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Human adults usually respond faster to self-face than to faces of others. The self-face advantage has been
associated with an implicit positive association with the self. The current work investigated whether
social threats modulate self-face recognition by asking graduate students to identify orientations of
self-face in a high-threat context, in which self-face and a faculty advisor’s face were presented in one
block of trials, or in a low-threat context, in which self-face and a face of another faculty member were
presented in one block of trials. We found a self-face advantage in the low-threat context but a self-face
disadvantage in the high-threat context (i.e., slower responses to self-face compared to the advisor’s
face). Moreover, the self-face disadvantage positively correlated with the degree of fear of negative eval-
uations from advisors. Our findings suggest that self-face recognition is strongly modulated by social
interactions with influential superiors within social hierarchies.

� 2009 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

A man has as many social selves as there are individuals who rec-
ognize him and carry an image of him in their mind. –William
James, The principles of psychology (1890/1950, Vol. I, p. 294)

The distinctiveness of the self is reflected in multiple cognitive
processes, such as self-face recognition (Keenan et al., 1999) and
self-referential memory (Klein, Cosmides, Tooby, & Chance, 2002;
Rogers, Kuiper, & Kirker, 1977), which have been associated with
neural activity in several brain regions (see Northoff et al., 2006;
Zhu & Han, 2008
responses to self-face and result in self-advantage in face recogni-
tion (Ma & Han, in press).

The current work assessed whether social threats confronted in
naturalistic social situations to one’s positive associations also
modulate self-face recognition. One social threat commonly expe-
rienced is being negatively evaluated by influential superiors with-
in a social hierarchy such as one’s boss, which usually results in
difficulty of promotion or even loss of one’s job. The psychological
consequences of such a social threat may include a reduction of po-
sitive self-associations, which induces weakened self-advantage
during face recognition according to the IPA theory. Given that face
perception induces both the processing of physical appearance and
automatic access to information about familiar individuals such as
xby, 2007), we hypoth-
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their own lab (low threat condition)1. As negative evaluations from
advisors constitute higher threats to self-esteem compare to those
from other faculty members, as indicated by subjective reports of
greater fear of being negatively evaluated by advisors (see ‘‘Results”),
we expected that the self-face advantage would be reduced in the
high than low threat conditions. To further quantify the relation be-
tween subjective evaluations of social threats and behavioral perfor-
mances associated with face recognition, we examined whether
differential responses to self-face and advisor’s face co-varied with
individuals’ subjective ratings of fear of negative evaluations from
the advisor. We would expect stronger influences on self-face recog-
nition for those who reported greater fear of being negatively evalu-
ated by their advisors.

Method

Participants

Twenty healthy Chinese graduate students (10 females, mean
age = 24.8, SD = 1.94) participated in this study. All had worked
with their advisors more than a year (14–48 months). All were
right-handed and had normal or corrected-to-normal vision.

Questionnaire measurement





cn
The fact that the self-face disadvantage in the high-threat context
positively correlated with subjective feelings of fear of being neg-
atively evaluated by advisors supports the proposal that social
threat modulates self-face processing through changing one’s IPA
and provides further evidence for the role of IPA in self-face advan-
tage (Ma & Han, in press). The effect of social threats on self-face
advantage indicates that positive self-associations depend on so-
cial interactions with influential superiors in real life situations
since negative evaluations from the influential superiors alert indi-
viduals to the possibility of social exclusion (Leary, Tambor, Terdal,
& Downs, 1995). The presence of influential superiors modulates
self-face recognition by shaping self-concept and gives rise to mul-
tiple social self-identities.

Although the correlation analysis suggests a relation between
the self-face disadvantage in the high-threat context and subjec-
tive feelings of fear of being negatively evaluated by advisors, such
correlation was more salient with left-hand than right-hand re-
sponses. Similarly, the effect of self-concept threat on self-face rec-
ognition was more salient on left-hand than on right-hand
responses (Ma & Han, in press). Prior brain lesion and neuroimag-
ing studies suggest right-hemisphere dominance in self-face recog-
nition (Breen, Caine, & Coltheart, 2001; Keenan, Nelson, O’Connor,
& Pascual-Leone, 2001; Sui & Han, 2007; Uddin, Iacoboni, Lang18(so
 e,)-20ext
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