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It is hard to find a person that does not have a deep routed feeling of being a 

self. A self that is distinguishable from its surroundings and other selves, who 

in their own way, distinguish their selves similarly. Moreover, all these selves 

seem to attach existential meaning to the affective condition their selves are 

in, so that feeling good about oneself is often the ultimate goal. That this 

contention is not without support becomes clear when consulting the Web. 

The term “Self-help” results in almost one billion hits on the internet, 

approaching the far broader concept of health and outnumbering concepts 

such as god, religion, war, peace, success, medicine, money, and even food.  

The preoccupation with valuing ourselves is also apparent in 

psychological research with self-esteem as one of its most studied concepts. 

In the 20th century this concept of self-esteem resembled most other 

psychological concepts in that the explicit, or direct, approach of defining, 

and measuring it was the dominant approach. That is, psychological 

constructs were measured by asking individuals to indicate their attitudes, 

feelings, cognitions or behavior. For example, when measuring self-esteem 

someone had to indicate personal agreement with items such as “I have a 

positive attitude towards myself”. A collection of agreements and 
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disagreements with similar statements is then taken as an individual score on 

self-esteem, in this example the score on the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 

(Rosenberg, 1965). The prevalence of these self-report methods of 

psychological constructs suggests their usefulness and established value 

within the field of psychology. However, they rely on two basic assumptions 

about who we are and how we function: Individuals will  and can 

introspectively indicate what they think, feel and do. A challenge of both 

assumptions has led to a surge of attention in the use and development of 

implicit, or indirect, measuring instruments in the late 20th century (Fazio & 

Olson, 2003).  

Falsification of each of these two basic assumptions poses different 

problems for psychological research. The possibility that someone may not be 

willing to honestly answer self-report measures is generally acknowledged to 

pose a validity problem for the measurement of psychological constructs 

although the importance of the problem is subject of ongoing debate 

(Holtgraves 2004; Alliger & Dwight, 2000). Indirect or implicit measures 

circumvent this problem since the subject simply does not know what is being 

assessed so that the impact of social desirability greatly diminishes. The idea 

that individuals actually may not be able to have full introspective access to 

themselves can already be found in the works of 18th and 19th century 

influential philosophers such as Leibniz, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, but has 

only been substantiated by empirical evidence conducted in the last few 

decades (for reviews see for example Dijksterhuis, & Bargh, 2001; Epley, 

Savitsky & Kachelski, 1999; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Lewicki, Hill & 

Czyzewska, 1992; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Because traditional self-report 

measures cannot capture someone’s introspectively inaccessible parts, our 

understanding of psychological functioning benefits from indirect or implicit 

measures that do try the grasp these attitudes and feelings. Hence, besides 

circumventing validity problems in self-report measures, the development of 

indirect or implicit measures may first and foremost be useful in exploring the 

role that both nonconscious content and processes play in our psychological 
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functioning. 

In this dissertation I examine function and form of implicit self-esteem, 

which reflects the relatively less accessible part of self-esteem. Specifically, 

this dissertation is about the additional value implicit self-esteem has in 

understanding self-esteem. I will argue that in order to place the concept of 

implicit self-esteem within the realms on current research on self-esteem, 

understanding of both the measurement of implicit self-esteem and its relation 

with explicit self-esteem is necessary.  

In Chapter 1 an overview of the existing literature on implicit and 

explicit self-esteem is integrated with the findings from the research presented 

in the chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this dissertation.  First, a discussion on the 

emergence of the concept of implicit self-esteem is presented, followed by an 

analysis and overview of several instruments that measure implicit self-

esteem. The relation between implicit and explicit self-esteem, which, like 

any other implicit-explicit relation, is subject to ongoing debate, will then be 

discussed and connected to other psychological constructs. Specifically, 

results will be presented showing that implicit self-esteem relates over and 

above explicit self-esteem to important affect-related personality traits and 

furthermore serves as a useful predictor of affect-regulation. I will attest that 

these empirical results form the core in the theoretical development of 

understanding function and form of implicit self-esteem, and conclude that 

although the current measures of implicit self-esteem are still in their infancy, 

they already serve as important empirical tools in diminishing the distance 

between our real self and the self we believe or say we are.  

 In Chapter 2, I will focus on optimizing one of the most widely used 

implicit self-esteem measures, the name letter test (Kitayama & Karasawa, 

1997). The name letter test consists of judging the different letters of the 

alphabet on their attractiveness. A name letter effect is then traditionally 

calculated as the rated attractiveness of someone’s initials or name letters 

minus the average attractiveness of those same letters rated by people not 

having those initial or name letters. This name letter effect is subsequently 
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used as a measure of implicit self-esteem based on the assumption that by 

assessing someone’s evaluation of well established attributes of the self (such 

as someone’s initials) in an unobtrusive way (e.g., under the guise of simply 

evaluating all alphabet letters), someone’s implicit evaluation of the self is 

measured. It is argued that the traditional calculation method results in a name 

letter score that is confounded, because this method cannot adequately 

distinguish the evaluation of name letters from not-name letters, and may 

therefore mistake response bias or general letter liking for implicit self-

esteem. This is why an alternative scoring algorithm for the name letter score 

is proposed that is without confounds and assesses the unique contribution of 

name letter evaluation by simultaneously controlling for the influence of not-

name letter liking and general liking of the specific letters. In three 

experiments it is shown that the confound of overall letter liking is indeed 

problematic in empirical findings on implicit self-esteem when using the 

traditional name letter score while the alternative scoring algorithm remedies 

this issue and as such results in a more valid measure for implicit self-esteem.

 In Chapter 3, I will discuss function and form of implicit self-esteem in 

relation to affect-regulation processes. Using the new scoring algorithm for 

the name letter test presented in Chapter 2 it is first empirically demonstrated 

that implicit self-esteem relates over and above explicit self-esteem and across 

time to the personality dimensions Emotional Stability and Neuroticism, the 

two personality dimensions that are most strongly related to affect regulation. 

In a second and third experiment I will further show that implicit self-esteem 

can differentiate between the kind of affect regulation required: It is of special 

importance in regulating affect when the self is threatened. On the other hand, 

the explicit measures of self-esteem did not relate to this kind of self-

regulation but rather seemed to predict a more general state of affect. These 

results suggest that measuring implicit self-esteem has additional value in our 

understanding of both function and form of self-esteem 

 In Chapter 4, I will, in search for “the real self”, further dig into the 

relation between implicit and explicit self-esteem. Based on both theoretical 



Summary 
  
 

121 

and empirical evidence it is proposed, that though measures of implicit self-

esteem may not be without problems, in essence implicit self-esteem is closer 

to our core self-esteem than explicit self-esteem. First of all evidence is 

provided that the relation between implicit and explicit self-esteem is 

enhanced by factors that reduce (the need for) an active construction process 

of responding to the explicit self-esteem measures. Secondly, empirical 

evidence is presented demonstrating that high scores on traditional measures 

of explicit self-esteem could be either the result of actually having high self-

esteem or the result of other, less desirable self-presentational strategies. 

Conversely, measures of implicit self-esteem are unrelated to these 

psychological processes. Because measures of explicit self-esteem do not 

have the inherent capacity to distinguish between these possibilities, this 

provides further support for the proposition that explicit self-esteem is a less 

pure measure that is more dissociated from core self-esteem than implicit self-

esteem. In an additional experiment this proposition is further substantiated 

by showing that explicit self-esteem more resembles implicit self-esteem 

when an automatic goal to be honest is activated. 




