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Abstract
Self-affirmation is a promising intervention to inope mental well-being. In this study, it was
examined whether self-affirmation affects autonaroynectedness and mood. Among 83
adults, self-affirmation was manipulated with atuag exercise on important personal values.
Autonomy-connectedness and mood were measurecetaidrafter manipulation. Self-
affirmation strengthened autonomy-connectednegriy in participants with relatively poor
initial levels of autonomy-connectedness: Its congra self-awareness increased in participants
with low initial levels of self-awareness. Its coomgnt sensitivity to others also increased, but
only in male participants with low initial level$ sensitivity. Self-affirmation also improved
mood: Participants felt better after self-affirneaiti The effects of self-affirmation on autonomy-
connectedness and mood were discussed. Directotisef use of self-affirmation in education

and mental healthcare were proposed.

Keywords: self-affirmation, affirmation exercisesitonomy, autonomy-connectedness, self-

awareness, sensitivity to others, mood, mood ingmmnt
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Self-affirmation strengthens autonomy-connectedaessimproves mood

Autonomy originates from the Greek words ‘autoseéming self) and ‘nomos’ (meaning
law). It literally refers to creating your own laywour own set of rules. Autonomy has often been
described in literature, both general and scientithough, the concept of autonomy still lacks
theoretical homogeneity. It does not have a widelead uniform definition (Hmel & Pincus,
2002). Autonomy is classically referred to in terofisndividual separation (Erikson, 1971,
Kohlberg, 1984; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975). Molays, autonomy is more and more
referred to in terms of self-governance. Self-gonaece reflects interpersonal connectedness and
dependency, and a strong self-awareness and sgjfitr(Bekker, 1993; Bekker & van Assen,
2006; Hmel & Pincus, 2002; Koestner & Losier, 1996)this modern view, autonomy thus
refers to the capacity to be a single human eritdged on self-awareness and self-insight, acting
in systems with other human entities, based ompetsonal connectedness and dependency.
Therefore, the term autonomy-connectedness willdael to capture the concept of modern
autonomy.

Autonomy-connectedness consists of three compgn@nself-awareness, (ii) capacity
for managing new situations, and (iii) sensitiibyothers (Bekker, 1993; Bekker, Croon, van
Balkom, & Vermee, 2008; Bekker & van Assen, 20@®lf-awareness is the capacity to know
and express what you want, what you like or disld®d what your opinions are. Capacity for
managing new situations is the internal drive fquleration. It defines whether you associate
negative or positive feelings with new experieraoed whether you are flexible or dependent on
familiar structures. Sensitivity to others is theesmt to which you are sensible for other people,
their opinions, and their feelings. It has to déhvampathy and the balance between intimacy

and separation. In general, women are more sems$diothers than men. This sex difference fits
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into theories that showed greater tendency in wotnexifiliate, connect and seek social support
in comparison to men (Taylor, et al., 2000).

Deficiencies in autonomy have primarily been assted with depression (Alford &
Gerrity, 1995; Beck, 1983; Bekker, 1993; Clark,e8t¢daslam, Beck, & Brown, 1997). In a
recent study, deficiencies in autonomy-connecteslhase been associated with anxiety and
mood disorders (Bekker & Belt, 2006). In comparismmon-clinical controls, anxious and
depressed mental health patients had lower levalslbawareness, lower levels of capacity for
managing new situations, and higher levels of seitgito others. Similar patterns - low on self-
awareness, low on capacity for managing new sdnafihigh on sensitivity to others - were
found in patients with agoraphobia (Bekker, 1998) aating disorders (Bekker, Croon, &
Bertrand, 2008). In patients with antisocial traitgher low levels of sensitivity to others were
found (Bekker, Bachrach, & Croon, 2007). Deficie&scin autonomy-connectedness have also
been associated with work stress (Bekker, Nijs&ddens, 2001) and work-family interference
(Bekker, Willemse, & De Goeij, 2010).

In the above mentioned psychological problems cafiéays a central role. Depressed
mental health patients, for instance, describe siedvas as feeling miserable and empty (Comer,
2004). Their mood is sad and dark. Anxious mergalth patients experience intense feelings of
fear or anxiety. Patients suffering from eatingdikers often show affective symptoms
comparable to those of depressed patients. Saeenad, with sometimes overlapping meaning,
can be used to describe these affective phenonismaah & Davidson, 1994). In this study, the
term mood will be used. Mood is defined as thevitial's affective background. It is the state

of mind that reflects one’s general sense of weiity (Wald & Mellenbergh, 1990).
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The main aim of the present study was to examipgyahological intervention called
self-affirmation, in terms of its potential impamt autonomy-connectedness, and in terms of its
potential impact on mood. Self-affirmation theonyilds on the premise that individuals are
motivated to maintain their feelings of worth amtf-gntegrity (Steele, 1988). During the day,
there are numerous events that might threatemfgebf worth and self-integrity. Individuals
then use cognitive strategies to change their péoses of these threatening events. They change
the threatening reality to maintain their feelimgsvorth and self-integrity. The cognitive
strategies to change one’s perceptions are oftemsige in nature. Self-affirmation theory
proposes to restore feelings of worth and selfgiritg in less defensive, more adaptive ways. It
restores these feelings by affirming sources os#ie Sources of the self are, for instance,
important personal values or characteristics. Theration of these sources allows the
individual to respond more adaptively to potentseats. Self-affirmation as intervention is a
process to affirm internal psychological sourcethinithe individual that will buffer against
threats to the self (Sherman & Cohen, 2006).

It was hypothesized that self-affirmation mightareeffective intervention to strengthen
autonomy-connectedness. It might add to self-irsagld consequently self-awareness. It might
add to flexibility and consequently the capacity ftanaging new situations. It might add to
interpersonal adaptability and consequently theisieity to others. It was also hypothesized
that self-affirmation might be an effective intemtien to improve mood, as it might positively
reinforce the sense of well-being. In Figure 1hkipothesized effects of self-affirmation on
autonomy-connectedness and mood are visualizedvi$halization assumes direct effects of

self-affirmation on autonomy-connectedness and mood
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Figure 1. Hypothesized effects of self-affirmatmmautonomy-connectedness and mood

In terms of the potential strengthening effectalf-affirmation on autonomy-
connectedness, it was predicted (i) that self+atiion would increase the level of self-
awareness, (ii) that it would increase the capdoitynanaging new situations, and (iii) that it
would normalize sensitivity to others. The thir@giction followed from the U-shaped
relationship between the optimal sensitivity toesthand psychological health. This U-shaped
relationship was suggested in earlier researchr &atonomy-connectedness exists in the form
of high sensitivity to others as well as low sariit. In depressed and anxious individuals, for
instance, it is their high sensitivity to otherattis problematic (Bekker & Belt, 2006). In
antisocial individuals, for instance, it is thedl sensitivity to others that is problematic
(Bekker, et al., 2007). Healthy individuals areuctterized by levels of sensitivity to others that
are not too high, nor too low. To normalize sewmgitito others therefore means to increase
sensitivity to others for individuals with low lelgeof sensitivity, and to decrease sensitivity to
others for those with high levels. In general, womeere expected to have higher levels of

sensitivity to others than men.
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In terms of the improving effect of self-affrmati@n mood, it was predicted that self-
affirmation would increase positive mood. Particifzsawere expected to feel better after self-
affirmation. A previous study showed that the dffeicself-affirmation was strongest for
participants who were most psychologically vulnéeglsherman, Bunyan, Creswell, & Jaremka,
2009). It was therefore also predicted that thegase in positive mood would be strongest for
participants with relatively poor initial levels atitonomy-connectedness. As these participants
were psychologically most vulnerable, they wereested to be the most responsive to the
mood-improving effect of self-affirmation.

Method
Design

This study used a mixed between-within subjectggded he independent variable was
self-affirmation with two conditions; the self-affiation condition and the no-affirmation
control condition. The dependent variables wererauiny-connectedness and mood, both
measured before and after manipulation of self+a#tion.

Participants

Eighty-three undergraduate students (25 men avddben; agev = 20.31 yearssD =
2.49 years) of Tilburg School of Social and Behaali&ciences, Tilburg University, The
Netherlands, participated in the study. The stugeigned themselves up for participation.
Participants were told they were attending a re&seproject on ‘behavior and feeling’. After
participation, they received student credits iimet Of the 25 male participants, 11 were
randomly assigned to the self-affirmation conditaord 14 to the control condition. Of the 58
female participants, 30 were randomly assigneti¢cself-affirmation condition and 28 to the

control condition.
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Procedure

First, the participants completed two questionrsaioedefine their baseline levels of
autonomy-connectedness and mood. As in previoaseston self-affirmation, the participants
ranked 11 values from most important to least irtgody out of a list of 11 values; artistic skills,
athletics, business/earning money, creativity, preshelence, musical ability/appreciation,
politics, relations with friends or family, religis values, sense of humor, spontaneity/living life
in the moment (Cohen, Garcia, Apfel, & Master, 208Berman, et al., 2009).

Second, the participants attended the experimeasaion. They completed a 20-minute
writing exercise (either in the self-affirmation mo-affirmation control condition).

Third, the participants completed two questionrsaicedefine their final levels of
autonomy-connectedness and mood.
Salf-affirmation

Self-affirmation was operationalized with a wrgiexercise. The writing exercise was
based on materials used in previous studies, iclwbarticipants affirmed important personal
values (Cohen, et al., 2006; Sherman, et al., 2B#}icipants were randomly assigned to the
self-affirmation condition or the control conditioRarticipants had to complete a 20-minute
writing exercise; 10 minutes for the first valueld® minutes for the second value. Participants
in the self-affirmation condition wrote about th&lwes they had ranked as most important and
second most important, why these values were irapbtd them, and about a time in their life
that these values were particularly important.iBigdnts in the control condition wrote about
the values they had ranked as least importantecahsl least important, and why these values
might be important to someone else, and about@itinsomeone else’s life that these values

might have been particularly important. To reinothe manipulation, participants indicated
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their level of agreement with statements concertheg chosen values, such as ‘I care about
this value’ in the self-affirmation condition anBomeone else cares about this value’ in the
control condition.
Measures

Autonomy-connectedness was operationalized witlAtitenomy-Connectedness Scale,
measured before manipulation (TO or baseline) ded manipulation (T1). The Autonomy-
Connectedness Scale, or ACS-30 (Bekker & van AsX@06) is a shortened version of the
Autonomy Scale (Bekker, 1993). The ACS-30 conis830 items, measuring the three
components of autonomy-connectedness; self-awas€ietems), capacity for managing new
situations (6 items), and sensitivity to others ifgms). Items are, for instance, ‘I have
outspoken opinions on most subjects’ (self-awargnéseasily come to grips with a new
problem on my own’ (capacity for managing new dituzs), and ‘I often go deeply into other
people’s feelings’ (sensitivity to others). Theniie have to be rated on a 5-point scale varying
from 1 (disagree) to 5 (agree). The ACS-30 showdidbile and valid in recent research findings
(Bekker & van Assen, 2006). In the present stuldly,Gronbach’s values were .80 at TO and
.77 at T1 for self-awareness, .82 at TO and .88Ldbr capacity for managing new situations,
and .87 at TO and .88 at T1 for sensitivity to aghe

Mood was operationalized with the Shortened PrafilMood States, measured before
and after manipulation of self-affirmation. Theginal Profile of Mood States, or POMS
(McNair, Lorr, & Droppleman, 1971, 1992) was deyd to measure the affective mood state.
In this study, a shortened version of the Proffldood States, or Shortened POMS (Wald &
Mellenbergh, 1990) was used. The Shortened POMSistsrof 32 items, measuring five

subscales; depression (8 items), anger (7 itemsyue (6 items), vigor (5 items), and tension (6



Self-affirmation, autonomy-connectedness & mood

items). Items are, for instance, ‘I feel exhaus(éatigue), ‘I feel anxious’ (tension) and ‘I feel
furious’ (anger). The items have to be rated orp@ift scale varying from 0 (not at all) to 4
(extremely). Mood was calculated as the aggredateecexperienced positive feelings minus the
experienced negative feelings. Mood therefore eglide sum score on subscale vigor, minus
the sum scores on subscales depression, anggudand tension. This aggregated scale was
called positive mood. The aggregation of the subsoaas previously done in clinical research
(McNair, et al., 1971, 1992). The Shortened POM&\&d reliable and valid in various studies
(Ark, Marburger, Mellenbergh, Vorst, & Wald, 1995root, 1991). In the present study, the
Cronbach’sy values were .93 at TO and .92 at T1 for depressfnat TO and .82 at T1 for
anger, .87 at TO and .89 at T1 for fatigue, .7bG&and .78 at T1 for vigor, and .76 at TO and .74
at T1 for tension. For the aggregated scale pesitivod, Cronbach’s values were .80 at TO
and .76 at T1.
Satistical analyses

Repeated measures analyses of variance were edexutiependent variables
autonomy-connectedness and mood. The within-subfactor was ‘time’, with two levels; (i)
before manipulation of self-affirmation (the base), and (ii) after manipulation of self-
affirmation. The dependent variables representiegatithin-subjects factor were, respectively,
the sum scores on self-awareness, the sum scoEpanity for managing new situations, the
sum scores on sensitivity to others, and the sumesmn positive mood. For all repeated-
measures analyses, the between-subjects factseleaffirmation. The repeated measures
analyses were first executed among all participdrtie analyses were then executed among
male participants only and among female participamly. Paired samples t tests were executed

on the dependent variables for additional insighd changes in scores.
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To further examine the potential strengtheningatféé self-affirmation on autonomy-
connectedness, groups of participants were forrasddon relatively poor baseline levels of
autonomy-connectedness. Poor autonomy-connectedrisss in the form of low levels of self-
awareness, low levels of capacity for managing siwations, and low or high levels of
sensitivity to others. The groups were formed byamsplit procedures. Participants with low
baseline levels of self-awareness (scores below26524.87,3D = 4.52), low baseline levels of
capacity for managing new situations (scores bdleyMm = 17.79,3D = 5.04), low baseline
levels of sensitivity to others (scores below Bb+ 64.20,SD = 9.43) and high baseline levels of
sensitivity to others (scores of 65 and higher)eangmouped together. Male participants with low
baseline levels of self-awareness (scores below2726.00,SD = 4.59), low baseline levels of
capacity for managing new situations (scores b&oyMm = 19.56,3D = 4.83), low baseline
levels of sensitivity to others (scores below BB+ 57.08,SD = 8.90) and high baseline levels of
sensitivity to others (scores of 58 and higher)engmouped together. Female participants with
low baseline levels of self-awareness (scores bWl = 24.38,SD = 4.44), low baseline
levels of capacity for managing new situations (gsdelow 18M = 17.02,SD = 4.98), low
baseline levels of sensitivity to others (scordsweé8; M = 67.28,SD = 7.92) and high baseline
levels of sensitivity to others (scores of 68 aighér) were grouped together.

Within these groups, similar repeated measureysesbf variance were executed.
Again, the within-subjects factor was ‘time’, witlo levels; (i) before manipulation of self-
affirmation, and (ii) after manipulation of selffamation. The dependent variables representing
the within-subjects factor were, respectively, $hen scores on self-awareness for the groups
with low baseline levels of self-awareness, the saores on capacity for managing new

situations for the groups with low baseline levaigapacity for managing new situations, and

11
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the sum scores on sensitivity to others for theigsawvith low or high baseline levels on
sensitivity to others. Again, the between-subjéatsor was self-affirmation.

To examine the potential role of autonomy-connawtsd on the increase of positive
mood, additional factors were added to the repeatasures analyses on mood. Two between-
subjects factors per repeated measures analystssused. Self-affirmation remained the primary
between-subjects factor for all analyses. The audit between-subjects factors were (i) self-
awareness, (ii) capacity for managing new situatieamd (iii) sensitivity to others. These factors
each had two conditions; low and high. Participavese assigned to one of the conditions by
mean split procedures. Participants with low basdievels were assigned to the low-condition,
those with high baseline levels to the high-cooditiParticipants with low baseline levels of
self-awareness, for instance, were assigned toaheition ‘low’ on factor self-awareness.
Participants with high baseline levels of sendiiw others, for instance, were assigned to the
condition ‘high’ on factor sensitivity to othersgAin, the within-subjects factor was ‘time’, with
two levels; (i) before manipulation of self-affirti@n, and (ii) after manipulation of self-

affirmation. The dependent variable representimgwithin-subjects factor was positive mood.

The analyses were first executed among all paaitg The analyses were then executed among

male participants only and among female participamy.
Results
The results are presented in sections. First,ablts on autonomy-connectedness are
presented. Then, the results on mood are presélttecsignificance value was .05.
Autonomy-connectedness: self-awareness
The impact of self-affirmation on self-awarenesswaamined. Analyses based on all

participants did not reveal significant effectseff-affirmation. Analyses based on all male

12
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respectively female participants € 25 respectively = 58) did not reveal significant effects.
Analyses based on the group selected by low baskeirels of self-awareness £ 35) revealed
significant effects. These effects were also foumithe group of female participants selected by
low baseline levels of self-awarenerss=(28). These effects were not found in the gradumale
participants selected by low baseline levels dtaetrenessn= 11). The results based on the
group of participants selected by low baselinelkweé self-awareness (men and women) are
presented.

Preliminary analyses revealed that the assumpti@ns not violated. Repeated measures
analyses revealed a significant within-subjectsnedfiect, Wilks Lambda = .7&; (1, 33) =
10.52,p = .003, partial eta squared = .24 (large eff€tjerall, the scores on self-awareness
were higher at the end of the experimévit 21.43,SD = 2.79) than at the baselind & 20.49,
D = 2.87). The increase in self-awareness was mtatkby the self-affirmation condition
assignment, as there was a significant Time x Qmmdinteraction, Wilks Lambda = .8F,(1,

33) =5.09p = .031, partial eta squared = .13 (large effect).

Paired samples t tests revealed a significant aserén self-awareness in the self-
affirmation conditiont (13) = -4.45p = .001; the scores on self-awareness were highbea
end of the experimenM = 21.86,SD = 3.08) than at the baselind & 20.00,SD = 3.11). By
contrast, the increase in self-awareness in the@aondition was not significant,(20) = -.70,

p = .49, though the scores on self-awareness wghehat the end of experimei € 21.14,
D = 2.57) than at the baselind € 20.81,3D = 2.73).

The increase in self-awareness in the self-affimmatondition corresponds to a change

from ‘low’ to ‘below average’ according to the AC®-norm tables (‘low’ equals sum scores on

self-awareness of 19 to 21, ‘below average’ egswats scores of 22 to 23).
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The impact of self-affirmation on self-awarenesghin the group selected by low

baseline levels of self-awareness, is illustratedigure 2.
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Figure 2. Increase in self-awareness (for partrdpavith low baseline scores).
Autonomy-connectedness: capacity for managing new situations

The impact of self-affirmation on capacity for mgimgy new situations was examined.
Analyses based on all participants did not revigaliicant effects of self-affirmation. Analyses
based on all male respectively female participémts 25 respectively = 58) did not reveal
significant effects. Analyses based on the grolgcsed by low baseline levels of capacity for
managing new situations € 41) did not reveal significant effects. Alsoaéyses based on the
groups of male respectively female participantscteld by low baseline levels of capacity for
managing new situationa € 13 respectively = 31) did not reveal significant effects.
Therefore, no further results are presented.
Autonomy-connectedness: sensitivity to others

The impact of self-affirmation on sensitivity tchets was examined. Analyses based on

all participants did not reveal significant effeotsself-affirmation. Analyses based on all male

14
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respectively female participants € 25 respectively = 58) did not reveal significant effects.
Analyses based on the groups selected by low regelchigh baseline scores on sensitivity to
others {1 = 39 respectively = 44) did not reveal significant effects. Analy$ased on the

groups of female participants selected by low repely high baseline scores on sensitivity to
others (1 = 27 respectively = 31) did not reveal significant effects. Alsoafyses based on the
group of male participants selected by high basdbrels of sensitivity to othera € 13) did

not reveal significant effects. However, analysasda on the group of male participants selected
by low baseline levels of sensitivity to othens{12) revealed significant effects. These results
are presented.

Preliminary analyses revealed that the assumpti@ns not violated. Repeated measures
analyses revealed a significant within-subjectsnedfiect, Wilks Lambda = .6F, (1, 10) =
6.14,p = .03, partial eta squared = .38 (large effectler@ll, the scores on sensitivity to others
were higher at the end of the experimévit{ 51.17,SD = 7.81) than at the baselind & 49.50,
D =5.84). The increase in sensitivity to others waslerated by the self-affirmation condition
assignment, as there was a significant Time x Qmmdinteraction, Wilks Lambda = .5F,(1,

10) = 7.42p = .02, partial eta squared = .43 (large effect).

Paired samples t tests revealed a significant @serén sensitivity to others in the self-
affirmation conditiont (5) = -2.91p = .03; the scores on sensitivity to others weghéi at the
end of the experimenM = 54.83,SD = 6.43) than at the baselind & 51.33,SD = 5.09). By
contrast, the change in sensitivity to others endbntrol condition was not significant5) = -
.28,p = .79, and the scores on sensitivity to othersevesen lower at the end of experimeit (

= 47.50,SD = 7.79) than at the baselind & 47.67,3D = 6.408).
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The increase in sensitivity to others in the séfiffaation condition corresponds to a

change within the ‘average’ boundaries of the AQS¥8rm tables (‘average’ equals sum scores

on sensitivity to others of 47 to 58).

The impact of self-affirmation on sensitivity tchets, within the group of male

participants selected by low baseline levels obgetiy, is illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Increase in sensitivity to others (folenaarticipants with low baseline scores).

In terms of sex difference in sensitivity to othes®men were more sensitive compared

to men. This sex difference remained constant gitrout the experiment, regardless of the self-

affirmation condition assignment. Baseline scomesensitivity to others in male participants (

=57.08,3D = 8.90) and female participantd £ 67.28,SD = 7.92) were significantly different,

t (80) = 2.15p = .04. In the self-affirmation condition, final@es on sensitivity to others in

male participantsM = 58.00,3D = 6.23) and female participantd € 67.27,9D = 7.37) were

significantly differentt (39) =-3.71p = .001. In the control condition, final scoressamsitivity

to others in male participantsl(= 58.57,SD = 11.70) and female participantd € 68.32,3D =

7.98) were also significantly different(40) = -3.16p = .003.
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Mood

The impact of self-affirmation on mood was examin&dalyses based on all participants
revealed significant effects of self-affirmationn@yses based on all male respectively female
participants it = 25 respectively = 58) did not reveal significant effects. The fesbased on
all participants (men and women) are presented.

Preliminary analyses revealed that the assumpti@ns not violated. Repeated measures
analyses revealed a significant within-subjectsnadiiect, Wilks Lambda = .9E, (1, 77) =
8.11,p = .006, partial eta squared = .10 (medium to laffect). Overall, moods were more
positive at the end of the experimelt € -.81,3D = 12.61) than at the baselird € -3.09,SD
= 13.25). The mood improvement was moderated bgelfeaffirmation condition assignment,
as there was a significant Time x Condition inteoag Wilks Lambda = .94 (1, 77) = 4.97p
= .03, partial eta squared = .06 (medium effect).

Paired samples t tests revealed a significant imgment of mood in the self-affirmation
condition,t (38) = -2.85p = .007; the scores on positive mood were highéreaend of the
experiment 1 = .51,SD = 13.02) than at the baselind € -3.59,3D = 13.94). By contrast, the
mood improvement in the control condition was nghsicant,t (39) = -.66,p = .51, though the
scores on positive mood were higher at the endpérment M = -2.10,SD = 12.22) than at

the baselineM = -2.60,SD = 12.69).
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The impact of self-affirmation on mood is illusedtin Figure 4.

1

== Self-affirmation
-2 Control

Score on positive mood

Baseline After manipulation
Figure 4. Increase in positive mood (for all pap@amnts).

In terms of the potential role of autonomy-conedoess in the increase of positive
mood, no significant results were found. Repeatedsures analyses did not reveal significant
interactions of baseline levels of (i) self-awargs)€ii) capacity for managing new situations,
and (iii) sensitivity to others. Mood improvementthe self-affirmation condition was the same
for participants with relatively poor, respectivélgalthy baseline levels of autonomy-
connectedness. Also when executed among maleipartts only and female participants only,
repeated measures analyses did not reveal signtifici@ractions of autonomy-connectedness.
Autonomy-connectedness did not influence mood iwgmaent.

Discussion

The main aim of the present study was to examiaentipact of self-affirmation on
autonomy-connectedness and mood. In particulastexamined whether self-affirmation
would strengthen autonomy-connectedness and whiethieuld improve mood. To this end, an

experiment was executed among Dutch undergradtiatergs. Direct effects of self-affirmation
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on autonomy-connectedness and mood were assumedmis of the potential strengthening
effect of self-affirmation on autonomy-connectedneiswas predicted (i) that self-affirmation
would increase the level of self-awareness, (a} thwould increase capacity for managing new
situations, and (iii) that it would normalize sensiy to others. In terms of the improving effect
of self-affirmation on mood, it was predicted tkatf-affirmation would increase positive mood.
It was also predicted that the increase in positie®d would be strongest for participants with
relatively poor initial levels of autonomy-connetess.

The present study provides the first experimentalence demonstrating that brief self-
affirmation exercises can strengthen autonomy-coted@ess. The potential strengthening effect
of self-affirmation on autonomy-connectedness wadg found in participants with relatively
poor initial levels of autonomy-connectedness. dtieomes of these participants were
compared to the outcomes of a matched control grafter the completion of the self-
affirmative session, self-awareness had increasgaeglicted, but only in participants with low
initial levels of self-awareness. Sensitivity th@ts had also increased as predicted, but only in
male participants with low initial levels of semgity. In the matched control group, these effects
were not found. As expected, female participantsihgher levels of sensitivity to others than
male participants. Some predictions were not fatfil Capacity for managing new situations
was not significantly affected. Sensitivity to othén female participants was not significantly
affected. Sensitivity to others was also not noizeal, as the levels of highly sensitive
participants were not significantly affected.

The present study also provides the first expertal@vidence that brief self-affirmation
exercises can improve mood. After the completiothefself-affirmative session, positive mood

had increased as predicted. Participants felt bafter self-affirmation. In the control group,
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mood was not significantly affected. One predictiaas not fulfilled: Mood improvement in the
self-affirmation condition was the same for pagamts with relatively poor, respectively healthy
initial levels of autonomy-connectedness. Autonaropnectedness did not influence mood
improvement.

A possible explanation for the potential strengthgreffect of self-affirmation on
autonomy-connectedness can be found in attachimeoityt (Ainsworth, 1978; Bowlby, 1969).
In attachment theory, relatively healthy levelsaafonomy or autonomy-connectedness (Bekker,
1993) are described as the result of secure atehimeractions between the infant and its
caregivers. Infants then become self-aware (‘seraness’), they learn how to explore the
world (‘capacity for managing new situations’) ahey learn how to balance between their
needs and the requirements of their environmean§iivity to others’). A key characteristic of
secure attachment interactions is the consisténtation of the infant by its caregivers. A lack
of affirmation potentially results in relatively polevels of autonomy-connectedness. In the
present study, participants affirmed themselveh tiée self-affirmation exercises. Participants
were asked to think and write about important peaswalues. The results show that the self-
affirmation exercises only affected participanthwow levels of self-awareness and sensitivity
to others. For these participants, the self-afftramaexercises may have induced internal
affirmative experiences similar to those providednfants by caregivers. This would explain the
strengthening effect of self-affirmation on relaliy poor levels of autonomy-connectedness. It
would also explain why the self-affirmation exessglid not further strengthen relatively
healthy levels of autonomy-connectedness. Partitspaith relatively healthy levels of
autonomy-connectedness already are self-aware athegdy know how to explore the world

and they already have a sound balance betweemtsils and the requirements of their
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environment. In other words, participants with tiekely healthy levels of autonomy-
connectedness do not need to affirm themselvesthatiself-affirmation exercises. This would
indicate the presence of a ceiling effect, obstngdiurther impact of self-affirmation on
relatively healthy levels of autonomy-connectedn@&bss ceiling effect may also explain why
capacity for managing new situations and relativedjh levels of sensitivity to others were not
affected, as well as the sensitivity to otherseiméle participants.

A possible explanation for the improving effectseltf-affirmation on mood can be found
in cognitive theory (Beck, 1964, 1983; Ellis, 196[2) cognitive theory, the influence of thoughts
on mental well-being are described. During the dagividuals experience numerous events.
These events are processed within the individuth@sghts. These thoughts precede and define
affective phenomena such as mood. Individuals whnage to maintain a positive mood, know
how to deal with ambiguous or negative eventsriatlaer positive way. They may for instance
neutralize the impact of negative events by usigtve self-talk (Lange, Richard, Gest, Vries,
& Lodder, 1998). By contrast, individuals sufferiftgm disturbances of the mood often use
negative self-talk. These individuals consistemtoctrinate themselves in a negative way.
Challenging the negative self-talk is the coreagrative therapy. In the present study,
participants affirmed themselves with the selfraffation exercises. Participants were asked to
think and write about important personal values Tdsults show that the self-affirmation
exercises improved the moods of all participanthéself-affirmative condition. The self-
affirmation exercises may have activated positnaights. These thoughts consequently
cultivated feelings of worth and self-integrity.|fSaffirmation may thus have served as positive
self-talk, thereby indoctrinating the participaimntsa positive way. This would explain the

improving effect of self-affirmation on mood.
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The present study joins the body of research dragi@imation executed among student
populations. Experimental evidence demonstratethitief self-affirmation exercises can
improve performance in stressful situations (Cole¢ml., 2006). Minority students who
completed self-affirmation exercises obtained higirades on exams. The race achievement gap
in the end of semester performance was reduce@%y Zhe use of self-affirmation exercises,
similar to those used in the present study, thdisdemproved academic performance.
Experimental evidence also demonstrated that bekfaffirmation exercises can buffer stress
(Sherman, et al., 2009). Students who completdehfigimation exercises had reduced
epinephrine responses in their stressful examingtériod. The use of self-affirmation exercises,
similar to those used in the present study, thifelad the students against stress. It was
explained that students put their academic stresstw a different context, when given the
opportunity to write about important values. Thiegri become more secure in their self-worth
and less concerned about what potential failuragddveepresent. In another study, it was
concluded that self-affirmation is an effective waystop ruminative thinking (Koole, Smeets,
van Knippenberg, & Dijksterhuis, 1999). Self-affaition exercises changed how students
thought about stressors, thereby improving psyadicé and physiological stress responses. It
was shown that self-affirmation exercises led tyeased positive affect on a disguised mood
test and more positive name letter evaluations tiherocstudy showed that self-affirmation makes
less defensive against threatening health infoongtiarris & Napper, 2005). Students who use
alcohol were informed on the potential link betwesimg alcohol and the development of
cancer. Self-affirmation exercises promoted theptance of the personal relevance of the
threatening message. It was concluded that setfvaffion stops defensive thinking and

produces durable message acceptance.
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Considering the outcomes of the mentioned studiekjding those of the present one,
self-affirmation has shown to be a fruitful intemé@n to improve students’ mental well-being.
Self-affirmation exercises increase self-awarea@sisthe capacity for managing new situations,
make more sensitive and less defensive, improvedimmdfer against stress, stop rumination
and increase grades. Adaptation of self-affirmaérarcises in the curriculum of schools and
universities would be a promising new directiontfoe use of self-affirmation. Implementation
of self-affirmation exercises in educational pragsacan be rather uncomplicated and low-
budget. The writing exercises can efficiently betributed via e-mail, online learning platforms
or social media. There is no need for face-to-fastructions by teachers. The time to perform
the exercises is short, up to a maximum of 20 nsubtudents can perform the exercises once
or twice per month. The exercises can be donerathénd last but not least, it will not
interfere with other parts of their curriculum.

There are several limitations and unanswered duresstaised by the present study. First,
this study was conducted with students. The padtoig students had relatively healthy levels
of autonomy-connectedness. Effects of self-affiraramay be stronger for individuals with
poorer levels of autonomy-connectedness. Resulysb@anore convincing if the study would be
conducted with individuals characterized by podoaamy-connectedness. It would therefore
be interesting to replicate the study among mdrgalth patients suffering from depression and
anxiety (Bekker & Belt, 2006) or eating disorddBgkker, Croon, & Bertrand, 2008). These
patients often have poor autonomy-connectednesenGie substantial increase of sensitivity to
others found in male participants with low initiavels of sensitivity, a replication among men

with antisocial behavior would also be interestigch a replication fits into previous studies,
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that stressed the importance of autonomy-relagessin antisocial behavior (Allen, et al.,
2002; Bekker, et al., 2007).

Second, this study measured autonomy-connectetlmiessin a rather short period of
time (i.e. 20 minutes). The participants complatexi30-item Autonomy-Connectedness Scale
(Bekker & van Assen, 2006) before and after mamigpoih of self-affirmation. During the final
completion of the Autonomy-Connectedness Scaleicgzants may have recalled their initial
answers and they may have tried to answer condistérso, this would have weakened the
results of the present study. Results may be mmmeiecing if such a potential recall bias would
be avoided. A replication of this study might ptdfom using one completion of the Autonomy-
Connectedness Scale per participant. For instdwateof participants can complete the
Autonomy-Connectedness Scale before manipulatidrhatf of them after manipulation. If the
sample size is large enough, groups can still bepeoed and results will not be weakened by a
potential recall bias.

Third, this study used one session of self-affiroraexercises. As autonomy-
connectedness is a rather stable personality dieaist (van Assen & Bekker, 2009), one self-
affirmative session may not be enough to largelgrowe levels of autonomy-connectedness.
Results may be more convincing if multiple selfwaffative sessions would be used. Levels of
autonomy-connectedness may then be improved tgerlaxtent. It would therefore be
interesting to replicate the study with the usenattiple sessions of self-affirmation. Also, it
would then be possible to examine the stabilitthefimpact of self-affirmation over time.
Nevertheless, it needs to be mentioned that theeptestudy showed substantial effects of one

self-affirmative session, thereby demonstratingprtsmising potential.
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Studies on self-affirmation were not performed agiolnical populations yet. For that
reason, conclusions on the use of self-affirmaitnociinical practice cannot be drawn. Though,
the present study provides a promising new diradto the use of self-affirmation in clinical
practice. Deficiencies in autonomy-connectednes&KBr, 1993) and disturbances of the mood
(Comer, 2004) have been linked to a variety of mlemealth problems (e.g. depression, anxiety,
eating disorders, work stress, work-family integfece). Also, deficiencies in autonomy-
connectedness and disturbances of the mood hawdibked together (Bekker & Belt, 2006).
Interventions that strengthen autonomy-connectesdaed improve mood can therefore be
beneficial for this variety of mental health prabke Self-affirmation may thus become a clinical
intervention that is broadly applicable. It canilgase integrated into existing therapies in the
form of a supplement. It can be put into practisdhamework assignments for the mental health
patient. It can be used in face-to-face sessiotvedam the patient and his therapist. In can also
be used in ‘autonomy group’ sessions that are edpeorganized for patients with poor
autonomy-connectedness (Van Houten & Vossen, 200®) self-affirmation exercises will
remind the patient of the things in life that héues, and of the personal characteristics thas he i
proud of. Self-affirmation may consequently inceeass levels of autonomy-connectedness and
improve his mood, thereby adding to therapy success

The present study provides support for the uselbdfirmation as an intervention to
improve mental well-being. Evidence was obtained self-affirmation increases self-awareness
and sensitivity to others, thereby potentially stfthening autonomy-connectedness. Also,
evidence was obtained that self-affirmation impsoreod. Possible explanations for the effects
of self-affirmation were found in attachment the¢@ytonomy-connectedness) and cognitive

theory (mood). Promising research on self-affirm@ativas mainly conducted with students.
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Therefore the potential use of self-affirmatiorestucation was explored. Though originating in
social psychology, the present study also putsegtimation in the context of clinical
psychology. Some opening thoughts on the use baffieimation in mental health care were
provided. It seems worthwhile to investigate furtfichow and to what extent self-affirmation
may add to the well-being of mental health patients
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