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LONELINESS AND THE PROCESSING
OF SELF-RELEVANT INFORMATION

AMY FRANKEL AND STE\fEN PRENTICE-DUNN
University of Alabama :

Drawing from the social cognition fiterature, this study investigated whether lonely
peoples’ self-schemata lead them to preferentially process negative self-information.
Male college students were designated as high- or low-lonely based on Revised
UCLA Loneliness Scale scores. After brief interactions with a male or female ex-

__perimental assistant, subjects viewed prerecorded videotapes depicting positive,
neutral, or negative feedback. Subsequently, subjects’ performance self-ratings and

recognition of the feedback were assessed. Results supported a selective-attention
bias such that high-lonely subjects were less likely to misidentify previously seen
negative feedback than were low-lonely subjects. In contrast, Jow-lonely subjects
made fewer recognition errors than high-lonely subjects in the positive feedback
condition. A tendency for high- and low-lenely subjects to more accurately remember
negalive and positive information, respectively, was also obtained,

The tendency of lonely individuals’tendencies to self-derogate and expect
rejection may interfere with both the development and maintenance of

: satisfying relationships (See reviews by Hojat & Crandall, 1987; Jones,

1982). However, the means by which such behaviors affect relationships
have not been fully specified (Paloutzian & Janigian, 1987). Recent literature
on social cognition indicates that the general ideas people have about
themselves, called self-schemata, influence their processing of self-relevant
information (e.g., Katz, 1987; Markus & Sentis, 1982; Shrauger, 1982;
Suls & Greenwald, 1986). Although self-schemata allow people to process
information about themselves quickly and confidently, such knowledge
structures may also lead individuals to distort their actual social realities
by influencing the new information that will be attended to, interpreted,
and stored (e.g., Fong & Markus, 1982; Markus, 1977; Markus, Hamil,
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associate editor and anonymous reviewers of an earlier version of the manuscript contributed
several helpful suggestions. Requests for reprints should be addressed to Steven Prentice-
Dunn, Department of Psychology, University of Alabama, Box 870348, Tuscaloosa, AL
35487-0348.
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& Sentis, 1987). Many studies have demonstrated that self-schemata are
resistant to inconsistent information (Shrauger, 1982, Swann & Reid,
1981a; Sweeney & Moreland, 1980; Markus & Sentis, 1982) and that one’s
memory for information is affected by self-schemata (e.g., Katz, 1987,
Markus & Zajonc, 1985; Suinn, Osborne, & Page, 1962).

Based on the evidence indicating the effects of self-schemata on
information processing, researchers have begun to explore the relation
between self-schemata and psychopathology in an effort to link various
psychological disorders with distorted information processing. In a series
of studies, Kuiper and his colleagues (Derry & Kuiper, 1981; Kuiper &
Derry, 1981, 1982; Kuiper, MacDonald, & Derry, 1983) demonstrated
that depressed subjects recalled more depressed than nondepressed self-
referenced words. Indeed, a tendency to recall self-deprecatory information
selectively has also been found for subjects scoring high on measures
of neuroticism {(Martin, Ward, & Clark, 1983; Young & Martin, 1981) and
social anxiety (Clark & Arkowitz, 1975; O’Banion & Arkowitz, 1974),

Given that loneliness has been found to be correlated with depression
(e.g., Anderson & Arnoult, 1985; Anderson & Harvey, 1988), socia)
anxiety (e.g., Anderson & Harvey, 1988), and neuroticism (e.g., Hojat,
1987; Stokes, 1985), lonely individuals’ poor social self-concepts (Goswick
& Jones, 1981; Spitzberg & Canary, 1985; Spitzberg & Hurt, 1987, Vaux,
1988), self-demgatory behaviors (e.g., Jones, Freemon, & Goswick, 1981),
and perceived lack of control over outcomes (e.g., Solano, 1987) may
influence their perceptions of social exchanges by leading them to process
negative self-relevant material preferentially. Such distorted information
processing would undoubtedly hinder satisfying interpersonal relations
and help to create and maintain the experience of loneliness.

In the present study, subjects received interpersonal performance
feedback following interactions with an experimental assistant. In addition,
participants completed self-evaluations of their interpersonal perform-
ances. Subsequently, subjects’ abilities to identify correctly the cues they
had received during the feedback were assessed by calculating the accuracy
scores and intrusion errors for each subject. Specifically, three variables
were investigated in a 2 X 3 x 2 factorial design: loneliness (low vs.
high), performance feedback (positive vs. neutral vs. negative), and sex
of partner (male vs. female). _

The purposes of the present investigation were twofold. First, by
manipulating the type of feedback subjects encountered and assessing
their performance self-evaluations, an assessment was made of whether
lonely individuals’ tendencies toward self-derogation persisted despite
social reinforcement to the contrary. Second, two possible mechanisms

involved in the maintenance of lonely peoples’ negative evaluations of
their performances were investigated.
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In examining the recall of positive and negatine personality mfo:;
mation by subjects scoring high in neuroticism, Martlln, Y\.’ard, and Clar
(1983) advanced two possible explanations_ for subjects more-accurate:
recall of negative information by those subjects (Yf)ung & Martin, 1281).
the selective attention and generation hypotheses. First, they hypothesxfzed
that selective attention to negative information may have been responsible
for the observed effect, as higher levels of retention have been fpund
for attended versus unattended material (e.g., Martin, 1W§). A}temahve}y,
the differential recall pattern may have been due_ to su}J)ects te_ndencnes
to more freely generate negative, rather than positive, information about
themselves. . .

Martin et al. argued that the selective attention and g(lener’ahon hy-
potheses could be empirically distinguished by studymg sgb]ects patterns
of intrusion errors. In the present study, negative intrusions were tl:lc_)se
items from the negative feedback condition which were falsely 1denh.flled
by subjects as having previously been encountered. Conversely, positive

- intrusions were defined as items from the positive feedback condition

that were similarly misidentified. _ .

If selective attention were responsible for the differential processing
of negative information high-lonely individuals, a planned_ comparison
should demonstrate that high-lonely subjects in the negative feedback
condition have fewer negative intrusions than do sul?;ects in the low-
lonely, negative feedback condition. This is because, if sub]ec_ts attend
mainly to negative cues, they should more accurately recognize those
cues. Alternatively, the generation hypothesis predicts that as more
negative information is remembered correctly, there Would be an increase
in negative intrusions because subjects would %)e hkely.to identify any
new, unpresented negative information as having Preylous].}r been en-
countered; thus, a main effect of loneliness on negative intrusions would

ected. ‘
> e)l(il:egarding positive intrusions, the generation hypothe.ses predicts
a main effect of loneliness on intrusions: Low-lone_ly subjects woulfi
make more positive intrusions than high-]onely.sub]ects becau.se t-helr
self-schemata contain a greater number of positive self-generahzan-ons
than do those of high-lonely subjects (Bradley & Mathews, 1283; Kuiper
et al., 1982, 1983). However, the selective attentiop.hy?othes.zs suggests
that in the positive feedback condition, fewer positive intrusions would
be made by low-lonely subjects than high-lonely sub]e.cts.. I__.emnsohn,
Mischel, Chaplin, and Barton (1980) found tha.t normal individuals tend
to be characterized by a “glow that involves an illusory self-enhimcement
in which one sees oneself more positively than others see one” (p. 210).
Such a positive glow may lead to greater attention to, and memory for,
- positive self-information (Mischel, Ebbesen, & Zeiss, 1973).
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Finally, Suinn et al. (1962) demonstrated that the degree of accuracy
of self-related information is a function of the degree of inconsistency
between the self-concept and the new material. Therefore, because positive
self-information regarding interpersonal performance was presumed to
be inconsistent with high-lonely subjects’ negative self-schemata, they
were expected to obtain lower accuracy scores than low-lonely subjects

in the positive feedback condition, but more accurate scores in the negative
feedback condition. .

METHOD

SUBJECTS

Initially, a large group of male introductory psychology students completed
the 20-item, Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona,
1980) during a pretest session. Previous research on the UCLA with
college populations has yielded approximately equivalent means and
standard deviations (e.g., Russell et al., 1980; Sloan & Solano, 1984).
Based on these studies, a weighted mean and standard deviation were
computed (M = 38.1, SD = 10.5) and were not significantly different
from the current sample (M = 35.7, SD = 8.68, p > .05).

From the original pool of males, 144 subjects were designated as
either high-lonely (at least one standard deviation above the mean) or
low-lonely (at least one standard deviation below the mean). Further,
subjects were randomly assigned to a male or female partner and to one
of three performance feedback conditions (positive vs. neutral vs. neg-
ative). Thus, all cells contained 12 subjects, with the exception of 11 in
the conditions of low lonely-positive feedback-female partner and low
lonely-neutral feedback-female partner. Data from these two subjects

were deleted due to the correct listing of an experimental hypothesis on
a suspicion questionnaire.

MEASURES

Postinteractional self-evaluation. Following brief dyadic interactions and
videotaped interpersonal performance feedback, subjects were asked to
rate themselves on an inventory consisting of 12 adjective scales. These
adjectives were drawn from the 17 desirable attributes used by Lewinschn
et'al. (1980) to measure social skills and interpersonally observable and
important attitudes; only the 12 adjectives designed to assess social skills
were used. Each adjective was followed by a 7-point rating scale on

4 —— g mmn i
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which subjects indicated self-perceptions of their performances during

_ the interactions. Scores on each scale were summed to yield an overall

measure of evaluation. Higher scores were indicative of more positive
ns.

evall;{it;:gnition fest. Subjects” memories of the \{ifleotaped feec}back were
assessed on the recognition test. The recognition test consisted of 72
verbal and nonverbal interpersonal descriptors divided equally among
the three feedback types (24 positive, 24 neu.tral, and 24 negative de-
scriptors). Further, one-half of the descriptors in each feed_back categori
were duplicates of those actually presented on the various feedbac

videotapes. The remaining 12 items in each feedback category were

.entirely new descriptors, none of which were previously seen on any

of the videotapes. Subjects were asked to idenl:_ify which of thg desc:nptt:)rs
their partners had or had not used on the prior feedback wdeotapbt_es y
answering “yes” in the former case and “no” in the latter. Eaclfl subjects
ability to correctly discriminate between the old and new items was

-assessed by an accuracy score, a tally of the correctly identified old items.

Both positive and negative intrusion errors were also calculated for each
subject.

PROCEDURE

jects were tested in groups of two; one being a ‘naive participant,
fl}ll: ]other an experimentill-oassistant. Subjects were mf‘ormed tha; the
purpose of the study was to explore the manner in w!uch People form
first impressions of others. Subjects then engaged in 5-minute mterachcl:‘ns:,,
following which they were separated and instructed to evaluate their
i ion partners.
mter’?‘:\teoexgerimenter informed subjects that they hat.:l beer.n randomlx
selected to describe their partners in written form while their partners
evaluations of them would be videotaped. Su‘bjects were ms‘tructed to
complete a partner evaluation form on which th_ey d.es.c'nbeclf tl}:egr
impressions of their partners’ personalities and their opinions o ‘tfeu'
partners’ competencies as friends and coworkers. Although such m‘glr-
mation was not analyzed, it served to make the cover story more plausible
and to make the feedback subjects received from their pariners seem

ible. _ _

mor%lﬁgz:?sehad 5 minutes to complete the form \'pvhile the experunente;
ostensibly videotaped their partners’ feedback. Sub!ecls were then allowe
to view the feedback videotapes. In reality, sub]eFts were shown one
of three previously recorded videotapes depicting their partners presenting
either positive, neutral, or negative feedback concerning the impressions
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they had formed of the subjects. For example, frequent smiling and
statements indicating a favorable impression were seen in the positive
condition, whereas behaviors indicative of boredom and comments sug-
gesting extreme dissatisfaction were viewed in the negative condition.
The neutral tape was a combination of behaviors previously rated as
slightly positive and slightly negative. Each videotape consisted of an
equal number of descriptors that were found in previous research (Frankel
et al., 1986} to convey the intended message. After viewing the feedback
tapes, subjects completed the postinteractional self-evaluation forms and
the recognition test. Upon completion of these measures, a suspicion
questionnaire concerning experimental manipulations, hypotheses, and
previous knowledge of the study was administered to subjects. Afterward,
they were fully debriefed, using Mills” (1976) recommendations for studies
employing deception.

RESULTS
PRELIMINARY ANALYSES

Sex of partner did not significantly affect self-ratings F (1, 130) = .91,
p > .34. Similar results were obtained on a multivariate ANOVA on the
recognition test measures, F (3, 128) = 1.48, p > .22. Based on these
results, the data from subjects’ interacting with the male assistants were
combined with the data from subjects who had female interaction pariners.

SELF-RATINGS

High-lonely subjects (M = 55.0) rated themselves more negatively than
low-lonely subjects (M = 64.2), F (1, 130) = 78.66, p < .0001. Performance
feedback also significantly affected subjects’ self-ratings, F (2, 130) =
9.87, p < .0001. Scheffé t-tests indicated that subjects who received
Positive feedback (M = 62.6) rated themselves more positively than sub-
jects who received either neutral (M = 56.9, p < .01) or negative (M =
59.2, p < .05) feedback. The difference between subjects viewing neutral

and negative feedback was not significant (p > .10). Finally, the interaction
effect was not significant.

RECOGNITION MEASURES

A multivariate ANOVA using negative intrusions, positive intrusions,
and accuracy as dependent variables revealed a main effect for performance
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feedback, F (6, 256) = 40.13, p < .0001. However, this effect was qualified
by a significant Loneliness x Performance feedback interaction, F (6,
256) = 3.13, p < .005. Finally, the main effect for loneliness was not
significant, F (3, 128) = .64, p > .59. Subsequent univariate effects were
therefore not examined for loneliness. .

Negative intrusions. The lack of a significant multivariate main effect
for loneliness on the recognition measures provided no support for the

. generation hypothesis. However, a planned comparison of two cells

supported the selective-attention hypothesis (see Table 1): High-lonely
subjects made fewer negative intrusions in the negative feedback condition
than did low-lonely subjects viewing the same feedback videotape (p <
.05).

Univariate analysis of variance also revealed a significant main effect
of feedback on negative intrusions, F (2, 130) = 109.32, p < .0001. Subjects
in the negative feedback condition (M = 4.3) made more negative intrusions
than subjects in the neutral feedback condition (M = 1.3), who in turn

-made more of such errors than subjects in the positive feedback group

(M = .06, all ps < .005.)

Positive intrusions. Once again, evidence for the generation hypothesis
was not found due to the nonsignificant multivariate main effect of
loneliness on the recognition measures. However, comparison of the
two cells suggested by the selective-attention hypothesis indicated that
high-lonely subjects made more positive intrusion errors after viewing
positive feedback than did low-lonely subjects (p < .01) in the same
feedback condition (see Table 1). Univariate analysis revealed a significant
effect of feedback on positive intrusions, F (2, 130) = 49.98, p < .0001.
However, the main effect of performance feedback must be interpreted
in light of a significant Loneliness X Performance feedback interaction,
F (2, 130) = 4.91, p < .008. High-lonely subjects made more positive
intrusions than low-lonely subjects when both groups viewed positive
feedback (p < .05), but the differences between the high- and low-lonely
groups in the neutral feedback condition and the negative feedback
condition were not significant (both ps > .75).

Accuracy scores. The Loneliness X Performance Feedback interaction
reached significance, F (2, 130) = 3.35, p < .04. Although not reaching
conventional levels of significance, there was a trend in the predicted
direction for cell comparisons on accuracy scores. Low-lonely subjects
in the positive feedback condition tended to be more accurate than high-
lonely subjects in that feedback condition (p < .10). Further, in the
negative feedback condition, the difference between the high-lonely group
and the low-lonely group approached significance (p < .08). Means for
the high-lonely and low-lonely groups receiving neutral feedback were
nearly identical. Finally, the main effect of performance feedback did
not reach significance.




N . TABLE 1
Mean Recognition Variable Scores as a Function of Loneliness and Performance Feedback

LOW-LONELY

HIGH-LONELY

ACCURACY

POSITIVE

INTRUSIONS

NEGATIVE

INTRUSIONS

ACCURACY

POSITIVE

INTRUSIONS

NEGATIVE

INTRUSIONS

310

8.7

48

9.6

3.9
1.3

Negative feedback
Neutral feedback

9.8
9.5

2.6

1.3

9.3

8.7

1.6
5.1

34

Positive feedback
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DISCUSSION

The present study was designed to expand upon previous research (e.g.,
Jones, Sansone, & Helm, 1983) examining the negative self-evaluations
imade by lonely people following social interactions and to explore the
possibility that the negative self-schemata held by such individuals interfere
with their information processing. The results of this investigation suggest
that distortion in perception occurs in the early stages of information
processing, such that lonely individuals selectively attend to negative
self-relevant information. _

As predicted, loneliness clearly was related to subjects’ postinter-
actional self-ratings in this study. Despite the nature of the performance
feedback they received, lonely subjects consistently displayed the well-
documented tendency toward self-derogation (e.g., Jones et al., 1981)
when evaluating their own interpersonal performances. In the present
research, self-ratings were also affected by the type of performance feed-
‘back subjects received. For high-lonely subjects, the results indicating
more favorable self-ratings after viewing positive feedback may appear
contradictory to the assumption that people strive to maintain consistency
in self-image. However, the work of Swann and Hill (1982) suggests that
such changes are likely to be temporary.

The results of the recognition test indicated that loneliness may have
interfered with accurate information processing, although not in a sim-
plistic way. Similar to the outcome of the Martin et al. (1983) study, the
current findings support the selective-attention hypothesis rather than
the generation hypothesis. In particular, the effects of loneliness may
have been functional during initial encoding of information, apparently

aiding lonely subjects in later recognizing the negative feedback they
had seen. As a result, high-lonely subjects were less likely than low-
lonely subjects to confuse new negative stimuli with previously seen
negative information. These findings corroborate previous research, in-
dicating that people are more likely to attend to information that is
consistent with their self-schemata (e.g., Mischel et al., 1973; Shrauger,
1982; Swann & Read, 1981a, 1981b).

With regard to positive intrusions, the results were also in line with
the selective-attention hypothesis. Thus, high-lonely subjects who received
positive performance feedback made more positive intrusions than low-
lonely subjects who received the same feedback. No such difference was
obtained between high- and low-lonely subjects in the other feedback
conditions. Even low-lonely patticipants who viewed neutral feedback
interpreted such feedback in ways that would confirm their more positive
self-views (cf. Lewinsohn et al., 1980; Swann & Read, 1981b).
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The pattern of accuracy scores provides further suggestive evidence
of the distortions in information processing associated with loneliness,
although it must be cautioned that the results failed to reach conventional
levels of statistical significance. As expected, high-lonely subjects tended
to display more accurate recognition of previously presented negative
self-relevant feedback than did low-lonely subjects, but their memories
were less accurate than those of low-lonely subjects when attempting
to recognize positive feedback about themselves. These results support
the conclusion drawn by others (Markus & Sentis, 1982: Suinn et al.,

1962) that one’s accuracy of recall is affected by how consistent or in-

consistent the information to be recalled is with the self-view.

Another issue addressed by this study concerned the sex-of-partner
effects on lonely peoples’ self-ratings and recognition memories. Inter-
estingly, the sex of the interaction partner had no significant effect on
any of the dependent measures. These results lend credence to Jones’
(1978) belief that the self-derogation that is characteristic of lonely in-
dividuals is not attributable to increased sensitivity in heterosexual en-
counters. Rather, it appears that loneliness is related to self-evaluations
and processing of social interactions regardless of the sex composition
of the people involved.

The present results must be interpreted with caution since only
males participated in the study. In addition, our findings should be
compared to positive and negative performance feedback conditions in
which the information conveyed is not of such uniform valence. Such
conditions may more closely approximate naturalistic settings. Finally,
although the selective-attention mechanism has much intuitive appeal,
confirmation of its role must await the actual assessment of attention
among subjects. Until such time, the possibility remains that differential
efficiency of individuals’ encoding, rather than the amount of attention,
may be responsible for the observed effects.

In conclusion, the results of this investigation have shed further
light on the self-derogatory tendencies of lonely individuals. Lonely
persons may be caught in a cycle such that their self-schemata elicit
selective attention to negative personal information, which in turn validates
and strengthens their original self-views. The treatment of loneliness,
then, may be enhanced by breaking this self-defeating pattern through
strategies that will correct these biased modes of thinking,.
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