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Article

Imagine you are at a party with a lot of people whom you do 
not know very well. There is one person, Thomas, whom you 
find particularly interesting, friendly, and, more generally, 
positive. At the same party there is another person, John, 
whom you see as rather unfriendly, cold, and, more generally, 
negative. Because people typically go beyond the information 
given, you may form expectations about Thomas and John 
even before getting to know them better. The question is how 
you form expectations about them. Obviously, there are sev-
eral ways to form expectations about others with stereotyping 
being probably the most prominent one. Another option 
would be to use your own characteristics to draw inferences 
about Thomas’ and John’s characteristics, a process referred 
to as social projection. Would you project your characteristics 
to the same extent onto Thomas and onto John? And would 
you project more your positive or your negative characteris-
tics? Finally, would this process occur irrespective of how 
you feel about yourself? The present research aims at address-
ing those important and unanswered questions.

Social projection denotes the assignment of one’s own 
characteristics, attitudes, and behavioral preferences to other 
people or social groups (Ames, 2004a, 2004b; Cadinu & 
Rothbart, 1996; Krueger, 2007; Krueger, Acevedo, & 
Robbins, 2006) and may contribute to many well-known 
social-psychological phenomena, among which are the 

endowment effect (Van Boven, Dunning, & Loewenstein, 
2000), empathy gaps (Van Boven & Loewenstein, 2005), and 
ingroup favoritism (DiDonato, Ullrich, & Krueger, 2011).

There is one variable that is commonly recognized as a 
powerful determinant of social projection, namely, social 
categorization. Numerous studies have shown that ingroups 
elicit more social projection than outgroups (for a meta-
analysis, see Robbins & Krueger, 2005) and this finding is 
typically interpreted in light of a cognitive or heuristic 
approach (Ames, 2004a, 2004b; Dawes, 1989; Krueger & 
Clement, 1996). We propose that target valence represents 
another determinant of social projection. Specifically, we 
assume that people expect positive persons to possess simi-
lar traits, attitudes, and preferences as themselves. In con-
trast, negative persons are not expected to possess similar 
characteristics and may even trigger contrast. We therefore 
predict higher levels of projection for positive compared 
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with negative targets. In our example, we expect more social 
projection onto Thomas than onto John.

The anticipated effect of target valence has a number of 
practical implications. For instance, it is known that projec-
tion causes empathy gaps because people tend to ignore situ-
ational variables and simply assume that others feel and 
think the same way they do (Van Boven & Loewenstein, 
2005). This may prove detrimental when people want to give 
social support to others. As a matter of fact, they risk misin-
terpreting their distress because they take too much into 
account their own current feelings and cognitions. On a dif-
ferent note, relying on one’s own evaluation to assess how 
much another negotiation party values a specific, to be nego-
tiated, good may prevent the emergence of win–win situa-
tions (Van Boven et al., 2000). If indeed target valence has 
the hypothesized effect of becoming stronger for positive as 
compared with negative targets, this may ironically increase 
these biases for liked compared with disliked others.

The effect of target valence is also worth considering for 
more theoretical reasons. First, valence is a fundamental psy-
chological variable, so that it may be possible to theoretically 
incorporate a number of effects on social projection under 
one common concept. Second, and as we will discuss below, 
an effect of target valence may inform theoretical models of 
social projection and, thus, shed some further light on the 
suspected driving forces of social projection in terms of 
motivation and cognition.

We first review the relevant literature with regard to the 
hypothesis that target valence influences social projection 
and provide directions for how the role of target valence 
should be examined. Then, we consider cognitive as well as 
motivational approaches to social projection and illustrate in 
how far the effect of target valence informs these models. We 
then present three experiments that were designed to test the 
general hypothesis that positive targets elicit more social 
projection than negative targets.

Target Valence and Self–Other 
Similarity: Empirical Ambiguities in 
Past Evidence

Social projection research builds on the assumption that peo-
ple transfer their own characteristics onto others and that this 
process results in an increase in perceived self–other similar-
ity. In other words, the perception of self–other similarity 
results from the process of projection. In opposition to this 
perspective, cognitive consistency approaches assume that 
self–other similarity does not result from the process of pro-
jection but simply constitutes a consistent response behavior. 
In this view, self–other similarity is a by-product of judgment 
processes other than projection in which the self and the tar-
get remain completely disconnected.

The argument developed by Sherman, Chassin, Presson, 
and Agostinelli (1984) and LaPrelle, Hoyle, Insko, and 
Bernthal (1990) holds that people use the rule that “good 

targets have good characteristics.” That is, people infer that 
if they have a positive attitude toward a target person and if a 
certain characteristic is positive, then this characteristic 
should be attributed to the target. A higher number of matches 
between self and target judgments (i.e., self–other similarity) 
for positive targets than for negative targets thus arises sim-
ply because people tend to attribute more positive than nega-
tive characteristics to themselves (as most people hold 
positive self-concepts). In other words, according to this 
argument, self–other similarity results from a mere valence 
overlap between the self and a positive target and not from 
the process of projecting self-attributes onto others. Hence, 
this theoretical perspective necessarily incorporates the 
assumption that self–other similarity increases for positive 
targets, but it also implies that self–other similarity vanishes 
when one statistically controls for trait valence.

According to the consistency approach of self–other simi-
larity it is, thus, not that you assume that the likable acquain-
tance, Thomas, has the same traits and attitudes as yourself, 
whereas the unlikable acquaintance, John, has different traits 
and attitudes than yourself. Rather, you assume that Thomas 
shares your political opinion, is sportive and tidy because 
these characteristics are positive (from your point of view). 
Likewise, you assume that John has the opposite political 
opinion, is not athletic and messy because these characteris-
tics are negative. Perceived self–other similarity emerges if 
you also hold positive self-views—which is the case for the 
majority of people (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Under this 
condition, you will also perceive yourself as tidy and sport-
ive and as having the only true perspective on death penalty. 
The resulting (dis)similarity between you and Thomas (John) 
can thus be attributed to converging (diverging) valence that 
is independent from (dis)similarity with regard to content.

To test the assumption that self–other similarity can be 
attributed to a pure valence overlap between positive but not 
negative targets and the self, Sherman et al. (1984) manipu-
lated target valence by describing target persons in an either 
favorable or unfavorable way. The results only partly sup-
ported the notion that self–other similarity increases as a 
function of target valence because the effect of target valence 
emerged on some dependent variables but not on others.1 
Maybe even more important than the inconsistency across 
results, the authors did not demonstrate that the self–target 
covariation for positive targets disappears once trait valence 
is statistically controlled, a procedure that may have pro-
vided more unequivocal evidence for the assumption that the 
self–target covariation can be indeed attributed to consis-
tency principles. Because such an analysis is missing, it 
remains an open question whether the entire variance can be 
attributed to consistency or whether a significant proportion 
of the variance may be attributed to projection processes.

Likewise, LaPrelle et al. (1990) manipulated target 
valence by providing either positive or negative feedback 
that allegedly came from a dyad partner with whom partici-
pants had discussed political issues. The correlations 
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between self and partner ratings were found to be higher for 
positive compared with negative targets. Here too, the 
authors did not control for trait valence. It thus remains 
again unclear whether the variance can be entirely accounted 
for by consistency principles or whether a significant pro-
portion of variance remains after controlling for trait valence 
that may be attributed to projection proper. In a similar vein 
(though not in the context of the consistency framework), 
Marks and colleagues (Marks & Miller, 1982; Marks, Miller, 
& Maruyama, 1981; see also Miyake & Zuckerman, 1993) 
manipulated valence by varying the physical attractiveness 
of the target persons. Again, these results proved ambiguous 
because the similarity indices were not controlled for item 
valence.

In sum, consistency approaches represent a convincing 
and parsimonious approach to self–other similarity and we 
agree that a sizable portion of variance in self–other similar-
ity can most likely be attributed to a consistent response 
behavior. Still, empirical evidence for this perspective 
remained ambiguous due to inconsistent results or a lack of 
experimental or statistical control of trait valence. It is thus 
unclear whether, after controlling for trait valence, a sub-
stantial amount of unexplained variance leaves room for 
social projection processes. In short, the conclusion that 
consistency principles represent the prevailing factor for the 
effect of target valence on self–other similarity may be 
premature.

As it happens, a review of the relevant literature suggests 
that there is definitely some room for social projection pro-
cesses. Specifically, several experiments showed that people 
project more to cooperative than competitive individuals and 
outgroups (Riketta & Sacramento, 2008; Toma, Yzerbyt, & 
Corneille, 2010). Because cooperative partners are liked 
more than competitive partners (Fiske & Ruscher, 1993), 
these results suggest that target valence orients social projec-
tion. Likewise, Clement and Krueger (2002, Experiment 3) 
investigated social categories as targets of social projection 
and manipulated category valence (i.e., positive vs. negative 
valence) orthogonally to social categorization (i.e., ingroup 
vs. outgroup). The analyses revealed that social projection 
was stronger for positive groups than for negative groups 
irrespective of the groups’ status as ingroup or outgroup. 
However, social projection was measured twice in this study 
and the effect was not consistent across the two points of 
measurement. To be sure, evidence from this research 
remains indirect because these studies did not directly inves-
tigate the role of target valence. Still, the fact is that these 
studies controlled for trait valence and found that social pro-
jection occurred beyond a consistent response behavior.

Finally, in contrast to the studies cited above, Castelli, 
Arcuri, and Carraro (2009) did not control for trait valence 
statistically but used the month of birth as a neutral personal 
characteristic. Participants were asked to guess the birth 
month of politicians and some other famous target persons. 
The analyses consistently revealed that participants were 

more likely to attribute their birth month to politicians of pre-
ferred parties and to positive exemplars (e.g., Albert Einstein) 
than to politicians of disliked parties and to negative exem-
plars (e.g., Adolf Hitler). One problem about these studies is 
the confound between exemplar valence and other attributes 
of the well-known public target persons (e.g., political mem-
bership, nationality etc.) as these additional attributes may 
have guided social projection (see Krueger & Clement, 
1996). Furthermore, it is questionable whether the month of 
birth is a completely neutral characteristic (Jones, Pelham, 
Mirenberg, & Hetts, 2002).

In sum, research that aimed at demonstrating that self–
target similarity to positive targets results from a mere 
valence overlap remains ambiguous due to inconsistent 
results or a lack of experimental or statistical control of trait 
valence. At the same time, there is indirect evidence for the 
role of target valence from studies that focus on such vari-
ables as, for instance, cooperation versus competition. 
Hence, it is still an open question whether the effect of target 
valence on self–other similarity can be attributed only to a 
consistent response behavior or whether some variance 
remains to be explained by social projection. It is the main 
aim of the present research to test whether target valence is a 
predictor of social projection above and beyond a consistent 
response behavior.

Integration Into Current Models of 
Projection

Besides the potential of valence to incorporate the effects of 
cooperativeness, attractiveness, and some specific unknown 
feature of famous exemplars under the common concept of 
target valence, the current research may also allow to inform 
current models of social projection. In fact, our hypothesis 
can be easily integrated into current models of social projec-
tion though under different boundary conditions.

According to the inductive reasoning account (Dawes, 
1989; Krueger & Clement, 1996), people consider the self as 
a sample of the population to which they belong and those 
who rely on self-information are more likely to make norma-
tively correct population judgments than people disregarding 
self-information (see Table 1 for a summary of the theoreti-
cal accounts). This also applies to person judgments because 
under most conditions and for most characteristics it is rea-
sonable to assume that both the self and the target originate 
from a normally distributed population (Dawes, 1989; 
Krueger & Clement, 1996). The general finding that people 
do not project to outgroups (see Robbins & Krueger, 2005, 
for a meta-analysis) is interpreted as showing that people do 
not consider the self as a reliable sample from a population to 
which they do not belong (although this generalization strat-
egy is normatively questionable, see Krueger & Clement, 
1996, for a discussion). As such, this finding is considered as 
evidence for the inductive reasoning account (DiDonato 
et al., 2011).
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According to an alternative cognitive view, the similarity–
contingency model suggested by Ames (2004a, 2004b), peo-
ple initially engage in a holistic assessment of similarity and 
if this assessment signals similarity, people infer target char-
acteristics from self-characteristics (i.e., social projection) so 
that targets become more similar to the self. In other words, 
a priori similar targets will be perceived as even more similar 
to the self. Ames tested this model with a variety of targets 
(i.e., individuals, ingroups, and outgroups), forms of a priori 
similarity (e.g., general similarity, preference similarity etc.), 
and dimensions of projection (e.g., preferences, mental states 
etc.) and, altogether, the similarity–contingency model 
received substantial empirical support.

The anticipated effect of target valence can be incorpo-
rated into these cognitive models if one assumes that nega-
tive targets are most likely construed in a way that they do 

not belong to the same social category as the generally posi-
tive self (from the perspective of the inductive reasoning 
account) or that they are a priori dissimilar to the generally 
positive self (from the perspective of the similarity–contin-
gency model; see also Table 1). Crucial for this argument is 
the common finding that, by and large, people hold positive 
self-attitudes (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Consequently, 
positive targets are perceived as more similar (or ingroup-
like) to the self than negative targets. Hence, the existing 
models indirectly support the idea that social projection is 
stronger for positive compared with negative targets. 
However, this hypothesis should only hold for people with 
positive self-attitudes. This means that if you have a positive 
self-view (Condition 1) and, additionally, have a generally 
positive impression of Thomas (Condition 2), you infer that 
you and Thomas are similar to one another (or belong to the 

Table 1. Theoretical Accounts of Social Projection, Their Assumptions, and the Predictions Concerning Target Valence, Trait Valence, 
and Self-Esteem.

Model Assumptions
The effect of target 

valence
Statistical control of 

trait valence Self-esteem

Cognitive 
consistency 
account

Self–other similarity 
emerges due to a 
consistent response 
pattern following the rule 
“good targets have good 
characteristics”

Necessary 
precondition for the 
consistency effect to 
emerge

Self–other similarity 
vanishes

Necessary precondition for the 
consistency effect to emerge

Inductive reasoning 
account

Self–other similarity 
emerges because the self 
is considered as a sample 
of n = 1 of a population; 
in an inductive reasoning 
process self-information 
is used for target 
judgment

Can be integrated 
into the model 
under the 
assumption that 
the self is only a 
sample of a positive 
population (or social 
group)

Self–other similarity 
remains

Necessary precondition for 
the effect of target valence 
to emerge; only positive self 
and a positive target form a 
common category; self–other 
similarity to positive targets 
should be pronounced for 
participants with high self-
esteem

Similarity 
contingency 
model

Self–other similarity 
emerges/increases as 
a result of an initial 
similarity testing that 
signals a priori similarity

Can be integrated 
into the model 
under the 
assumption that 
a positive self is a 
priori more similar 
to a positive target 
than to a negative 
target

Self–other similarity 
remains

Necessary precondition for 
the effect of target valence to 
emerge; only positive self and 
a positive target signal a priori 
similarity; self–other similarity 
to positive targets should be 
pronounced for participants 
with high self-esteem

Affiliation account Self–other similarity 
increases as a result of a 
need for affiliation

Can be integrated 
into the model given 
that people want to 
affiliate with positive 
but not with 
negative others

Self–other similarity 
remains

•• Assuming that people 
generally want to affiliate 
with positive but not with 
negative others, no effect of 
self-esteem is expected.

•• Assuming that especially 
people with negative self-
esteem want to affiliate with 
positive others, the effect 
of target valence should be 
pronounced for people with 
low self-esteem
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same ingroup) and, thus, expect Thomas to be tidy, sportive, 
and antideath penalty. In contrast, if you have a rather nega-
tive self-view but have a positive impression of Thomas, you 
might infer that you are rather dissimilar and will thus not 
assume Thomas to be sportive, tidy, and antideath penalty.

In contrast to cognition-based models of social projection, 
motivational accounts of social projection have received far 
less attention. There is nevertheless some empirical evidence 
for a motivated approach to social projection. For instance, 
Marks and colleagues (Marks & Miller, 1982; Marks et al., 
1981) proposed that self-enhancement motives may underlie 
the effect that participants projected more strongly to attrac-
tive rather than unattractive target persons. However, the 
interpretation of the effect as a dynamic social projection 
effect remains somewhat problematic because the valence of 
the attributed characteristics was not controlled for so that 
the effect may be attributed to consistency effects (see 
above). Unfortunately, the idea that self-enhancement 
motives may drive projection processes was not tested in fur-
ther studies.

Another motivational account of social projection was put 
forth by Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, and 
Schimel (1999) as well as by Pyszczynski et al. (1996). 
These authors claimed that social projection serves a need 
for connectedness (or communion; see Locke, Craig, Baik, 
& Gohil, 2012) that should emerge when participants’ own 
mortality becomes salient. As a matter of fact, mortality 
salience was found to increase social projection (see Arndt 
et al., 1999, Study 3; Pyszczynski et al., 1996; Simon et al., 
1997). Similarly, the desire to be close or to cooperate with 
one’s partner was found to increase projection and perceived 
self–other similarity (Slotter & Gardner, 2009; Toma, 
Corneille, & Yzerbyt, 2012). More specifically, people coop-
erate inasmuch as they project onto others suggesting that 
social projection is a motivated process that serves interper-
sonal cooperation and connectedness (Krueger, 2013; Toma 
& Woltin, 2012).

This motivational perspective is compatible with our pre-
diction that positive compared with negative targets elicit 
more social projection. In particular, if social projection 
serves a need for connectedness and given that people would 
want to feel connected to positive but not to negative targets, 
people should project more strongly to positive than to nega-
tive targets. According to this account, you will thus expect 
Thomas and not John to be sportive, tidy, and antideath pen-
alty because you prefer being more similar and thus more 
connected to positive than negative others.

To recapitulate, numerous efforts in the social-psycholog-
ical literature suggest that target valence influences self–
other similarity and social projection, respectively. Several 
factors may account for this effect. Consistency approaches 
assume that an effect of target valence on self–other similar-
ity results from a mere valence overlap between a positive 
target and the generally positively evaluated self. In this 
view, higher perceived self–target similarity for positive than 

for negative targets emerges in the absence of projection 
proper. Empirically, this means that the expected effect of 
target valence vanishes when one controls for trait valence.

In contrast to this perspective, social projection accounts 
assume the transfer of self-characteristics to others to be the 
origin of self–other similarity. Whereas cognitive accounts 
hold that social projection results from an inductive reason-
ing process or a heuristic process that follows a holistic simi-
larity judgment, motivational accounts assume that social 
projection creates connectedness to others. According to the 
cognitive view, the effect of target valence on social projec-
tion should be especially pronounced for people with high 
self-esteem because high self-esteem bolsters categorization 
of the self and the target in a joint category and increases 
initial similarity perceptions. The motivational view is also 
compatible with an effect of target valence on social projec-
tion. The role of participants’ self-esteem is, however, less 
clear from a motivational perspective. On one hand, one may 
argue that low self-esteem participants will more readily 
search connectedness to positive others. On the other, con-
nectedness to positive others may be such a general motive 
that social projection to positive others occurs irrespective of 
the level of self-esteem. Most important, both the cognitive 
and the motivational account on social projection expect the 
effect of target valence to remain substantial when trait 
valence is statistically controlled for and thus both deviate in 
their predictions from pure consistency approaches.

Overview of Experiments

We conducted three experiments aimed at providing a firmer 
test of the idea that social projection is enhanced for positive 
targets. In doing so, we sought to provide more compelling 
evidence for the hypothesis that target valence influences 
social projection and that this effect cannot simply be reduced 
to mere consistency. In addition, we also wanted to inform 
current models of social projection. In Experiment 1, we 
relied on an evaluative conditioning (EC) procedure to create 
a more positive view of one target person than of another. We 
anticipated more social projection to positive conditioned 
stimuli (CSs) compared with negative CSs. Experiment 2 
replicated Experiment 1 with two important modifications: 
Trait valence was assessed idiosyncratically and self-esteem 
was measured with a well-established and reliable scale (a 
German version of the Rosenberg scale, von Collani & 
Herzberg, 2003). Finally, Experiment 3 replicates Experiment 
2 with more realistic stimulus material.

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we sought to provide empirical support for 
our hypothesis that target valence leads to projection by 
manipulating the valence of the target through an EC proce-
dure (for an overview on evaluative conditioning, see 
Hofmann, De Houwer, Perugini, Baeyens, & Crombez, 
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2010). Specifically, two neutral faces were associated with 
either positive or negative unconditioned stimuli (USs). 
Importantly, because the assignment of US valence to faces 
was counterbalanced, any projective effects are uncon-
founded with idiosyncratic features associated with the faces.

Method

Participants and design. A total of 32 participants (12 males) 
took part in a study on face processing in exchange for 5 
Euro. The design of the experiment included target valence 
(positively vs. negatively CS) as a two-level within-subject 
factor.

Procedure. Participants were tested in a computer room in 
groups of 2 to 4 individuals. Participants first answered 
demographical questions and rated themselves on 20 traits, 
10 positive and 10 negative, translated from Otten and Wen-
tura (2001), on a scale ranging from 1 (agree not at all) to 9 
(agree completely; all traits are listed in the appendix). They 
were told that this was standard procedure before the real 
study started.

In the conditioning phase, participants were instructed to 
follow the presentation of faces and words on the screen. 
They learned that the stimuli would be presented in random 
order, that they would not have to memorize them, and that 
they would simply be asked to spontaneously answer a set of 
questions after the presentation phase.

In the conditioning phase, participants saw six CS–US 
pairs appearing on the computer screen. The pairs consisted of 
a presentation of one CS (Mr. X or Mr. Z’s face), at the top of 
the screen, and one US (one of six words of which three were 
positive and three were negative) at the bottom of the screen. 
Each of the six CS–US pairs was displayed on the computer 
screen for 2 s. Each pair was presented twice, resulting in a 
total of 12 presentations appearing in a random order. 
Importantly, one CS was only paired with positive words (i.e., 
CS+), whereas the other CS was only paired with negative 
words (i.e., CS–). CS–US assignments (i.e., face-valence 
assignments) were counterbalanced across participants.

To ensure that our EC procedure was powerful enough to 
induce valence in a priori neutral faces, we conducted a pre-
test. The manipulation check was separated from the assess-
ment of the dependent variable to prevent possible 
interference effects flowing from the global evaluative rating 
of the target (i.e., manipulation check) to the rating of the 
target on the traits (or interference effects flowing in the 
opposite direction if the order of these measures had been 
changed). In the pretest, participants underwent the same EC 
procedure as described above and were then asked to answer 
a forced choice question (“Do you prefer Mr. X or Mr. Z’s 
face?”). Data showed that 16 out of 22 participants preferred 
the face that had been conditioned to be positive, χ2 = 4.54,  
p < .05, allowing us to conclude that our EC procedure 

successfully influenced the valence of the faces in the 
expected direction.

Following the conditioning phase, experimental partici-
pants were asked to spontaneously judge the two targets. 
Specifically, participants saw one face in the center of the 
screen and a rating scale ranging from 1 (agree not at all) to 
9 (agree completely) at the bottom of the screen. After 1,000 
ms, a personality trait appeared between the face and the rat-
ing scale. This screen remained until participants entered 
their judgment by using the numerical pad of the keyboard, 
at which time a new trait appeared on the screen. After all 
trait ratings for the first face had been made, the same proce-
dure followed for the second face. The order of presentation 
of Mr. X and Mr. Z’s faces was counterbalanced across 
participants.

Materials. We used two Caucasian male photos (called Mr. X 
and Mr. Z) generated with FaceGen 3.1 software as the neu-
tral CSs. Past research has reported similar face representa-
tion effects using realistic faces or faces generated through 
this software (e.g., Corneille, Hugenberg, & Potter, 2007). 
These faces were pretested to be neutral with regard to their 
attractiveness. The words love, freedom, and friend were 
used as US+ and the words murder, hardship, and war served 
as US–. To measure social projection, we assessed target rat-
ings on the same 20 traits that were used to assess self- 
perception in the beginning of the experiment.

Results and Discussion

Model building. Social projection is typically assessed as the 
covariation between self and target ratings. The data struc-
ture suggests a multilevel analysis with self and target ratings 
clustered within participants and traits. We thus tested our 
hypotheses with a cross-classified hierarchical linear model 
(R software, lme4 package) because such a model accounts 
for the nonindependent structure of the data. Our hypothesis 
predicts that the covariation of self and target ratings within 
participants and traits is influenced by target valence, which 
was varied within participants. Furthermore, the within- 
participant design allowed not only estimating random 
effects of self-ratings and trait valence but also estimating a 
random effect of target valence reflecting possible variations 
of the effect across participants. We expected the interaction 
between self-ratings and target valence to remain significant 
after controlling for trait valence. Such a pattern of results 
implies that the expected effect cannot simply be attributed 
to a mere valence overlap between the self and the positive 
target as proposed by the consistency framework. It should 
be noted that, although we are testing for a significant inter-
action, we are investigating determinants of social projection 
in that we expect more social projection (i.e., self–target 
covariation) to positive compared with negative targets.

We implemented the following basic model2:
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β
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with β
0
 as fixed intercept, β

1
 to β

4
 as fixed regression weights, 

β0|Participant to β3|Participant as by-participant random effects, 
β0|Trait as by-trait random effect and e as residual. Target 
valence was coded −1 for negative targets and +1 for positive 
targets. We coded trait valence −1 for negative traits and +1 
for positive traits. β

1
 denotes the overall extent to which the 

self is used to judge the target, β
2
 refers to the extent to which 

the positive target is judged differently than the negative one, 
and β

3
 refers to the extent to which trait valence affects target 

ratings. The critical parameter for our hypothesis is β
4
 

because it denotes the extent to which the tendency of the 
self-ratings to predict the target ratings varies as a function of 
target valence. It is important to note that parameters in this 
model (especially β

1
 and β

4
) reflect self–target covariance, 

not correspondence. In other words, these coefficients gauge 
the similarity in the distribution of the traits when partici-
pants rate the self and when they rate the target. The more 
similar these distributions are, the more there is evidence of 
projection.

The basic model served as a basis to test our main hypoth-
esis that positive targets elicit more social projection than 
negative targets. Subsequently, we will extend this basic 
model by stepwise inclusion of further predictors to test for 
moderators of the anticipated effect of target valence. Self-
ratings and additional continuous variables were grand mean 
centered and the method of estimation is restricted maximum 
likelihood.

Analysis of the stimulus materials. We first tested whether the 
stimulus materials had an effect on the focal interaction 
between self-ratings and target valence. The stimulus faces 
(i.e., Mr. X and Mr. Z) were contrast coded and entered as an 
additional factor to the analysis. The results indicate that the 
stimulus material did not affect the focal cross-level interac-
tion, b = .04, SE = .03, t = 1.22, p = .22, while the focal 
interaction between target valence and self-ratings remained 
significant, b = .16, SE = .02, t = 8.18, p < .001. Therefore, 
we aggregated the data across stimulus conditions.

Main analysis. The analysis yielded a number of significant 
effects (see Table 2; random components are summarized in 
the appendix). First, the intercept differed significantly from 

0. Second, the significant β
3
-parameter indicates that partici-

pants assigned significantly higher ratings when traits were 
positive as opposed to negative. Next and most important, 
the covariation between self and target ratings depended on 
target valence as suggested by the significant β

4
-parameter. 

Decomposing the Self-Ratings × Target Valence interaction 
with a simple slope analysis revealed that the effect of self-
ratings on target ratings was positive and significant when 
the target was positive, b = .21, SE = .04, t = 5.5, p < .001, 
95% confidence interval (CI) = [0.13, 0.29], and negative 
and significant when the target was negative, b = − .10, SE = 
.04, t = −2.68, p = .007, 95% CI = [−0.18, −0.02]. In other 
words, participants projected their personality traits onto the 
positive target and counterprojected onto the negative target 
and these effects emerged even after statistically controlling 
for trait valence.

Trait valence as a moderator. In a next step, we tested whether 
the effect of target valence on social projection is moderated 
by trait valence. Adding all two- and three-way interactions 
with trait valence as predictors to the basic model revealed a 
nonsignificant three-way interaction, b = −.04, SE = .03, t = 
−1.31, p = .19, indicating that participants projected more 
onto positive compared with negative targets on positive and 
negative traits alike. Importantly, the focal two-way interac-
tion between self-ratings and target valence remained sig-
nificant, b = .13, SE = .03, t = 4.69, p < .001.

The role of a positive self-view. From a cognitive perspective 
one would expect the pattern of results to be stronger for 
participants with positive self-views. We therefore also ana-
lyzed whether the critical two-way interaction between self-
ratings and target valence was further qualified by people’s 
self-concept. The model was thus extended with a variable 
that was computed by summing self-ascriptions on positive 
traits minus self-ascriptions on negative traits. We found no 
support for the claim that the target valence by self-ratings 
interaction was qualified by the tendency to ascribe positive 
rather than negative traits to the self as indicated by a non-
significant three-way interaction between the aforemen-
tioned tendency, target valence, and self-ratings, |b| < .01, 
SE = .002, t = −0.28, p = .78. Again, the critical two-way 
interaction remained significant, b = .12, SE = .03, t = 4.16, 
p < .001.

Table 2. Fixed Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 1.

Fixed effect b SE t p

β
0

Intercept 4.81 0.1 49.94 <.001
β

1
Self-rating 0.05 0.09 0.51 .611

β
2

Target valence 0.002 0.05 0.04 .965
β

3
Trait valence 0.62 0.15 4.06 <.001

β
4

Self-Rating × Target Valence 0.16 0.02 8.31 <.001
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Discussion. In line with predictions, we found more projec-
tion toward the face conditioned to be positive than toward 
the face conditioned to be negative. Remarkably, we found 
assimilative as well as contrastive effects and these effects 
were not moderated by trait valence or by a positive self-
perception. As a matter of fact, no differences in the stimuli 
can be invoked to account for the obtained pattern as the EC 
procedure allowed for a counterbalancing of the target 
valence assignment.

Although the present endeavor addresses a series of inter-
pretational problems encountered in earlier research on this 
issue (LaPrelle et al., 1990; Sherman et al., 1984), a major 
concern remains. To test whether self–other similarity is sub-
stantial for positive but not for negative targets beyond any 
tendencies that can be attributed to a consistent response 
behavior (see Sherman et al., 1984), we controlled for trait 
valence coded +1 for positive traits and –1 for negative traits 
(Otten & Wentura, 2001). Admittedly, this procedure neglects 
the fact that trait valence may vary from one individual to 
another and even covaries with self-assignment (Krueger, 
1998). Hence, it is possible that individual differences in the 
evaluation of trait valence accounts for the effects in 
Experiment 1 so that the reported effects may still be attrib-
uted to some form of consistent response behavior.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, we assessed participants’ evaluations of 
trait valence of each of the 20 traits. If the focal self-rating by 
target valence interaction remains significant when control-
ling for individual differences in trait evaluation, this would 
constitute even more conclusive evidence for the hypothesis 
that target valence influences social projection beyond con-
sistent response behavior.

Using a German version of the Rosenberg Scales (von 
Collani & Herzberg, 2003), we also included a more direct 
measure of self-positivity (i.e., self-esteem). With this mea-
sure of self-esteem we aimed at providing a stronger test of 
the hypothesis that self–other similarity increases for posi-
tive rather than negative targets because positive targets are 
more ingroup-like or holistically more similar to a generally 
positive self.

Method

Participants and design. A total of 61 participants (17 males) 
took part and were paid 6 Euro for their service. The design 
of the experiment included target valence (positively vs. 
negatively CS) as a two-level factor varying within 
participants.

Procedure. The procedure was identical to Experiment 1 with 
the only difference that we assessed the evaluation of trait 
valence and self-esteem after participants finished the target 
ratings (i.e., social projection measures). In Experiment 2, 

we also assessed participants’ target evaluation at the end of 
the experimental procedure. That is, participants indicated 
their preference for either Mr. X or Mr. Z. This measure may 
serve as evidence for a successful manipulation of target 
valence. However, as mentioned earlier, results should be 
interpreted with caution as we cannot exclude interference 
effects such that measuring projection influences target 
evaluation.

Materials. We used the same stimulus materials as in Experi-
ment 1. To measure trait valence, participants were asked to 
judge the valence of each of the 20 personality traits on a 
scale ranging from 1 (negative) to 9 (positive). A German 
version of the Rosenberg scale (von Collani & Herzberg, 
2003) was used to assess self-esteem (α = .86). Specifically, 
10 items (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.”) 
were answered on a scale ranging from 1 (agree not at all) to 
9 (agree completely). Target valence was assessed in a rela-
tive format so that participants were asked to indicate 
whether they preferred Mr. X over Mr. Z or vice versa.

Results and Discussion

Model building. We implemented the same basic model as in 
Experiment 1. The only difference was that the effect-coded 
variable trait valence was replaced by the continuous, grand 
mean centered individual difference measure of trait valence.

Analysis of stimulus materials. The test of stimulus materials 
revealed that the particular face that was conditioned to be 
positive or negative did not influence the focal cross-level 
interaction between target valence and self-ratings, b = −.08, 
SE = .11, t = −0.75, p = .45. The focal interaction between 
target valence and self-ratings remained significant, b = .19, 
SE = .02, t = 11.38, p < .001. Therefore, we aggregated the 
data across stimulus materials.

Main analysis. The multilevel analysis yielded an intercept of 
4.98 (β

0
) corresponding to the grand mean of the target rat-

ings (see Table 3). The significant β
3
-parameter means that 

people were more likely to make trait attributions with more 
positive trait valence. Importantly, the significant β

4
-

parameter of .19 reflects the tendency of self-characteristics 
to influence ratings of positive targets more strongly than rat-
ings of negative targets. Corresponding simple slope analy-
ses showed that the self–target relation is positive in the case 
of a positive target, b = 0.23, SE = .03, t = 7.0, p < .001, 95% 
CI = [0.17, 0.29], and negative in the case of a negative tar-
get, b = −0.15, SE = .03, t = −4.28, p < .001, 95% CI = [−0.21, 
−0.09].

For comparison, we also calculated the basic model with 
a dichotomous trait valence variable in which we coded neg-
ative traits with –1 and positive traits with +1 (as in 
Experiment 1). The analysis revealed a Target Valence × 
Self-Ratings interaction that was virtually of the same size as 
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in the model with the continuous difference measure, b = .19, 
SE = .02, t = 11.75, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.15, 0.23]. However, 
in contrast to the analysis using measured trait valence, a 
priori defined trait valence was not a significant predictor of 
target ratings, b = .5, SE = .92, t = .54, p = .59. To conclude, 
with regard to the focal interaction between target valence 
and self-ratings, the difference between a continuous trait 
valence measure and a dichotomous a priori coded trait 
valence variable was negligible. This may be attributable to 
the fact that the traits were clearly positive and negative.

Trait valence as a moderator. As in Experiment 1, we further 
tested whether the tendency to project own characteristics more 
strongly onto positive than negative others is equally pro-
nounced on positive and negative characteristics. To do so, we 
added all two- and three-way interactions with trait valence to 
test whether the significant interaction between target valence 
and self-ratings was further moderated by trait valence. The 
analysis yielded a nonsignificant three-way interaction between 
self-ratings, target valence, and trait valence b = −.001, SE = 
.01, t = −0.09, p = .93, whereas the focal two-way interaction 
between self-ratings and target valence remained significant,  
b = .05, SE = .02, t = 1.99, p = .046. Hence, the tendency to 
project more onto positive compared with negative targets was 
equally strong on positive and negative traits.

The role of self-esteem. Finally, we analyzed whether the 
focal interaction between self-ratings and target valence was 
moderated by self-esteem. The model was therefore further 
extended by introducing the grand mean centered self-esteem 
index and all possible interaction terms as predictors. The 
three-way interaction was not significant, b = −.002, SE = 
.002, t = −1.54, p = .124, whereas the focal two-way interac-
tion between self-ratings and target valence remained sig-
nificant, b = .06, SE = .02, t = 2.61, p = .009.

One may argue that the level of self-esteem was too 
homogeneous in our sample for this variable to represent a 
potent predictor. To test whether the self-esteem measure had 
sufficient variance to significantly predict an outcome vari-
able, we specified a two-level model with self-ratings as out-
come variable, trait valence as Level 1 predictor and 
self-esteem as Level 2 predictor. The rationale was that par-
ticipants should attribute positive but not negative attributes 
to the self and this general tendency should be more pro-
nounced among high self-esteem participants. As expected, 

trait valence was a significant predictor of self-ratings, b = 
.26, SE = .02, t = 10.71, p < .001, and this relation was sig-
nificantly moderated by self-esteem, b = .013, SE = .001, t = 
18.19, p < .001. This finding confirms that the self-esteem 
variable definitely had the potential to be a significant mod-
erator in our data set. This also suggests that the absence of a 
three-way interaction between target valence, self-ratings, 
and self-esteem cannot be attributed to psychometric short-
comings of the self-esteem index.

Discussion. In sum, the critical self-ratings by target valence 
interaction remains significant even after controlling for indi-
vidual variations in trait valence suggesting that consistency is 
unable to explain the effect. As in Experiment 1, we found not 
only assimilative effect for positive targets but also contrastive 
effect for negative targets. Furthermore, the effect does not 
seem to be driven by self–target similarity on the valence 
dimension because a reliable measure of self-esteem failed to 
affect the critical interaction. Although this series of experi-
ments represents converging evidence for our hypothesis that 
target valence affects social projection above and beyond con-
sistency effects, we wanted to test whether our findings are 
being replicated with more realistic stimulus materials.

Experiment 3

This third experiment was conducted to replicate the patterns 
obtained in Experiments 1 and 2 with stimulus materials that 
represent real target persons. To gain control of the specific 
features of the target persons, we used exactly the same stim-
ulus persons once with a smiling and once with a neutral 
facial expression. Furthermore, we also wanted to test 
whether our claim that target valence predicts social projec-
tion also holds if some of the characteristics were neutral in 
terms of valence. Therefore, we increased the number of 
traits with the same proportion of positive, negative, and also 
rather neutral traits. This modification enables us not only to 
estimate social projection more reliably but also to test 
whether our assumptions hold if the full spectrum of trait 
valence is included in the design.

Method

Participants and design. A total of 89 participants (19 males) 
took part in this experiment as well as in an unrelated mem-
ory experiment and were paid 5 Euro for their service. The 
design of the experiment included target valence (friendly 
vs. neutral target persons) as a two-level factor varying 
between participants.

Procedure. Participants were first asked to rate themselves on 
a number of personality traits. Directly afterwards they were 
presented a target person that they did not know and for 
whom they had no further information. Participants were 
then requested to rate this target person on the same list of 

Table 3. Fixed Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 2.

Fixed effect b SE t P

β
0

Intercept 4.98 0.13 37.63 <.001
β

1
Self-rating 0.04 0.33 0.13 .9

β
2

Target valence 0.01 0.05 0.24 .81
β

3
Trait valence 0.11 0.04 3.09 .002

β
4

Self-Rating × Target Valence 0.19 0.02 11.79 <.001
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Table 4. Fixed Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 3.

Fixed effect Estimate SE t p

β
0

Intercept 5.26 0.13 41.97 <.001
β

1
Self-rating 0.06 0.02 2.53 .011

β
2

Target valence 0.08 0.05 1.43 .152
β

3
Trait valence 0.15 0.04 3.94 <.001

β
4

Self-Rating × Target Valence 0.06 0.02 2.66 .008

traits. In the final part of the experiment, we assessed trait 
valence, self-esteem, and demographic variables, just as in 
Experiment 2.

Materials. To gain more control over the specific features of 
the target persons, we used stimuli from the Radboud face 
database (Langner et al., 2010). In particular, this face data-
base provides pictures of stimulus persons that display vari-
ous emotional expressions and, thus, allows selecting target 
persons that are presented once with a smiling and once with 
a neutral facial expression. After the inspection of mean 
valence ratings for the stimulus persons that are provided by 
Langner et al. (2010), we selected Rafd090_01, Rafd090_14, 
Rafd090_31, and Rafd090_37 as target persons. The average 
valence ratings of the pictures with the neutral facial expres-
sions differed significantly from the average valence ratings 
of the pictures with the smiling expression, M = 3.18 and  
M = 4.38, respectively, on a 5-point scale, t(3) = 8.74, p = 
.003. Furthermore, the mean attractiveness of the four target 
persons was close to the midpoint of the scale, M = 2.9, SD = 
.48. All target persons were Caucasian female adults with a 
frontal gaze direction and with a frontal view image (i.e., 
camera angle 90°).

In contrast to Experiments 1 and 2, we used a set of 45 
traits to assess self–target covariation. We increased the num-
ber of traits for two reasons. First, a higher number of traits 
allows measuring social projection more reliably. Second, we 
also wanted to include a number of neutral traits to incorpo-
rate the full range of the valence dimension. As a basis for the 
selection process, we used the 90 traits of the Otten and 
Epstude (2006) studies and consulted German word norms 
(Hager & Hasselhorn, 1994) to identify the 15 most negative, 
the 15 most neutral, and the 15 most positive traits (all traits 
are listed in the appendix). Self-ratings, target ratings, and 
trait valence ratings with regard to the 45 traits were made on 
the same 9-point scales as in Experiment 1 and 2 (i.e., 1 = 
negative/agree not at all to 9 = positive/agree completely).

Results and Discussion

Model building. As a basic model, we specified a comparable 
cross-classified hierarchical model as in Experiment 1 and 2 
with the important modification that the between-partici-
pants design did not allow for random slopes on target 
valence. We thus implemented the following basic model:

Target Rating = + Self-Rating  

                       
0 1β β ×

  + Target Valence 

+ Trait Valence

+ Self-Rating

T

2

3

4

β ×
β ×

β ×
× aarget Valence + 

+ Self-Rating

0|Participant

1|Participant

β

β ×   + 

Trait Valence + + e.

3|Participant

0|Trait

β

× β

All variables were grand mean centered and we used 
restricted maximum likelihood estimations.

Analysis of stimulus materials. In a first analysis, we also 
included the material factor target face (i.e., Rafd090_01, 
Rafd090_14, Rafd090_31, and Rafd090_37) with three 
dummy coded variables using the first Radboud face (i.e., 
Rafd090_01) as baseline. The focal two-way interaction 
between self-ratings and target valence was significant, β

4
 = 

.11, SE = .04, t = 2.42, p = .015. However, the analysis also 
revealed that this effect was marginally moderated by the 
dummy variable that contrasts the first (i.e., Rafd090_01) 
and the second (i.e., Rafd090_14) Radboud face, b = −.11, 
SE = .06, t = −1.72, p = .085. Further inspection of the results 
showed that the other two dummy variables did not signifi-
cantly moderate the focal two-way interaction between self-
ratings and target valence, |β|s < .09, ps > .146. This result 
was not expected and any account of this effect is necessarily 
post hoc. One interesting peculiarity is the slightly lower 
attractiveness of the Rafd090_14 face with a mean attractive-
ness rating of M = 2.4 (see online material of the Radboud 
face database at www.socsci.ru.nl/rafd/CEM_136.09R_sup-
port.pdf). Due to the unexpected effect of the stimulus mate-
rials, we conducted the analysis without the Rafd090_14 
face.

Main analysis. The β
1
-parameter was significant indicating 

that overall there was a significant level of social projection 
(see Table 4 for all fixed effects). The significant β

3
-parameter 

means that trait attribution was stronger for positive com-
pared with negative traits. Most important, the significant β

4
-

parameter reflects increased social projection to positive 
compared with neutral targets and, therefore, supports our 
hypothesis that target valence is an important determinant of 
social projection. Simple slope analysis revealed that self-
ratings significantly predicted target ratings in the positive 
target condition, b = .12, SE = 0.03, t = 3.60, p < .001, 95% 
CI = [0.06, 0.18], whereas this covariation was not signifi-
cant in the neutral target condition, b = .001, SE = 0.03, t = 
0.05, p = .962, 95% CI = [−0.06, 0.06].3

For comparison, we conducted the same analysis with a 
categorical trait valence variable instead of the continuous 
trait valence variable. We coded the negative, neutral, and 
positive traits as two orthogonal Helmert contrasts with con-
trasts weights of 2, −1, −1, and 0, 1, −1, respectively. The 
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analysis revealed a similar effect of the Target Valence × 
Self-Ratings interaction when trait valence was entered as a 
categorical variable, b = .06, SE = .02, t = 2.56, p = .01, 95% 
CI = [0.02, 0.10]. Hence, as in Experiment 2, the parameter 
estimates for the two-way interaction in the model with the 
continuous compared with the categorical trait valence vari-
able did not differ significantly from one another.

Trait valence as a moderator. As in Experiments 1 and 2, we 
tested whether participants projected more strongly to posi-
tive than negative targets on positive and negative traits 
alike. Therefore, we extended the basic model by adding all 
two- and three-way interactions with trait valence as predic-
tors. As in Experiments 1 and 2, the three-way interaction 
between self-ratings, targets valence, and trait valence was 
not significant, b = .001, SE = .01, t = 0.16, p = .876. The 
analysis thus revealed that trait valence did not moderate the 
focal effect of target valence on social projection, which 
remained significant in this analysis, b = .05, SE = .02, t = 
2.11, p = .035. Hence, the tendency to project more strongly 
on positive compared with negative targets was equally pro-
nounced for positive and negative traits.

The role of self-esteem. The model was further extended by 
adding self-esteem as well as all possible interactions as fur-
ther predictors to the model. This analysis revealed that the 
focal interaction between self-ratings and target valence was 
not moderated by self-esteem, b = −.004, SE = 0.02, t = 
−0.18, p = .858, while the focal interaction remained signifi-
cant, b = .05, SE = 0.02, t = 2.18, p = .029.

As in Experiment 2, we tested whether the nonsignificant 
moderation by self-esteem could be attributed to a lack of 
variance in the self-esteem variable. We specified a model 
with trait valence ratings as dependent variable and self- 
ratings, self-esteem, and the cross-level interaction between 
self-ratings and self-esteem as fixed effects and with by- 
participant and by-trait random intercepts and random slopes 
on self-ratings. This analysis revealed a significant effect of 
self-ratings, b = .27, SE = 0.02, t = 11.58, p < .001, and a 
significant interaction between self-ratings and self-esteem, 
b = .03, SE = 0.01, t = 2.63, p = .009, indicating that the gen-
eral tendency to assess self-descriptive traits as more posi-
tive than non-self-descriptive traits is more pronounced for 
participants with high levels of self-esteem compared with 
low levels of self-esteem. In other words, trait valence varies 
with self-assignment and this especially applies for self-
assured individuals. In the present context, this finding sug-
gests sufficient variance in self-esteem to serve as a reliable 
moderator. This may be considered as further evidence that 
initial self–target similarity in terms of valence was not driv-
ing the effect of target valence.

Discussion. Overall, the third experiment replicates the effect 
of target valence and extends Experiments 1 and 2 in that the 
effect of target valence also emerged when the targets 

represent real persons. As in Experiment 2, trait valence was 
thoroughly controlled at the individual level by means of a 
continuous measure. Furthermore, this experiment also 
included traits that were a priori classified as neutral. As in 
the other experiments, trait valence and self-esteem did not 
moderate the focal interaction between self-ratings and tar-
get valence. One minor limitation of Experiment 3 is the 
unexpected effect of the stimulus materials. At the same 
time, a set of three experiments with increasing control of 
relevant variables provided converging evidence that target 
valence influences social projection above and beyond con-
sistency effects.

General Discussion

The aim of the present research was to provide evidence for 
the hypothesis that target valence influences social projec-
tion. More specifically, we wanted to test whether the antici-
pated effect of target valence on self–other similarity ought 
to be attributed only to a valence overlap between the self 
and a positive compared with a negative target and, thus, to a 
consistent response behavior or whether a substantial amount 
of variance remains above and beyond consistency. In addi-
tion, we aimed at exploring possible mechanisms of an effect 
of target valence on social projection.

To test the hypothesis that target valence shapes social 
projection, Experiments 1 and 2 manipulated target valence 
in a within-participant experimental design by changing the 
valence of the target in the context of an EC procedure. In 
Experiment 3 we used photos of real target persons and 
manipulated their emotional expression to manipulate target 
valence. All three experiments revealed that participants pro-
jected more strongly to targets conditioned to be positive or 
to targets with smiling expressions compared with targets 
conditioned to be negative or to targets with neutral expres-
sions. Importantly, the effects remained significant even after 
controlling for trait valence. Furthermore, the effect of target 
valence was not moderated by trait valence or by self-esteem 
indicating that participants projected more strongly to posi-
tive than to negative targets on positive and negative traits 
alike and irrespective of their own level of self-esteem.

Social Projection Versus Consistency Principle

All three experiments clearly support the hypothesis that tar-
get valence influences social projection above and beyond 
mere consistency effects. The effects reported here can thus 
not be explained in terms of consistency principles (LaPrelle 
et al., 1990; Sherman et al., 1984) and point to social projec-
tion processes as the origin of perceived self–other similarity. 
An interesting and unexpected finding was that the control of 
interindividually rated, continuous trait valence as compared 
with a priori, categorical trait valence did not lead to different 
results. This leads to the question in how far the control of 
traits valence affected the interaction between self-ratings and 
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target valence at all. In other words, the question that remains 
is whether we found any evidence for a consistent response 
behavior in our data sets. To answer this question, we reana-
lyzed the data without any control of trait valence. For 
Experiments 1 and 2, the analyses revealed that the parame-
ters for the focal interaction were of approximately the same 
size when estimated with and without trait valence as a 
covariate, b = 0.16, SE = 0.02, t = 7.98, p < .001, 95% CI = 
[0.12, 0.20], in Experiment 1, and b = .19, SE = 0.02, t = 
11.31, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.15, 0.23], in Experiment 2 for 
the analyses without trait valence as a covariate. However, in 
Experiment 3, we found a considerably larger parameter esti-
mate for the focal interaction when trait valence was not con-
trolled, b = .16, SE = 0.03, t = 5.06, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.10, 
0.22]. This considerably larger interaction between self- 
ratings and target valence without trait valence as a covariate 
indicates that a substantial amount of variance in target rat-
ings can be attributed to a consistent response behavior. This 
pattern is in line with the expectation that both a consistent 
response behavior and increased social projection to positive 
targets boosts measures of perceived self–other similarity. 
Less clear is why consistency was less relevant for measures 
of self–other similarity in Experiment 1 and 2. The experi-
ments differed in a number of ways with differences in design, 
different target persons as stimuli, and different traits to assess 
self–other similarity and any of these factors may have caused 
differences in the interaction between projection and consis-
tency. However, these results do not limit our conclusion that 
social projection depends on target valence. The question that 
remains is under which conditions we can expect an influence 
of consistency on measures of self–other similarity. This 
research was not set out to investigate this question and, 
accordingly, does not allow any conclusions with regard to 
this question. Nevertheless, the suggestion that measures of 
social projection should thoroughly control for trait valence is 
still warranted because it is still unclear when and to what 
extent consistency inflates self–other covariance.

A related issue is that, despite the converging evidence 
from three experiments, one may argue that we have only 
provided evidence for one particular form of social projec-
tion, namely, projection of personality traits, and this limits 
the generality of the present findings. We believe that social 
projection processes can and have been also observed in 
other fields as for instance attitude or preference projection 
(e.g., Ames, 2004b). However, these other forms of projec-
tion are less suitable for our specific research question as 
they render a control of item valence far more difficult. In 
particular, own attitudes or preferences are almost always 
positive so that self-ratings and item (i.e., attitudes or prefer-
ence) valence are highly correlated. This is why we decided 
to restrict our studies to trait projection even though this may 
be seen as a limitation of our findings. In general, however, 
our suggestion that trait valence should be controlled as long 
as it is unclear when and to what extent consistency inflates 
self–other covariance is somewhat difficult to realize if many 

characteristics do not allow for a meaningful assessment of 
valence. A pragmatic answer may be that the control of 
valence is not necessary as long as the targets do not differ in 
valence. However, studies that deal with targets varying in 
valence may need to use characteristics that allow for the 
assessment of valence to make sure that the independent 
variable did in fact influence social projection and not a con-
sistent response behavior.

Relation to Current Models of Projection

Turning toward the theoretical interpretation of our findings, 
we suggested that the present research may be informative 
for current models of social projection. As outlined before, 
the social projection literature can be classified into cogni-
tive and motivational accounts. Cognitive models claim that 
social projection results from inductive reasoning or a heu-
ristic process that follows a holistic similarity judgment 
(Ames, 2004a, 2004b; Krueger, 2007). According to these 
models, the effect of target valence on social projection 
should be especially pronounced for people with high self-
esteem because it is particularly plausible to assume that 
these people are similar to the positive target or belong to the 
same category as the target. Our finding show that the critical 
two-way interaction between self-ratings and target valence 
was not moderated by the tendency to preferentially ascribe 
positive traits to the self (Experiment 1) or by a self-esteem 
measure (Experiments 2 and 3). Although this does not con-
stitute definitive evidence against cognitive accounts of 
social projection, it seems to be somewhat more difficult to 
integrate the particular effect of target valence into cognitive 
models of social projection.

A motivational account of social projection that holds that 
social projection serves connectedness to others (Pyszczynski 
et al., 1996) and cooperation (Toma & Woltin, 2012) is more 
generally in line with our results. If one assumes that people, 
irrespective of their current motivational status, prefer con-
nectedness to positive others, a motivational account is com-
patible with the fact that self-esteem (or positive self-evaluation) 
failed to play a role in our experiments. Because null effects 
cannot be used to confirm a particular account, what we can 
conclude from the present research is that target valence repre-
sents a substantial determinant of social projection, that a con-
sistent response behavior is not (entirely) responsible for the 
effects reported here, and that the specific pattern of results is 
generally compatible with a motivational account.

A Motivational Account of Social Projection

The social projection research of the last decades has been 
dominated by a cognitive perspective. This may be due to the 
fact that a precise theoretical model for a motivational 
account has yet to be formulated. In the remainder of this 
contribution, we would like to suggest a motivational model 
of social projection that allows for a more refined deduction 
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of hypotheses. Still, it should be pointed out that we neither 
directly tested this model nor do we have any other evidence 
for the underlying processes of the reported effects. By sug-
gesting this model, we simply aim at initiating a new per-
spective on the phenomenon of social projection, which may 
stimulate future research in this domain.

Our motivational approach shares the idea that social pro-
jection serves regulating people’s connectedness to others 
(Locke et al., 2012; Pyszczynski et al., 1996). Moreover, we 
suggest that social projection can be conceptualized as an 
approach motion on the social dimension of psychological dis-
tance. Approach-avoidance behavior has typically been con-
sidered on the spatial dimension of psychological distance. 
Yet, spatial distance represents only one dimension of psycho-
logical distance (Lewin, 1951) and some authors have dis-
cussed the possibility that psychological distance is also 
regulated on the social and temporal dimensions (Seibt, 
Neumann, Nussinson, & Strack, 2008). Focusing on the social 
dimension, it has been claimed that similarity between the self 
and a social target (whether a social group or an individual) is 
considered as one form of social closeness. Heider (1958), for 
instance, argued that similarity promotes belongingness and 
closeness (which is the opposite of distance) and Tesser and 
colleagues varied closeness by manipulating similarity 
between participants and targets with regard to personality 
profiles (Tesser & Campbell, 1980; Tesser & Paulhus, 1983). 
Also, in the context of the more recent Construal Level Theory 
(Trope, 2004), it has been argued that similarity encompasses 
distance on the social dimension (Liviatan, Trope, & Liberman, 
2008; Stephan, Liberman, & Trope, 2011). Because the pro-
cess of social projection leads to an increase in self–target 
similarity, engaging in social projection decreases social dis-
tance. Therefore, social projection may serve distance regula-
tion and the feeling of connectedness. In this sense, social 
projection represents an approach behavior. Conversely, by 
decreasing self–other similarity in the sense of a contrast 
effect, it is also possible to represent avoidance behavior on 
the social dimension of psychological distance.

Understanding social projection as a process that creates 
connectedness to others via distance regulation suggests 
interesting new perspectives on this phenomenon. First, the 
general notion that people approach positive stimuli and 
avoid negative stimuli is directly compatible with the present 
research showing that people project more strongly to posi-
tive compared with negative targets. It is also remarkable 
that the analyses did not only yield assimilative effects to 
positive targets (i.e., social projection) but also contrastive 
effects to negative targets in Experiments 1 and 2 (note that 
only neutral targets were used in Experiment 3 so that we 
may not expect contrast effects in this condition). The latter 
effects seem difficult to explain for other perspectives on 
social projection. However, we would like to emphasize 
again that though our results are compatible with the sug-
gested model of social projection, they do not represent a 
direct test of it.

Second, the earlier finding by Pyszczynski and colleagues 
(1996) that mortality salience increases social projection can 
also be integrated into this motivational approach. In particu-
lar, given that mortality is threatening and that threat 
increases affiliation needs (see Schachter, 1959; Wisman & 
Koole, 2003), mortality salience is expected to elicit approach 
behavior. If social projection indeed represents an approach 
behavior on the social dimension of psychological distance, 
it becomes straightforward enough to expect more social 
projection under mortality salience.

Third, the motivational model suggested here is not 
restricted to projection at the personal level. Just as individu-
als, social groups may be approached on the social dimen-
sion of psychological distance and preliminary evidence that 
target valence operates also at the group level comes from an 
experiment by Clement and Krueger (2002, Experiment 3). 
Admittedly, their findings remain somewhat inconclusive as 
they were not consistent across the two phases of the experi-
ment. It would therefore be an interesting avenue for future 
research to test whether the effects shown in the present stud-
ies generalize to the group level. This may also raise new 
questions concerning the role of social categorization for 
social projection as the vast majority of ingroups are evalu-
ated more favorably than outgroups (e.g., Brewer & Kramer, 
1985).

Finally, conceptualizing social projection as approach 
behavior raises a number of questions concerning the inter-
relation between spatial and social approach/avoidance 
behaviors. One option is that spatial and social approach/
avoidance behaviors go together such that approaching a tar-
get on one dimension results in approach on the other dimen-
sion. A study of Nussinson, Seibt, Häfner, and Strack (2010) 
may be interpreted as an indication of such a positively cor-
related relation between social and spatial approach. These 
authors found that executing approach (avoidance) motor 
actions was related to the perception of (dis)similarity. 
Likewise, research by Fayant, Muller, Nurra, Alexopoulos, 
and Palluel-Germain (2011) has shown that physically walk-
ing toward or away from a target person leads to assimilative 
versus contrastive comparative effects in which not the target 
is perceived as being more (dis)similar to the self but the self 
is perceived as being more (dis)similar to the target. 
Alternatively, there may also be reasons to assume that peo-
ple balance self–other distance by compensating approach 
on one dimension with avoidance on another dimension.

To be sure, the motivational account of social projection 
outlined here is only a beginning in rethinking the phenom-
enon of self–other similarity. Our empirical findings cannot 
be understood as evidence for such a motivational perspec-
tive as they are equally compatible with existing cognitive 
models of social projection. Having said this, we also note 
that there are some specifics in the pattern of results such as 
contrast effects to negative targets or the irrelevance of self-
esteem for the impact of target valence that are less germane 
to a cognitive than a motivational approach.
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Concluding Thoughts

To sum up, we provided consistent evidence for the role of 
target valence in social projection. Our findings clearly show 
that social projection varies as a function of target valence 
even when trait valence is thoroughly controlled for. Such a 
pattern leads us to question consistency approaches whereby 
social projection effects are attributed merely to a consistent 
response behavior. Our results are compatible with current 
cognitive models of social projection but perhaps even more 
so with a motivational account of social projection. Our dis-
cussion builds on the obtained pattern to submit a new con-
ceptualization of social projection as an approach/avoidance 
motion on the social dimension of psychological distance. In 
this view, and going back to the introductory example, you 
perceive your own characteristics in Thomas but not in John 
because you intend to deepen your contact with Thomas but 
not with John.

Appendix

Traits from Otten and Wentura (2001) used in Experiments 1 
and 2:

Friendly, passive, sociable, creative, unfair, confident, 
cold, hectic, open-minded, intolerant, reliable, cow-
ardly, happy, boring, energetic, unfriendly, empathic, 
sad, strong, and pessimistic.

Selection of traits from Otten and Epstude (2006) used in 
Experiment 3:

Arrogant, greedy, raw, cold, boring, selfish, dependent, 
stubborn, aggressive, petty, passive, primitive, coarse, 
anxious, lazy, obstinate, silly, ambitious, sensitive, 
curious, sentimental, properly, vulnerable, economi-
cal, rational, exactly, careful, concerned, modern, 
objectively, sociable, intelligent, funny, flexible, just, 
faithful, cordially, self-conscious, helpful, open, toler-
ant, patient, creative, warm, and honest.

Table A1. Random Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 1.

SD

By-participant random effects  
 β0|Participant Intercept 0.246
 β1|Participant Self-ratings 0.484
 β2|Participant Target valence 0.145
 β3|Participant Trait valence 0.637
By-trait random effect  
 β0|Trait Intercept 0.317
Residual  
 e 1.685

Table A2. Random Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 2.

SD

By-participant random effects  
 β0|Participant Intercept 0.56
 β1|Participant Self-ratings 2.56
 β2|Participant Target valence 0.28
 β3|Participant Trait valence 0.14
By-trait random effect  
 β0|Trait Intercept 0.46
Residual  
 e 2.0

Table A3. Random Effects of the Multilevel Analysis Experiment 3.

SD

By-participant random effects
 β0|Participant Intercept 0.38
 β1|Participant Self-ratings 0.09
 β3|Participant Trait valence 0.25
By-trait random effects
 β0|Trait Intercept 0.76
Residual  
 e 1.61
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Notes

1. As a matter of fact, Sherman, Chassin, Presson, and Agostinelli 
(1984) distinguished between so-called “variably evaluated” 
and “universally evaluated” characteristics with the former 
referring to characteristics that are judged as positive by some 
people and as negative by others (e.g., capital punishment) and 
the latter referring to characteristics that are consensually judged 
as positive or negative (e.g., being brave). Importantly, “variably 
evaluated” characteristics are neutral in valence if evaluation is 
averaged across people. However, according to Sherman et al. 
(1984) these characteristics obtain valence by self-association 
at the individual level: Given an association between the self 
and a certain characteristic, this characteristic becomes posi-
tive. Hence, according to consistency principles people should 
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attribute variably evaluated self-characteristics to positive tar-
gets, which is expected to lead to self–other similarity. Sherman 
et al.’s (1984) studies revealed that, indeed, positive self–target 
correlations emerged on variably evaluated characteristics. In 
contrast, the authors did not find correlations on universally 
evaluated characteristics. Interesting as these results may be, 
they remain inconclusive for the following reason: Because 
people generally hold positive self-concepts, people should tend 
to attribute universally evaluated positive but not negative char-
acteristics to the self and to the positive target leading to a posi-
tive correlation between the self and the positive target. Thus, 
from a consistency perspective, and contrary to what the authors 
obtained, one should expect also a positive correlation on uni-
versally evaluated items.

2. Our model building strategy for Experiment 1 as well as for the 
following experiments was to include random effects to the point 
where the model did not converge within 2,000 iterations or 
where random effects correlations became approximately 1 indi-
cating redundant variance (Barr, Levy, Scheepers, & Tily, 2013).

3. Conducting the data analysis with the full data set (i.e., includ-
ing all four stimulus faces) basically leads to the same results. 
In particular, trait valence was a significant predictor of target 
ratings, b = 0.18, SE = .03, t = 5.29, p < .001, indicating that 
participants used more positive than negative traits to charac-
terize the targets. Furthermore, self–target covariation as the 
indicator of social projection was marginally significant across 
conditions, b = 0.04, SE = .02, t = 1.76, p = .079, and participants 
tended to attribute more traits to the positive compared with the 
neutral targets, b = 0.08, SE = .05, t = 1.8, p = .073. Importantly 
and in line with our hypothesis, self–target covariation was sig-
nificantly larger for positive compared with neutral targets, b = 
0.05, SE = .02, t = 2.55, p = .011.
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