communication with every
other. . . co mmunication in many casesis e xtremely weak, i ndeed p ractically
nonexistent. If there were not this sometimes astoundingly complete segregation of
different p sychical s ystems from e ach ot her. . . no or dered a ction w ould be

possible. O nly th er eallye xtremee xclusiono fth em ajorityo fa 1lth e
simultaneously pr esent ps ychical t ensions. . . andt he practically e xclusive
connection of the motor sphere with one special region of inner tensions make an
ordered action possible.

Thus, according to Lewin (1935), one way to achieve single-mindedness a nd
facilitate effective action is to focus exclusively on one particular set of goal-
relevant cognitions at a time, to the exclusion of others. Along these lines, the
main hypothesis guiding the research in this chapter is that people are drawn to
conviction b ecause co nviction h elps r elieve t he d iscomfort as sociated with
personal uncertainty. One reason that people go to extremes and want to stand
for s omething is b ecause i mmersing o neselfina d omain o f co nviction a nd
consistency p rovides a r eprieve from the uncertainty i nherent in (at 1 east the
perceived) human experience of free will (Fromm, 1941, 1947).

Conviction refers to the absence of ambivalence or ambiguity characterized
by commitment to, emphasis on, or heightened importance of a particular self-
element. The term self-element is used in this chapter to refer to any knowledge
structure (e.g., an attitude, value, personal goal, trait definition, or identification)
that is relevant to the "who am I and what do I value?" question. Compensatory
conviction refers t o he ightening s alience o fa nd ¢ onviction a bout o ne self-
element to relieve the psychological distress arising from other problematic self-
elements.

Ideas related to the h ypothesis t hat p eople respond t o p ersonal uncertainty



with c ompensatory c onviction a bout ot her self-elements have a 1ong history.
Fromm (1941), Rogers (1951), and Kelly (1955) all proposed that states related
to p ersonal u ncertainty ca n i nduce systemic compensatory r igidity ( not o nly
adjustment of a particular problematic attitude or belief as seen in dissonance
research). A ccordingt o F romm, for i ndividuals without a uthentic p ersonal
identifications, choices are difficult because they do not have a reliable intrinsic
guide for action. Thus, to compensate, they cling to rigid, conforming patterns of
thinking and acting. Adherence to the dictates of an authority or to the majority
serves asa substitute for c larity a bout o ne’s p ersonal values a nd p riorities.
Rogers (1951, p. 515) proposed that "an experience which is inconsistent with
the organization or structure of the self may be perceived as at hreat and the
more o f't hese t here ar e t he m ore r igidly th e s elf-structure i s o rganized t o
maintain i tself." K elly ( 1955) s imilarly pr oposed t hat i ndividuals r espond to
threats to the organization o f the self (i.e., their p ersonal c onstructs) with the
tendency t o " harden their ca tegories"—that i s, when a personal ¢ onstruct is

invalidated, o ne ad heres more i nsistently t o t he r est. T he i deas o f Fromm,
Rogers, a nd K elly ar e co nsistent with Lewin’s speculation t hat r egions o
psychical tension can be "discharged" in unrelated, compensatory areas (1935, p.
61). Conviction in one domain can relieve the free-floating tension aroused by
personal uncertainty or conflict in other domains.

Theorists r ooted in th e a uthoritarianism tradition h ave a Iso p roposed th at,
in general, threat can cause defensive cognitive rigidity. For example, according
to R okeach ( 1960, pp . 6 9-70), "individuals may be come di sposed t o a ccept
or form closed systems of thinking and believing in proportion to the degree to
which t hey ar e made t o feel al one, i solated an d h elpless inthe world" and
that " the cl osed systemis. ..thet otal network o fp sychoanalytic d efense
mechanisms o rganized t ogether t o form a co gnitive system and d esigned t o
shield a v ulnerable mind." P ersonality scales b ased o n the a ssumption t hat
cognitive rigidity is a kind of tough outer shell thatis used to cover up inner
weakness, fear, or insecurity began to proliferate after the ideologically driven
horrors of World War 1II (e.g., Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford,
1950).

Despite lo ngstanding t heoretical support f or t he n otion of ¢ ompensatory
conviction, there is only scattered, and mostly correlational, empirical evidence
(but see Sales & Friend, 1973), supporting the hypothesis that threat can cause
cognitive rigidity (McCann, 1997, 1999; Sales, 1972, 1973; Porter & Suedfeld,
1981; Suedfeld & Pietroheda, 1984). There is even less extant empirical support
for the notion that personal uncertainty, in particular, can cause compensatory
conviction (for related work, see Hogg & Mullen, 1999; van den Bos & Lind, in
press). For the most part, research on psychological compensation has tended to
focus on ¢ ompensatory s elf-enhancement a fter f ailure,t hati s,0 n how
individuals ¢ ope witht hreats to s elf-worthb y highlighting o r e nhancing
unrelated, p ositive self-aspects ( e.g., B aumeister, 1 978; G reenberg &
Pyszczynski, 1985; D odgson & W ood, 1996; S teele, 19 88) or by de rogating
others to highlight self-enhancing downward comparisons (Wills, 1981). In this



chapter, I p resent five e xperimentst hati nvestigate t he p henomenono f
compensatory co nvictioni nt hef aceo fp ersonal u ncertainty. P ersonal
uncertainty is manipulated in three different ways, and s ubsequent c onviction
about personal attitudes, values, goals, group-identifications, and self-definitions
are assessed.

STUDY 1: COMPENSATORY CONVICTION ABOUT
ATTITUDES

One way that people might s hore up asense ofs elf-stability in the face o f
uncertainty is by heightening c onviction a bout t heir a ttitudes, p erhaps t oward
social i ssues. E xpressing s trong, rigid views may help p eople feel 1 ike t hey
know who they are and what they stand for. Ina study designed to testthis
hypothesis (McGregor et al., 2001, Study 1), undergraduate participants in four
uncertainty conditions wrote about a personal dilemma and the uncertainties and
inconsistencies a ssociated with i t. P articipants in a fifth, b aseline ¢ ondition
wrote instead about a friend's di lemma. N ext, in two o f the four uncertainty
conditions (labeled uncertainty/certainty conditions in Fig. 4.1), participants had
achance torepair as ense o f self-certainty. T hey wrote a p aragraph ab out a
personally important value and described how their past actions and future plans
were ¢ onsistent withit. I nth e other two uncertainty co nditions ( labeled
uncertainty/control ¢ onditionsi nF ig. 4. 1)a ndi nt he ba seline ¢ ondition
participants instead completed a n eutral e xercise t hat as ked them t o d escribe
how their least important value could be important to someone else.

As the main dependent measure, participants in the baseline condition, one of
the u ncertainty/certainty ¢ onditions,a ndo neo ft heunc ertainty/control
conditions were then given the chance to express conviction about their attitudes
toward capital punishment and abortion. Participants selected attitude positions
that were closest to their own from a list and then rated their certainty, perceived
consensus f or, an d a mbivalence ab out t heir p ositions. C ertainty, p erceived
consensus, a nd r everse-scored a mbivalence were s tandardized an d ag gregated
across issues into one conviction index.

Of participants i n t he t hree c onditions t hat h ad a n oppor tunity t o e xpress
compensatory ¢ onviction ( see F ig. 4 .1),0 nlyt hosei nt he uncertainty/
control/conviction-opportunity condition were expected to take the opportunity
to e xpress ¢ onviction, pr esumably t o ¢ ompensate for t he dilemma-related
uncertainty with whicht hey had been co nfronted. A s an ticipated, results
indicted th at there wass ignificantly morec onvictioni nt he
uncertainty/control/conviction-opportunity ¢ ondition thani ne ithert he
uncertainty/certainty/conviction-opportunity condition or the baseline condition.



Condition Label
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N
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Control ~ —— Uncertainty, Control/
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Dilemma g Control — s Opportunity——s Uncertainty, Baseline
(Control) SSE

Fig. 4.1. Order of materials in conditions of Study 1.

Is the Conviction Really a Compensatory Defense Against Uncertainty?

Ift he co nviction i s co mpensatory, i ts hould o ccur a fter p articipants ar e
confronted w ith personal unc ertainty but should not oc cur if p articipants are
given a chance to restore a sense of self-clarity before conviction is assessed.
Furthermore, if conviction is compensatory, it should work; that is, conviction
should actually help to reduce uncertainty. An assessment of felt-uncertainty in
all five c onditions o 'S tudy 1 s upports t he ¢ ontention that t he he ightened
convictioni nt he uncertainty/control/conviction-opportunity ¢ ondition is
compensatory.

Inth e wuncertainty/control/control a ndth e uncertainty/certainty/control
conditions, in which p articipants did not have a chance to e xpress ¢ onviction
about their attitudes, they instead completed control materials that asked parallel
questions a boutp oliticians'a ttitudes. ( Wea ssumedm ostf irst-year
undergraduates would not be able to muster much conviction about politicians’
attitudes.) T hen, p articipants in all five c onditions c ompleted a 1 9-item felt-
uncertainty scale ( e.g.," torn," " uneasy,"" oft wo minds,"" confused,"
"indecisive," "conflicted," and "unsure of self or goals”). Results indicate that
felt-uncertainty was s ignificantly higheri nt he uncertainty/control/control
conditiont hanina ny o ft he o ther f our ¢ onditions. T hus, t he uncertainty
manipulation made people feel uncertain, but conviction about attitudes reduced
feelings of uncertainty to baseline levels. Moreover, the results suggest that the
reason p articipants did not heighten their conviction int he
uncertainty/certainty/conviction-opportunity condition is that the certainty-repair
exercise ef fectively e liminated f eelings o fu ncertainty. In the u ncertainty/



certainty/control ¢ ondition, f elt-uncertainty wast he s ame a sint he b aseline
condition.

Internal analyses further support the compensatory conviction hypothesis. In
the uncertainty/control/conviction-opportunity condition, th e within-cell
correlation between conviction about one’s attitudes and subsequent uncertainty
was s ignificantly negative and di ffered s ignificantly from t he n on-significant
positive correlation in the baseline condition. Thus, it a ppears as though in the
face o f personal uncertainty, participants s pontaneously he ightened c onviction
about th eir a ttitudes toward s ocial i ssues a nd ind oing s o a lleviated felt-
uncertainty.

STUDIES 2 AND 3: COMPENSATORY CONVICTION
ABOUT PERSONAL VALUES AND GOALS

The results of Study 1 suggest that one way individuals cope with uncertainty is
to become more rigid in their conviction about their attitudes. Studies 2 and 3
assessed whether uncertainty also would cause compensatory conviction about
values and goals.

Study 2: Dilemma-Related Uncertainty

In a simple two-condition experiment (McGregor et al., 2001, Study 2), personal
uncertainty was induced with the same dilemma exercise as in Study 1 to see
whether participants would respond by heightening their conviction about their
communal v alues an d p ersonal g oals. After writing ab out ei ther a p ersonal
dilemma ( uncertainty ¢ ondition) o ra friend's d ilemma ( baseline condition),
participants r ated seven ¢ ommunal values ( from S chwartz, 1992) s ucha s
"mature love," "true friendship," and "helpfulness" on "how important each is as
a gui ding p riority in your life." F or each p articipant, w e averaged t he s even
ratings to form an index of value conviction. Each participant also wrote down
ten of their current personal goals (e.g., "get an A in Statistics," "be nicer to my
sister"). They then rated each goal on four dimensions representing the extent to
which each goal was p ersonally i mportant, co ngruent with t heir co re values,
consistent with their self-identity, and personally meaningful (as in McGregor &
Little, 1998). Instructions for elicitation and rating of goals were adapted from
Personal Projects Analysis (Little, 1983). The 40 r atings per person (ten goals
with four rating dimensions per goal) were then averaged to give one index of
goal-conviction per person. R esults indicated that c onviction was significantly
higher in the uncertainty than control condition for both communal values and
for personal goals.

Studv 3: Existential Uncertaintv



Compensatory co nviction ab out p ersonal goals a Iso e merged in a co nceptual
replication o f S tudy 2 th at used t wo manipulations o f e xistential u ncertainty
(McGregor etal, 2 001, S tudy 4 ). I n o ne e xistential uncertainty ¢ ondition,
participants wrote a paragraph about what would happen to them after they died.
(Pilot s tudies in dicated th at u ncertainty was t he most c ommonly mentioned
feeling evoked by this exercise. (See also van den Bos & Miedema, 2000, and
Leary, 2000, S tudy2f ors imilar f indingsa nd ¢ onclusions a boutt he
psychological i mpact o f mortality s alience). T he s econd, “faded memory”
existential uncertainty manipulation was an attempt to highlight personal change
over time and remind participants that they were not the same people they used
to be. P articipants wrote a d escription o f t he p hysical s cene o fan i mportant,
self-defining c hildhood m emory and t hen d escribed h ow t hat p hysical s cene
would likely have changed if they were to revisit it in 2035. It was expected that
contemplating the corruption of the scene of a s elf-defining memory (e.g., "the
park and baseball diamond where I used to play with all my chums would likely
have been bulldozed and developed into a shopping mall or condo complex")
would d estabilize p articipants’ s ense o fs elf-consistency. I n the ¢ ontrol
condition, participants wrote a paragraph about what they thought happened to
their bodies, physically, when they watched television (a control condition often
used by mortality salience researchers; see Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski,
1997). The measure of goal conviction was the same as in the previous study
(the average of the 40 importance, value congruence, self-identity, and meaning
ratings across the ten personal goals). Results revealed that participants in the
mortality s alience and faded memory c onditions r eported s ignificantly more
goal conviction than did participants in the control condition.

STUDY 4: COMPENSATORY CONVICTION ABOUT
GROUPS

Studies 1 t hrough3 d emonstratet hati nduced uncertainty can cau se
compensatory c onviction a bout p ersonal a ttitudes, goals, and va lues. S tudy 4
assessed whether i nduced u ncertainty would al socau se compensatory
conviction about self-elements with an explicit interpersonal component. There
is good reason to believe that cognitions related to group membership should be
particularly r elevant tot he a melioration o fp ersonal u ncertainty. E arly
consistency theories recognized that the beliefs of others are relevant to one's
own sense of certainty. Lewin (1935) proposed that social "fields of force" can
bea sc ompelling toa ni ndividuala so ne'so wnid iosyncratic goalsa s
contributors to ps ychological tension. H eider's ( 1958) balance theory featured
the e qual ¢ ontribution of o ne's o wn s entiments a nd t hose of ot herstot he
valuation o fa na ttitude o bject. F estinger ( 1957, p p. 179 -183) s imilarly
recognized th at d issonance will r esulti f o ne's o wn ¢ ognitions a re lo gically



incompatible with those of others, especially to the extent that the cognitions are
about opinions not concerned with "testable physical reality." Festinger further
proposed that rejecting or derogating dissenters (e.g., by casting them as stupid,
ignorant, unf riendly, or bi goted) ¢ ould e ffectively r educe di ssonance b y
reducing the perceived importance of their dissenting opinions.

A companion t o t he de rogate-dissenters s trategy for r educing d iscomfort
associated with u ncertainty might b et o i ncrease | iking, i dentification, a nd
affiliation with those who share one's opinions and bolster one's sense of self.
Indeed, on e of t he pr imary re asons f or j oining s ocial groups may be t he
uncertainty-reducing value o f gr oups (Hogg & Mullen, 1 999). Inthe faceof
personal uncertainty about what to believe, value, strive for, and what kind of
person to be, group membership and identification may be attractive b ecause
most groups p romote, i mplicitly or e xplicitly, a relatively c onsensual c ore o f
internally ¢ onsistent a ttitude, v alue, a nd world-view p ositions. T hus, gr oup
identification may highlight an internally consistent subset of self-elements.

Study 4 (McGregor etal., 2001, Study 3) investigated whether p articipants
would respond to uncertainty with increased conviction about their identification
with an ingroup and derogation of an outgroup. T he mortality s alience, faded
memory, and control condition materials from Study 3 were used as the three
conditions o ft he i ndependent v ariable. F or a ssessment of t he de pendent
variable, all participants read the same two 200-word essays in counterbalanced
order. One essay was written by an ingroup author who praised the participants’
university and university students in general. The other essay was written by an
outgroup author who was critical of the participants’ university and university
students in general. The two essays represented ingroup and outgroup positions.
After reading each e ssay, p articipants answered questions that e valuated t heir
favorability toward the authors and the opinions expressed. An overall measure
of intergroup bias (that we used as a proxy for conviction about group
identification) was as sessed b y t aking t he d ifference between p articipants'
favorability toward the ingroup author and opinion and their favorability toward
the ou tgroup a uthor a nd opi nion ( materials a dapted f rom G reenberge tal.,
1990). As a manipulation check before the dependent measure, participants rated
their feelings of uncertainty on a six-item uncertainty scale that contained the
three ite ms from E lliot a nd D evine's ( 1994) s elf-report d issonance s cale
(bothered, uneasy, uncomfortable), and three other items theoretically related to
dissonance and uncertainty (aroused/active, excited, worried/anxious).

Results revealed that there was significantly more uncertainty in the mortality
salience and faded memory conditions than in the baseline condition. There was
also s ignificantly more i ntergroup b ias i nt he mortality s alience an d faded
memory c onditions t han in t he b aseline ¢ ondition. T hus, induced u ncertainty
appearst o cau se h eightened co nviction ab outb othi nterpersonally and
intrapersonally referenced self-elements.

Is Compensatory Conviction A "Self"-Defense?



Studies 1 t hrough 4 are based on the assumption that personal uncertainty is a
poignant threat to the self and that compensatory conviction is a self-defense. If
compensatory conviction is indeed a s elf-defense, then there is good reason to
expectt hati ts houldbe mostpr onounced f orh ighs elf-esteem ( HSE)
participants. H SE individuals are the most likely to engage ina variety s elf-
defenses af ter t hreat ( Blaine & C rocker, 1 993). They a re m ore | ikely t han
individuals with low self-esteem (LSE) to bring positive information about the
selft o mind when ¢ onfronted with f ailure ( Dodgson & W ood, 1998);t o
derogate an d ag gress ag ainst o thers who o utperform t hem ( e.g., B aumeister,
Smart, & B oden, 1996; Baumeister & B ushman, 1998; Morf & Rhodewalt,
1993); to distort impressions of others to make themselves look good (Dunning,
Chapter 3, t his v olume); a nd t o de rogate ou tgroups ( Crocker, T hompson,
McGraw, & Ingerman, 1987).

Toa ssesst hisd efensive-self-esteem hypothesis,t hes elf-esteemb y
uncertainty i nteraction ef fect o n co nviction was co mputed in t he p reviously-
described s tudies i n which self-esteem was a ssessed ( Study 1 on c onviction
about attitudes and Study 4 on conviction about group identification). In Study
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Fig. 4.2 Standardized conviction about social issues as a function of self-
esteem and induced uncertainty.

1 there wasas ignificanti nteractionb etween co ndition ( uncertainty/
control/conviction oppor tunity vs. baseline) and s elf-esteem o n the d ependent



variable—conviction abouta ttitudes. A ss howni nF ig. 4.2, the hi ghest
conviction was for HSE participants who were facing uncertainty.

In E xperiment 4 , t he i nteraction b etween uncertainty condition ( combined
existential uncertainty vs baseline) and self-esteem on c onviction about gr oup
identification yielded similar, although only marginally significant results. The
highest ¢ onviction was a gainr egisteredb yt he H SE participantsi nt he
uncertainty condition.

STUDY 5: COMPENSATORY CONVICTION ABOUT
SELF-DEFINITIONS

Together, the experiments described here suggest that personal uncertainty can
be uncomfortable and threatening to the self, and that participants cope with it
by summoning ¢ onviction a bout ot her s alient self-elements ( attitudes a bout
social issues, personal values, goals, and groups). Study 5 (McGregor & Golson,
2001) was d evised to replicate th e finding th at c ompensatory ¢ onviction is a
function of the induced-uncertainty by self-esteem interaction using an implicit
measure o f co nviction ab out s elf-definition. I f so, th is w ould s uggest t hat
compensatory co nvictioni s ar elatively au tomatic d efense an di s not s elf-
presentational.

After p articipants ¢ ompleted a s elf-esteem s cale ( Rosenberg, 1 965), w e
manipulated personal uncertainty using the own-dilemma materials from Studies
1 and 2. In the control condition, participants completed the friend's dilemma
exercise from Studies 1 and 2. The dependent measure was a r esponse-latency
based a ssessmento fs elf-concept c larity ( Campbell, 1990). P articipants
responded t o t rait ad jectives t hat were p resented o na computer screenby
pressing b uttons marked " me" or "not me." F aster r esponses were t aken as
evidence of conviction about one's self-definition.

A regression analysis with average response latency regressed on condition
(uncertainty vs. co ntrol), s elf-esteem, an dt he co nditionb y self-esteem
interaction r evealed a s ignificant co ndition b y self-esteem i nteraction ( main
effects of condition and self-esteem were not significant). As shown in Fig. 4.3,
the hi ghest conviction (i.e., fastest responding) was for HSE participants in the
uncertainty co ndition. S imple ef fects a nalysesr evealed thatt his was
significantly higher than for HSE participants in the control condition and that
the s imple slopeo f's elf-esteem inth eu ncertainty c ondition w as also
significantly negative. F or d escriptive p urposes, we as sessed t he co rrelation
between self-esteem and conviction in the uncertainty and baseline conditions.
Int he uncertainty ¢ ondition, it was significantly p ositive. In the ¢ ontrol
condition it was close to zero. Thus, as in Studies 1 and 4, HSE individuals were
more likely to respond to uncertainty with compensatory conviction than LSE
individuals. T he r eplication of t he co mpensatory co nviction ef fect with a n
implicit measure demonstrates that compensatory conviction can be relatively

Fig. 4.3. Response latencies to “me/not-me” decisions about personal characteristics
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as a function of self-esteem and induced uncertainty.

automatic and suggests that it is not self-presentational.

DISCUSSION

In five e xperiments, personalu ncertainty wasi nduced by hi ghlighting
inconsistent or uncertain self-elements. The results presented here converge on
the co nclusion t hat co mpensatory co nvictioni su seda sad efense a gainst
personal uncertainty. In Study 1, salience of dilemma-related uncertainty caused
conviction a bout a ttitudes to ward s ocial is sues. [ n S tudy 2, d ilemma-related
uncertainty caused conviction about values and personal goals. In Study 3, two
existential uncertainty manipulations caused conviction about personal goals. In
Study 4, the same two existential uncertainty manipulations caused conviction
about gr oup i dentification. I n S tudy 5, d ilemma-related u ncertainty caused
increased conviction about self-definition (among HSE participants).

Evidence that these effects are self-defensive comes from the finding in Study
1 that compensatory conviction effectively eliminated felt-uncertainty, and from
the findings in Studies 1, 4, and 5, that conviction in the face of uncertainty was
most pr onounced f or h igh s elf-esteem i ndividuals. P ast research, an d s ome
presented in this volume has found that defensiveness is most pronounced for
individuals with high scores on self-esteem scales. Jordan and Zanna (Chapter 6)
found that individuals with high explicitly measured self-esteem and low
implicitly m easured s elf-esteem were p articularly d efensive and Duggan a nd
McGregor (2 002) recently found t hat s uch d efensive self-esteem individuals
react with the most compensatory conviction in the face of uncertainty.



Why Does Compensatory Conviction Help?

Lewin (1933, 193 5) proposed two general strategies for coping with conative
conflict. One is to get out of the field somehow, removing the inconsistencies
from a wareness ( e.g., he noted t hat ¢ hildren va riously a ccomplished this by
physical hiding, superficial play, or flight into fantasy). The other is to appeal to
some authority source (e.g., the parent). Similarly, but from a more existentially-
tinged perspective, Fromm (1941, p. 155) proposed escapism and fascism as two
prevalent strategies for co ping with u ncertainty ab out whatto do and value.

Escapism/fleeing t he field may b e ef fective b ecause d iscomfort as sociated
with ¢ ognitive i nconsistency i st educedt ot he e xtentt hatt he o ffending
cognitions ar ¢ o ut o f a wareness ( McGregor etal., 1999; N ewby-Clark etal.,
2001). C ompensatory c onviction may b e an e ffective way to p sychologically
flee the field. It may ameliorate discomfort by reducing the accessibility of the
offending c ognitions ( cf., Koole, S meets, van Knippenberg, & D ijksterhuis,
1999). Compensatory conviction may also accomplish the same result as
fascism, albeit to an internal dictator. C ompensatory c onviction may a lleviate
personal uncertainty by allowing one to focus on the more important values and
goals o fa ninner a uthority, which may e ffectively t rivialize o ne’s i nternal
conflict by way of a contrast effect. Thus, heightened conviction may effectively
narrow the a perture ont he wandering spotlighto fs elf-consciousness
(Kruglanski, 1989) and fix the focus on the topic of the conviction. Doing so
may r ender o ther co ntradictory o r u ncertain s elf-elements I ess i mportant an d
accessible to awareness. I ndeed, McGregor, K ang, E spinet, and Clark (2002)
have recently foundt hat expressing ¢ onviction about a ttitudes a nd v alues
reduces subjective accessibility to awareness of personal uncertainties.



Is There a Dark Side of Compensatory Conviction?

Human existence is fraught with uncertainty. R elatively at tenuated in stinctual
imperatives and enlarged neocortexes have given us the adaptive cap acity for
abstract thought and the ability to consider alternative courses of future action.
These capacities support the instrumental advantages of language and planning,
but come with a side effect of potentially paralyzing ambivalence (McGregor,
1998). Human c hoice i s v ulnerable t o multiple ap proach-avoidance co nflicts
worse than those faced by Lewin's mythic donkey that was caught in a double
approach-avoidance conflict between t wo bales o fhay. F or humans, choosing
one action often means abandoning a whole set of other potentially rewarding
alternatives, a bout which t he r elative u tilities a re unclear. V alues, i dentities,
groups, a nd worldviews ¢ an s erve a s a rbiters for c hoice, bu t t hose t oo are
uncertain, a reality underscored by awareness of committed adherents to diverse
and contradictory orientations.

In the face of such fundamental uncertainty, compensatory conviction may be
an at tractive an d e ven e ssential r esponse. T his i s n ot necessarily a p roblem.
People a re zeal ous ab out many t hings, s ome o f which are ei ther r elatively
benign (e.g., being a g olf devotee or a believer in aliens), or even s eemingly
prosocial (e.g., being a c ommitted e nvironmental or s ocial a ctivist). P roblems
may arise, however, when convictions collide, interpersonally or between
groups. N on-rigid ¢ onviction m ay b e to lerant a nd e ven sympathetic to ward
competing orientations, but defensive conviction may be less magnanimous.

If conviction is a defense against uncertainty, then consensus is vital because
other people can serve as important bolstering elements when they agree or as
poignant threats to c ertainty when th ey disagree. In his d iscussion o f" social
fields o f force," Lewin (1935, p. 175) noted that the goals and valuations of
others can be as influential as one's own. Festinger similarly noted that we turn
to others to reduce uncertainty (1954) and that the opinions of others can cause
or h elp t o e liminate di ssonance ( 1957, p. 1 77). S chachter ( 1959) s imilarly
concluded t hat a mbiguous situations motivate a ffiliation. M orer ecently,
dispositional a nd s ituational variables r elated to th e d esire for c ertainty have
been found to c ause i ncreased t endency to join groups (Shah, Kruglanski, &
Thompson, 1998) . H ogg a nd M ullen ( 1999) c ontend t hat on e of the most
important functions of groups is, in fact, uncertainty reduction.

If there is a need to go public, and to reify one’s self-image through the eyes
of others (cf. Wicklund & G ollwitzer, 1 982), then private zeal is not enough.
Compensatory conviction may thus be a zer o-sum game that s eeks al lies and
tolerates no o pposition. A na tural o utgrowth mayb e e xaggerated gr oup
identification (as found i n S tudy 4 ) a nd 1 ntergroup ho stility. One m ay f ind
groups or relationships to b olster self-related ¢ ognitions, buto neis also
continually confronted by individuals and groups with orientations that radically
diverge from o ne's o wn. D erogating, r ejecting, a nd a ggressing a gainst o thers
with oppos ing c onvictions may be one way to cope with the uncertainty t hat



they impose.

Indeed, S chachter ( 1951) f ound t hat o pinion d eviates were r ejected an d
derogated by groups. M ore recently, T etlock, Kristel, E lson, L erner, & Green
(2000) found that just having participants read about individuals whose opinions
and act ions co ntradicted t heir o wn " sacred v alues" cau sed t he p articipants t o
respond with " moral ou trage" i nvolving a nger, ¢ ontempt, a nd r eadiness to
ostracize a nd p unish th e s ubjective d eviant. P articipants also in itiated " moral
cleansing," reactions involving heightened c onviction about their attitudes and
values ( significantly co rrelated with t he moral o utrage measures). S imilarly,
terror m anagement t heorists ha ve r epeatedly f ound that p ersonal mortality
salience causes increased favorability toward those who share one's attitudes and
values, and increased d erogation, hostility, and aggression against those whose
actions or statements ar e d iscrepant with t heir o wn values ( Greenberg et al .,
1997). P ersonal unc ertainty wast he most c ommonly mentioned feelingi n
response t 0 mortality salience in my pilot r esearch (see also vanden Bos &
Miedema, 2000, and Leary, 2000, for similar findings).

In s ummary, t he d ark s ide of ¢ onviction may lie init s e ssentially inter-
personal character. There are few objective referents to guide moral d ecisions
about what kind of person to be. In the face of such fundamental uncertainty,
compensatory co nviction may b e a s ubjectively a ttractive r esponse. B ut t he
opinions of others are critical for maintenance of conviction. Because there will
always be others and groups of others who stand for convictions that contradict
one’s own, rejecting, derogating and aggressing against such subjective deviants
mayb ear eflexive way o fco nsolidating ¢ onviction. F urthermore, p ublicly
demonstrating one's conviction may also be essential because one's conviction
may need to be witnessed by others for it to feel real (Wicklund & Gollwitzer,
1982).

Concluding Comments

This r esearch p rovidest he f irst e vidence fors pontaneous ¢ ompensatory
conviction in the face of personal uncertainty. In five experiments, participants
(especially those high in self-esteem) responded to everyday kinds of personal
uncertainty by claiming increased c onviction about various self-clements, as if
to c onsolidate a s ense of knowing who they were a nd w hat t hey s tood for.
Compensatory ¢ onviction mayb ep ersonallya daptiveif i ta meliorates
potentially immobilizing uncertainty and makes people feel better (as shown in
Study 1). And in many cases, it may be relatively benign, socially, and manifest
itself in zeal about hobbies and habits, pet peeves and projects, axes to grind,
rants to be given, and p erhaps even prosocial d evotion. It s eems p lausible to
speculate, h owever, t hat like o therd efensive d istortions, compensatory
conviction may sometimes have adverse personal and social side effects (e.g.,
Colvin , Block, & Funder, 1995; Janoff-Bulman, 1989).

Examples of personal convictions associated with self-destructive and violent



explosions a gainst t hose who of fend t hem ¢ ome ¢ asily to mind. H arris a nd
Leibold k illed C olumbine high school s tudents who were C hristians a nd/or
athletes. Timothy McVeigh’s blowing up of an Oklahoma federal building and
many of its occupants was linked to his anti-government convictions. Benjamin
Smith’s shooting rampage against B lacks, Jews, and Asians was linked to his
White supremacist convictions. Ted Kaczynski’s letter bombs to professors and
university administrators were linked to his anti-technology convictions. Pro-life
zealots blow up health care workers at abortion clinics in service of their anti-
abortion convictions.

Groups, t 0o, often r evolve a round rigid c onviction. C ults, ga ngs, r eligious
fundamentalists, p olitical p arties,a nd e xtremisto rganizations often use
conviction as a fulcrum for harmful agendas. Part of the appeal of joining cults,
gangs, and extremist organizations may be the consensual, ideological certainty
that such organizations o ffer, which may be particularly attractive to the o ften
adolescent r ecruits who ar e act ively t rying to co nsolidate a ¢l ears ense o
identity. More mainstream groups, too, seem to regularly become infected with
rigid ¢ onviction. T he Holocaust is ap rototype for the malignant e thnic,
religious, national, and cultural convictions that we have recently seen erupt into
violence a nd v engeance in, f or example, South A frica, R wanda, Z imbabwe,
Kosovo, Northern Ire land, Chechnya, A fghanistan, an d t he Mi ddle E ast.
Although a variety of factors undoubtedly contribute to the fulmination of such
extreme outcomes, our research suggests that compensatory conviction may be
an active ingredient.

This ¢ hapter i nvestigates a p ossible ¢ ontributing factor to the making ofa
zealot. Rigid conviction can be puzzling. People hold a wide range of zealous
beliefs and worldviews with tenacity, and to the less zealous observer, it seems
that a moment’s reflection should dampen the zealot's fervor. Why do zealots
not think, "Gee, if we all believe our diverse positions so strongly, then some of
us must be wrong or at least not completely right. Maybe it is me?" The results
of the five experiments presented here demonstrate that people (especially those
with high self-esteem) are motivated to forego even-mindedness for conviction,
because conviction can relieve discomfort associated with uncertainty. Given the
fundamental uncertainty that permeates the human condition, it seems plausible
that compensatory conviction may contribute to the zeal of everyday life and the
fanaticism that is so regularly featured in the evening news.
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