
Loyola University Chicago
Loyola eCommons

Psychology: Faculty Publications and Other Works Faculty Publications

2004

Implicit Dependency Regulation: Self-Esteem,
Relationship Closeness, and Implicit Evaluations of
Close Others
Tracy DeHart
Loyola University Chicago, tdehart@luc.edu

Brett Pelham
University at Buffalo

Sandra Murray
State University of New York

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Faculty Publications at Loyola eCommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Psychology: Faculty Publications and Other Works by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more information, please contact
ecommons@luc.edu.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
© Guilford Press, 2004.

Recommended Citation
DeHart, T., Pelham, B., & Murray, S. (2004). Implicit Dependency Regulation: Self-Esteem, Relationship Closeness, and Implicit
Evaluations of Close Others. Social Cognition, 22(1), 126-146. doi:10.1521/soco.22.1.126.30986

http://ecommons.luc.edu
http://ecommons.luc.edu/psychology_facpubs
http://ecommons.luc.edu/faculty
mailto:ecommons@luc.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


DeHart et al.IMPLICIT DEPENDENCY REGULATION

IMPLICIT DEPENDENCY REGULATION:
SELF-ESTEEM, RELATIONSHIP CLOSENESS, AND
IMPLICIT EVALUATIONS OF CLOSE OTHERS

Tracy DeHart
University of Connecticut Health Center

Brett Pelham and Sandra Murray
University at Buffalo, State University of New York

We argue that people possess implicit evaluations of close others and that de-
pendency regulation processes moderate these implicit evaluations. Study 1
revealed that implicit evaluations of romantic partners for people with high ex-
plicit self-esteem were not contingent on how things were currently going in
their relationships. In contrast, the implicit evaluations of romantic partners for
people with low explicit self-esteem were contingent on how things were cur-
rently going in their relationships. That is, people with low self-esteem liked
their partners’ name letters only if the relationship was currently going well.
Study 2 revealed a conceptually similar pattern of results for implicit evalua-
tions of people’s best friends. We suggest that these findings reflect an
unconscious form of dependency regulation.

The quality of people’s relationships tends to fluctuate over time. Unfor-
tunately, disagreements and conflicts of interest are evident in even the
closest of relationships. Almost universally, married couples promise to
love one another “for better or worse.” Friends promise to stick together
“through thick and thin.” Nonetheless, it is clear that many people find it
easier to adore close others when things are going well in the relation-
ship. Because rejection from close others can undermine self-esteem,
people interpret events that occur in their relationships for evidence of
whether a romantic partner loves them or whether a friend accepts
them. However, people differ in how vigilant they are in reading signs of
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rejection into their significant other’s behavior. The same remark that is
interpreted as a well-intended joke by one person may be interpreted as
evidence of rejection by another. What determines these differing
perceptions?

Just as people differ in their chronic needs for interpersonal accep-
tance (Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995), they may also differ in
their needs for acceptance in specific relationships. For example, many
people with low self-esteem have a history of feeling rejected and are
thus especially sensitive to cues of rejection. Conversely, most people
with high self-esteem have a history of feeling accepted and are thus less
sensitive to cues of rejection. In any specific relationship, then, people
with low self-esteem may be less likely to find the sense of confidence in
a partner’s acceptance they need to risk feeling attached to that
relationship (Murray, Holmes, Griffin, 2000).

DEPENDENCY REGULATION

According to the dependency regulation model, people regulate attach-
ment to close others in a self-protective way, only allowing themselves
to become dependent upon partners when the risk of rejection is per-
ceived to be minimal (e.g., Berscheid & Fei, 1977; Bowlby, 1982; Holmes
& Rempel, 1989; Murray et al., 2000). That is, people only allow them-
selves to become attached to a significant other when they can find a
sense of felt security in that specific person’s love and acceptance
(DeHart, Murray, Pelham, & Rose, 2003; Murray et al., 2000; Murray,
Holmes, Griffin, Bellavia, & Rose, 2001). For example, people view their
romantic partners more positively the more positively they believe their
partners views them (Murray et al., 2000) and the more they feel loved
(Murray et al., 2001). Conversely, people may distance themselves from
their relationships and devalue significant others if they do not feel
certain of their partners’ love and acceptance.

Unfortunately, people who are chronically low in self-esteem typi-
cally doubt even their closest relationship partners’ true affections for
them. For instance, people with low self-esteem underestimate how pos-
itively their dating and marital partner views them on specific traits
(Murray et al., 2000) and even underestimate how much their romantic
partner and family members love them (DeHart et al., 2003; Murray et
al., 2001). In contrast, people with high self-esteem more accurately per-
ceive how positively they are viewed (and how much they are loved) by
close others.

Given chronically activated concerns about the partner’s acceptance,
people with low self-esteem then approach their relationships in a hy-
pothesis-testing fashion, scrutinizing their partners’ behavior for infor-
mation about caring. As a consequence, even potentially benign events,
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such as a partner simply being in a bad mood, are imbued with pessimis-
tic inferences about caring (Bellavia & Murray, 2003). To add insult to in-
jury, detecting such signs of rejection is most personally hurtful for
people who lack a protective sense of felt security in the partner’s accep-
tance. That is, people who feel less positively regarded by their spouse
internalize felt rejections, reporting lower self-esteem on days after they
felt more rejected by their spouse than usual (Murray, Griffin, Rose &
Bellavia, 2003a).

In situations where they feel acutely rejected, people who feel less ac-
cepted and valued, such as people low in self-esteem, then protect
themselves against this hurt by self-protectively reducing their de-
pendence on the partner. For example, people with low self-esteem re-
act to mundane signs of relationship difficulty, such as a partner’s
annoyance, by defensively devaluing their partner’s traits, and by re-
ducing their own feelings of closeness (Murray, Holmes, MacDonald,
& Ellsworth, 1998; Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes & Kusche, 2002). In
contrast, people with high self-esteem react to signs of potential rejec-
tion by maintaining, and sometimes embellishing their positive regard
for their partners.

DO DEPENDENCY REGULATION PROCESSES OCCUR
AUTOMATICALLY?

To the extent that people with low self-esteem repeatedly read potential
rejection into ambiguous situations, and repeatedly respond to rejection
by devaluing their relationship partners, these self-protective dynamics
should eventually become over-learned, and thus, relatively automatic.
That is, after years of responding to interpersonal threats and stressors in
the same basic fashion, people’s responses (whether favorable or unfavor-
able) may become routinized. Previous research on dependency regula-
tion has assumed that these defensive processes are to a great degree
unconscious (Murray et al., 2003a). Presumably, people with low self-es-
teem are not consciously aware that they are derogating their partners to
protect themselves against potential rejection. However, previous re-
search has not examined whether the outcomes of such dependency regu-
lation processes are also evident on an implicit level. That is, past research
on the dependency regulation model has focused only on people’s ex-
plicit or consciously considered beliefs about their relationship partners.
Previous research has not assessed whether people’s implicit associations
about their close relationship partners change in ways that are consistent
with the predictions of the dependency regulation model.

Nonetheless, there is some evidence in the close relationships litera-
ture that people’s beliefs about and responses to their relationship part-
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ners may become automatized (e.g., Andersen & Chen, 2002; Bowlby,
1982; Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002). According to attachment the-
orists, caretakers’ habitual responses to infants become internalized into
infants’ working mental models. Importantly, attachment theorists de-
scribe people’s mental models as a set of both conscious and uncon-
scious beliefs about the self in relation to other people (Bowlby, 1982).
Attachment theorists have also argued that attachment beliefs become
activated during times of interpersonal threat. For instance, recent re-
search has demonstrated that threatening situations automatically acti-
vate people’s beliefs and associations about important attachment
figures (Mikulincer et al., 2002).

An additional reason to believe that people may automatically regu-
late their beliefs about close others comes from research suggesting that
people automatically regulate their beliefs about themselves (Dodgson
& Wood, 1998; Jones, Pelham, Mirenberg, & Hetts, 2002; Koole, current
issue). For example, Koole (current issue) found that in response to
self-threat people who are action-oriented versus state-oriented differed
in their implicit autonomy related evaluations assessed using an
evaluative priming task. Whereas action-oriented participants main-
tained or enhanced their implicit autonomy related evaluations,
state-oriented participants showed a decrease in implicit autonomy
evaluations. In addition, Dodgson and Wood (1998) found that after a
failure manipulation, people with high versus low explicit self-esteem
exhibited differences on a response latency measure of implicit
self-evaluation. More specifically, after a failure manipulation, partici-
pants high in explicit self-esteem recruited thoughts about their per-
sonal strengths and suppressed thoughts about their weaknesses
(compared with participants low in explicit self-esteem).

Consistent with these findings, Jones et al. (2002) asked participants
high versus low in explicit self-esteem to write about (1) an aspect of
themselves that they did not like and could not change, (2) a positive
aspect of themselves, or (3) the last movie they had seen (a control con-
dition). After the experimental manipulation participants were asked
to fill out a name-letter measure of implicit self-esteem. The only differ-
ence between participants high versus low in explicit self-esteem oc-
curred in the self-threat condition. Whereas participants high in
explicit self-esteem in the self-threat condition reported elevated liking
for their name letters, participants low in explicit self-esteem showed
the reverse effect. Thus, Jones et al. (2002) showed that people’s level of
explicit self-esteem moderates their implicit responses to negative
events. More specifically, people high in explicit self-esteem appear to
be more adept at defending the self in the face of threat. Importantly,
Jones et al. suggested that this form of psychological self-defense often
occurs unconsciously.
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The idea that a great deal of self-defense occurs unconsciously is con-
sistent with several self-protective strategies (Sedikides & Green, cur-
rent issue; Stapel & Schwinghammer, current issue; Wentura & Greve,
current issue). For example, Sedikides and Green’s model of mnemic ne-
glect suggests that people are less likely to recall self-threatening infor-
mation, especially if the information threatens their core self-concept. In
addition, Wentura and Greve’s research on self-immunization showed
that people changed the criteria they used to evaluate their knowledge
to correspond to the information they knew. Presumably, these self-pro-
tective strategies are successful because people are unaware that they
are using them. Consistent with this idea, Stapel and Schwinghammer’s
research showed that people are not at liberty to use self-protective strat-
egies to defend the self against unambiguous upward social compari-
sons. That is, the use of defensive social comparisons may be
constrained to situations where the comparisons are believable, and
perhaps unconscious.

Just as people defend their beliefs about themselves, they also appear
to defend their beliefs about significant others. More specifically, people
in satisfying relationships typically engage in relationship-enhancing
attributions for their partners’ negative behaviors (Bradbury &
Fincham, 1990), and may misunderstand their partners’ thoughts in sit-
uations where insight would prove threatening (Simpson, Ickes, &
Blackstone, 1995). However, the dependency regulation model suggests
that people’s ability to defend their relationship from threats is con-
strained by their confidence that their partners truly accept them. As
noted previously, people high versus low in self-esteem differ in their
felt security in close relationships. Accordingly, the beliefs about close
others that are automatically activated in relationship threatening
situations may differ for people with low versus high self-esteem.

Although past research suggests that implicit beliefs are fairly stable
and resistant to change compared with explicit beliefs (Hetts, Sakuma, &
Pelham, 1999), recent research has documented that people’s implicit
beliefs can be dynamic and change in response to environmental influ-
ences (e.g., DeHart & Pelham, 2003a; Dijksterhuis, in press; Jones et al.,
2002; Koole, current issue). According to the dependency regulation
model, relationship-specific expectancies of acceptance play a central
role in regulating people’s perceptions of their partners. Therefore, peo-
ple with low self-esteem should value their partners if they believe their
partners accept them, but they will devalue their partners if they believe
their partners will reject them. We believe that it is precisely the contin-
gency between perceived acceptance and people’s regard for their rela-
tionship partners that becomes overlearned, not just a stable positive (or
negative) association for attachment figures as attachment theory might
suggest (e.g., Mikulincer et al., 2002).
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How might one assess people’s automatic evaluations of close others?
One simple way is based on research on the name-letter effect. This re-
search shows that the automatic implicit associations people have about
themselves are reflected in their liking for the letters that appear in their
own names (Hoorens & Nuttin, 1993; Jones et al., 2002; Kitayama &
Karasawa, 1997; Koole, Dijksterhuis, & van Knippenberg, 2001; Nuttin,
1985; 1987). If people’s liking for the letters in their own names reflects
the favorability of their implicit associations to the self, it stands to rea-
son that people’s liking for the letters in the names of significant others
may reflect the favorability of their implicit associations about these
significant others.

STUDY 1

In Study 1 we hoped to extend work on dependency regulation by assess-
ing whether people’s implicit evaluations of their romantic partners
would be a joint product of their own self-esteem levels and their current
feelings about their partners. We used people’s reports of how close they
felt to their partners because we believe that reduced feelings of closeness
are an indirect proxy for current anxieties about rejection. Specifically, we
expected that people with low self-esteem would report favorable im-
plicit evaluations of their romantic partner only when their relationship
was going well. On the other hand, when the relationships of people with
low self-esteem are not going well, they should feel less valued and read
more potential rejection into their interactions with their partners
(Murray, Bellavia, Rose, & Griffin, 2003b). As a result, people with low
self-esteem should report less favorable implicit evaluations of their ro-
mantic partners. In contrast, we expected that people with high self-es-
teem should report favorable implicit evaluations of their partners
regardless of how their relationship was currently going.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Health care workers enrolled in a continuing education workshop in
Tallahassee or Panama City, FL (73 women and 26 men) participated in a
study of social attitudes. Data from 15 participants who reported being
single were excluded from our analyses, leaving 61 women and 23 men.
The large majority of these participants (88.1%) reported being married,
and the remainder reported either that they were seriously (9.5%) or ca-
sually (2.4%) dating. Mean age was 46.4 years (SD = 11.3).
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PROCEDURE

At the beginning of a workshop, participants completed a 2-page survey
that focused on their “social attitudes and perceptual judgments and
preferences.” Participation in the survey was voluntary, and all re-
sponses were anonymous. Participants answered background ques-
tions about their current romantic relationship status, and then
completed a measure of global self-esteem, followed by a name-letter
measure. Once all participants had completed the survey, they re-
sponded to a verbal request to enter both their partners and their own
first and last initials at the end of the survey. It is thus extremely unlikely
that participants could have anticipated our interest in their evaluations
of their own or their partners’ initials while completing the survey. Par-
ticipants later learned how the measures in their survey could be used to
assess people’s implicit and explicit evaluations of self and close others.

MEASURES
Relationship Status. Participants reported their current romantic rela-

tionship status by circling one of several options (e.g., married, casually
dating) in the first section of the survey.

Relationship Quality. Participants reported how well their romantic re-
lationship was currently going by responding to two items (“If currently
in a relationship, please report how your relationship has been going for
the past week” and “If currently in a relationship, how close do you feel
to your current romantic partner?”). Participants responded to these
items on 7-point scales (respectively, 1 = much worse than usual, 7 =
much better than usual; and 1 = not at all close, 7 = extremely close). The
two items were averaged so that higher scores reflected higher current
relationship quality (α = .64).

Explicit Self-Esteem. Participants reported their level of global self-es-
teem using Robins, Hendin, and Trzesniewski’s (2001) single-item
self-esteem scale (“On the whole, would you say that you have high
self-esteem?”). Participants responded to this item using a 7-point scale
(1 = not at all, 7 = very much so).

Implicit Evaluation of Partner. Our measure of people’s implicit evalua-
tions of their romantic partners was based on research on the name-let-
ter effect (Jones et al., 2002; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997; Koole et al.,
2001; Nuttin, 1985; 1987). Specifically, we asked participants to report
their preferences for each of the 26 letters of the alphabet. Presumably,
these ratings were to be used to “develop stimuli for future studies of lin-
guistic and pictorial preferences.” Participants were asked to “trust your
intuitions, work quickly, and report your gut impressions” (emphasis in
original). Participants made their ratings using a 9-point scale (1 = dis-
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like very much, 9 = like very much). Name-letter preferences are docu-
mented to the degree that people whose names contain specific letters
evaluate those letters more favorably than do people whose names do
not contain the same letters. Because past research has shown that name
letter preferences are most pronounced for people’s initials, we assessed
only people’s partners’ initials in this research. Consistent with past re-
search on own name-letter preferences, our dependent measure was the
degree to which participants rated their partners’ initials more favorably
than did people whose own initials (or whose partners initials) did not
include a specific letter (for more details on scoring name-letter
measures, see DeHart & Pelham, 2003b; Jones et al., 2002; Koole et al.,
2001).

RESULTS

Do people’s implicit evaluations of their partners follow the pattern sug-
gested by the dependency regulation model?1 To test this idea, we exam-
ined the joint effects of explicit self-esteem and current relationship
quality (both continuous variables) on people’s liking for their romantic
partners’ name-letters. To do so, we followed the procedures outlined
by Aiken and West (1991) for testing interactions in multiple regression.
Specifically, we centered our two predictors (by subtracting the appro-
priate sample means) and then used these centered predictors in our
analyses. The predictors in this simultaneous regression equation were
thus (a) explicit self-esteem, (b) current relationship quality, and (c) the
interaction (cross-product) term for these two variables. Our criterion
variable was the average of participant’s liking scores for their romantic
partners’ first and last name initials (α = .48). We expected participants’
preferences for their partner’s initials to depend on both their own
self-esteem levels and the current climate of their relationships. As sum-
marized in Table 1, this was the case. Specifically, we observed a signifi-
cant Explicit Self-esteem × Relationship Quality interaction, B = -.26, β =
-.26, t (74) = -2.16, p = .03. As suggested by the regression lines appearing
in Figure 1, simple slopes tests revealed that the current quality of peo-
ple’s romantic relationships was only associated with partner name-let-
ter liking for those with low self-esteem, B = .63, β = .45, t (74) = 2.65, p =
.01. For those with high self-esteem, there was no relation at all between
the current relationship quality and partner’s name-letter liking, B =
-.13, β( = -.09, t (74) = -.56, p = .58. In short, whether the current quality of
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people’s relationship was associated with people’s preferences for their
partner’s initials depended heavily on people’s level of self-esteem.
People low in self-esteem only took a shining to their partners’ initials
when things had recently been looking particularly bright in their
relationships.

DISCUSSION

Our results are consistent with previous research showing that people
with low self-esteem distance themselves from their relationship part-
ners during times of difficulty. That is, when things go wrong in the rela-
tionships of people with low self-esteem, they distance themselves from
their partners, presumably as a way of protecting themselves from po-
tential rejection. This form of relationship regulation apparently occurs
at a level beyond people’s conscious awareness. However, a potential
problem with the current study is that it is difficult to disentangle self
and partner evaluation. Because we averaged people’s liking for their
partner’s first and last initials, and because most of our participants
shared the same last initial as their partners, it is possible that our find-
ings regarding implicit dependency regulation reflect only implicit
self-regulation processes. We assume that, among married couples in
which women have taken on their husbands’ surnames, it is the initial
that people share with their partners (the surname initial) that more
strongly symbolizes their relationship with this partner. Thus, it would
not be too surprising, or distressing, if our dependency regulation find-
ings were stronger in the case of the last as opposed to first initials of peo-
ple’s romantic partners. To test this idea, we dummy coded whether
participants shared their partners’ surname initials, and tested for
whether the 2-way Self-esteem × Relationship Quality interaction was
moderated by a 3-way interaction involving surname sharing. It was not
(p = .46 for the 3-way interaction).

To complicate matters slightly, however, our dependency regulation
findings did appear somewhat stronger when we focused on the last as
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TABLE 1. Explicit Self-Esteem, Relationship Quality and Romantic Partner’s
Name-letter Preferences

B t p

Self-Esteem .05 .04 .37 .71

Relationship Quality .25 .18 1.62 .11

Self-Esteem × Relationship Quality -.26 -.26 -2.16 .03



opposed to first name initials of participants’ romantic partners. When
we repeated our primary analyses separately for people’s liking of their
partner’s first and last name initials, the results for partners’ last initials
were significant (p = .03). However, the results for partners’ first initials
reflected only a trend in the same direction (p = .18). Finally, although
only a small number of participants had a first or surname initials that
differed from their partners’ initials, a close look at their data suggested
that, among these participants, the dependency regulation effects we ob-
served tended to be strongest for their partners’ first initials (an initial
that clearly referred only to their partner), B = -.82, β = -.84, t (13) = -2.01, p
= .07. In addition, when we reran the Explicit Self-esteem × Relationship
Quality interaction predicting how much people liked their partners
first and last name initials, with their own first name initial liking as a
covariate, the interaction was still marginally significant, B = -.22, β =
-.22, t (74) = -1.92, p = .06. In short, the available evidence suggests that
our dependency regulation findings truly reflect people’s evaluations of
their partners rather than merely reflecting self-evaluation. Nonethe-
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less, the interpretation one prefers for the findings of Study 1 might
depend on the degree to which one privileges the independent versus
the collective or socially shared self.

In Study 2 we attempted to extend our findings by examining a close
relationship in which people typically do not share the same surname
initial—namely, friendship. Based on our previous work on the specific-
ity of name-letter preferences (DeHart & Pelham, 2003b; Hetts & Pel-
ham, 2003), we expected that people’s implicit evaluations of their best
friends might be best captured by their liking for their friends’ first ini-
tials. After all, people typically refer to (and think about) close friends by
using their friends’ first names. In fact, one of the social markers of
friendship is be able to refer to a person “on a first name basis.” Nonethe-
less, for exploratory purposes, we assessed people’s liking for their
friends’ last initials as well.

In Study 2, we also addressed the question of whether people’s implicit
evaluations of close others are independent of their explicit evaluations of
the same people. There is a great deal of research suggesting that implicit
and explicit belief systems operate independently of one another (e.g.,
Banaji & Hardin, 1996; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998; Hetts et
al., 1999; Koole & Pelham, 2002). People’s implicit evaluations of their re-
lationship partners may thus be unique predictors of relationship vulner-
abilities. Thus, unlike participants in Study 1, participants in Study 2
completed an explicit as well as an implicit measure of their evaluations of
their relationship partners. Finally, due to time constraints in Study 1, we
assessed explicit self-esteem using a single-item self-esteem scale. In
Study 2, we made use of a multiple-item measure.

STUDY 2

In Study 2 we looked at people’s implicit evaluations of their best
same-sex friends. We expected that dependency regulation dynamics
would play a role in these evaluations. Thus, we expected that people
with low self-esteem would report positive implicit evaluations of their
friends only when they also reported feeling close to these friends. In
contrast, we did not expect the implicit evaluations of people with high
self-esteem to depend on how close they reported feeling to their
friends.

METHOD

PARTICIPANTS

Students (72 women and 36 men) in a research methods course at the
State University of New York at Buffalo participated for course credit.
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Participation was voluntary and anonymous. Students received extra
course credit for attending class the day the questionnaire was adminis-
tered, even if they chose not to participate. Mean age was 21.5 years (SD
= 3.58). Data were lost from 19 participants because they failed to com-
plete all of the primary measures.

OVERVIEW OF PROCEDURE

During a regular class session, students took part in a survey that fo-
cused on their “attitudes and close relationships.” Participants com-
pleted an explicit measure of self-esteem, the name-letter measure,
and an explicit measure of their esteem for their best friend. Finally,
they completed a measure of relationship closeness and reported
their own first and last initials. As explained below, it was unneces-
sary to ask participants for their friends’ initials because they pro-
vided these initials when reporting their explicit feelings of esteem
for their friend.

MEASURES
Explicit Self-Esteem. We used the Rosenberg (1965) self-esteem scale to

measure explicit self-esteem. This 10-item measure taps people’s explicit
global self-evaluations (e.g., “I feel that I have a number of good quali-
ties”). Participants responded using a 7-point scale (1 = completely true,
7 = not at all true). Negative items were reverse-scored, such that higher
scores indicated higher self-esteem (α = .90).

Implicit Evaluation of Friend. We used the same name-letter measure
used in Study 1 (Jones et al., 2002; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997; Nuttin,
1985; 1987).

Explicit Evaluation of Friend. We adapted the Rosenberg (1965)
self-esteem scale to measure people’s global, explicit evaluations of
their best same-sex friends. Participants were asked to write the first
and last name initials of their best same-sex friend in each blank of the
10-item measure to show that they were answering each question
about that particular person (e.g., “I feel that ____ has a number of
good qualities”). Because this measure followed the name letter mea-
sure, it could not have sensitized participants to our interest in their
friends’ initials.

Closeness. One item assessed how close participants felt to their best
friend (e.g., “How close are you to your best same-sex friend?”). Partici-
pants answered this question on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all close, 7 =
extremely close).
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RESULTS

As shown in Table 2, Study 2 yielded a conceptual replication of Study
1.2 More specifically, participants’ preferences for their friends’ first
name initials differed depending on both participants’ level of explicit
self-esteem and their current feelings of closeness to their friends.3 The
Self-esteem × Closeness interaction was significant, B = -.65, β = -.28, t
(87) = -2.68, p < .01.4 The regression lines depicted in Figure 2 summarize
our simple slopes tests. Among people with low self-esteem, how close
they reported feeling to their best friends was positively associated with
their preference for their friends’ first initials, B = 1.24, β = .59, t (87) =
3.34, p = .001. In contrast, for participants with high self-esteem, there
was no relation at all between how close they reported feeling to their
best friend and how much they liked their friends’ first initials, B = -.17, β
= -.08, t (87) = -.55, p = .58. Whether people’s current feelings of closeness
to their friends was associated with people’s preferences for their
friend’s initials depended heavily on people’s level of self-esteem.

Were people’s implicit evaluations of their best friends independent
of their explicit evaluations? When we repeated our original analysis but
controlled for people’s explicit evaluations of their friends we observed
the same significant Self-esteem × Closeness interaction. In addition, we
repeated the above Self-esteem × Closeness interaction substituting peo-
ple’s explicit evaluation of their best friends for their implicit evalua-
tions. This analysis revealed that self-esteem did not moderate the
association between closeness and people’s explicit evaluations of their
best friends, B = -.04, β = -.05, t (95) = -.59, p = .56. Therefore, these results
suggest that people’s implicit evaluations of their friends appear to be
independent of their explicit evaluations of them. We might have failed
to observe any systematic variation in people’s explicit appraisals of
their best friends because the measure of explicit appraisals focused on
global evaluations of the partner rather than judgments about specific
traits (as was typical in prior research). It is also possible that the level of
threat that people were currently experiencing in their friendships was
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2. A similar Self-esteem X Closeness interaction was not evident when predicting peo-
ple’s preference for their best friend’s last name initial, B = .03, β = .01, t (87) = .10, p = .91.

3. One sample t-tests revealed a non-significant tendency for participants to report an
overall positive bias for their friend’s first (M = .27, SD = 1.98), t (92) = 1.34, p = .18, and last
initials (M = .28, SD = 2.07), t (92) = 1.29, p = .20.

4. Before the name-letter measure participants completed either a friend prime (an-
swered five questions about their best friend) or a control manipulation (answered five
questions about their favorite state). There was no significant Prime Condition × Self-es-
teem × Closeness interaction, B = -.21, β = -.15, t (83) = -.39, p = .70. This null effect suggests
that people’s implicit associations about their friends are chronically accessible (i.e., they
are not contingent on whether people have been recently primed to think about a friend).



dramatically lower than the level of threats that have been induced in
laboratory studies of dependency regulation (e.g., see Murray et al.,
1998). Along these lines, it is worth noting that both people’s explicit
evaluations of their friends and their reported levels of felt closeness
were objectively very high. The mean perceived Rosenberg score partici-
pants reported for their best friends was M = 6.32 (SD = .64), which was
slightly higher than participants’ own Rosenberg scores. Similarly, the
mean closeness score was M = 6.18 (SD = .92) on a 7-point scale. Appar-
ently, implicit measures such as the name letter measure are highly
sensitive even to the kind of small, mundane threats that are a
ubiquitous part of almost all relationships.

DISCUSSION

The results of Study 2 extend our implicit dependency regulation find-
ings to people’s relationships with their best friends. That is, people with
low explicit self-esteem only evaluated their friends positively when
they reported feeling close to their friend. Conversely, people with high
explicit self-esteem evaluated their friends positively regardless of how
close they felt to their friends. In addition, people’s implicit evaluations
of their best friend’s were independent of their explicit evaluations of
them. Moreover, our implicit measure of people’s regard for their
friends appears to be more sensitive than a comparable explicit measure
of people’s regard for their friends.

An issue worth considering is whether our results are truly tapping
into people’s implicit beliefs about others instead of their implicit beliefs
about the self. Previous research has shown that people are attracted to
and form relationships with other people who share their same
name-letters (Pelham, Jones, Mirenberg, & Carvallo, 2003). Accord-
ingly, if people have friends who share the same first initial as they do,
our results may reflect self-regulation in the disguise of dependency reg-
ulation. However, when we reran our analyses looking only at people
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TABLE 2. Explicit Self-Esteem, Closeness and Friend’s First Name-letter Preferences

B t p

Self-Esteem -.03 -.02 -.18 .86

Closeness .53 .25 2.47 .02

Self-Esteem × Closeness -.65 -.28 -2.68 .009



who did not share the same first initials as their friend (N = 78), we ob-
served exactly the same pattern of results (p = .08).

On a related note, previous research has found that people who chron-
ically feel less positively regarded by their romantic partners report
lower self-esteem on days after they perceive rejection from their part-
ners (Murray et al., 2003a). Consistent with this research, the same
Self-esteem × Closeness interaction was significant when predicting
participants liking for their own first name initials, B = -.51, β = -.23, t (95)
= -2.30, p = .02 (see also Jones et al., 2002). Therefore, we wanted to deter-
mine whether the findings we observed for people’s implicit regard for
their friends was independent of their own implicit self-evaluations. We
thus repeated the original analysis while controlling for participants’
own implicit self-esteem scores. The original Self-esteem × Closeness in-
teraction was still significant (p = .03). Our results do appear to reflect
people’s evaluation of their friends rather than their evaluations of
themselves.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

The present studies extend previous research on the dependency regula-
tion model by suggesting that people’s evaluations of their partners be-
come overlearned and are elicited automatically. Specifically, each of our
studies showed that people’s implicit evaluations of significant others de-
pended on both their level of explicit self-esteem and how close they felt to
significant others. Specifically, the implicit evaluation of significant oth-
ers for people with low explicit self-esteem was contingent on how things
were currently going in their relationships. When it came to their implicit
evaluations of their partners, people low in self-esteem only seemed to
adore their partners when things were going better rather than worse. In
contrast, through thick and thin, people high in explicit self-esteem seem
to have stuck to their favorable implicit evaluations of significant others.

Although the present findings suggest that dependency regulation
processes occur unconsciously, there are at least three further issues to
consider. First, restriction of range on the part of our high self-esteem
participants in their reports of closeness could account for the lack of an
effect of closeness on their implicit evaluations of their significant oth-
ers. However, self-esteem was not significantly related to how close par-
ticipants reported feeling toward their romantic partners in Study 1, r
(85) = .15, p = .18, or toward their friends in Study 2, r (104) = .05, p = .59.
Therefore, restriction of range cannot easily account for our findings.

A second issue to consider is that the causal relations among the vari-
ables may be different than the one we have described. We argued that
people who are concerned about being rejected by their relationship
partners find less to value in their partners as a way to protect the self.
On the other hand, it is possible, at least in principle, that people’s im-
plicit evaluations of their relationship partners may influence how close
they report feeling to their partners. That is, people may report feeling
less close to their relationship partners because they have recently deval-
ued them. Although we cannot rule out this possibility on the basis of the
present research, prior research has revealed that experimentally-acti-
vating concerns about rejection triggers partner devaluation for low, but
not high self-esteem people (Murray et al., 2002). Nonetheless, deter-
mining the precise causal dynamics of the processes we have
documented here will require experimental research.

A third issue worth considering is whether the implicit evaluations we
have documented here have any implications for people’s behavior. The
available evidence suggests that the relation between implicit evalua-
tions of close others and behavior may depend heavily on the social and
cognitive context of people’s interactions with these close others. For ex-
ample, people’s implicit evaluations are believed to assert their influ-
ence under conditions of cognitive load (Koole et al., 2001) and
conditions of threat (Bowlby, 1982; Jones et al., 2002; Mikulincer, et al.,
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2002; Spalding & Hardin, 1999). Although we believe that both of these
conditions will increase the likelihood that people will rely on their im-
plicit beliefs, we will focus on evidence suggesting the importance of
threatening conditions in this process.

First, attachment theory suggests that the attachment system and peo-
ple’s unconscious working models of self and others are activated under
threat (Bowlby, 1982; Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992; see also
Mikulincer et al., 2002). Second, people’s implicit and explicit self-es-
teem are more highly correlated in response to self-concept threats
(Dodgson & Wood, 1998; Jones et al., 2002). Third, research on implicit
self-evaluation suggests that people’s implicit self-evaluations may leak
into their nonverbal behaviors in response to a self-concept threat
(Spalding & Hardin, 1999). In addition, Gottman and Krokoff (1989)
found that the nonverbal behaviors of romantic partners (i.e., facial ex-
pressions of emotion and visual gaze patterns) who were discussing
problems (a potential threat to the self) in their relationships predicted
the likelihood that they would divorce in the future. Therefore, there is
some reason to believe that people’s implicit evaluations of significant
others might be most informative when assessed under threatening
conditions.

The current findings are consistent with previous research showing
that dependency regulation processes are evident in people’s explicit
evaluations of their partners (Murray et al., 2002). In fact, we found evi-
dence for dependency regulation processes when people were not focus-
ing on their relationships at all but felt they were merely evaluating the
letters of the alphabet. The findings from Study 2 also suggest that de-
pendency regulation processes may occur on an implicit level before they
begin to unfold on an explicit level. Presumably, people’s implicit beliefs
regarding their partners may influence their behavior towards their part-
ners. For example, Murray et al. (2003b) found that married people who
felt less positively regarded by their partner reacted to feeling acutely hurt
or rejected one day by engaging in negative behaviors toward their part-
ners the next day. Conversely, people who were secure in their partner’s
acceptance reacted to feeling hurt or rejected one day by drawing closer to
their partners on the next day. One unfortunate implication of these find-
ings is that the relationship partners of people who feel less accepted may
respond to such negative behavior by actually evaluating their partners
more negatively. Ironically, the behavior of people who are insecure
about another’s acceptance may undermine their partners’ ability to
sustain positive beliefs about them (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996).

The present findings are also consistent with previous research on the
relational contingencies of self-esteem (e.g., Crocker & Wolfe, 2001;
Murray et al., 2003a). The need to belong is believed to be a fundamental
human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Therefore, it is not all
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that surprising that people’s self-esteem is related to how accepted they
feel by their close relationship partners (Leary et al., 1995). In the current
research we found that people’s implicit self-esteem was contingent on
their chronic sense of belongingness (i.e., their level of global self-es-
teem) and how things were currently going in their relationships. This
finding is consistent with recent research on explicit self-esteem
(Murray et al., 2003a). Our results are also loosely consistent with recent
findings that having people focus on extrinsic (i.e., contingent) bases of
self-worth is associated with increased defensiveness (see Schimel,
Arndt, Banko, & Cook, current issue).

In addition to supporting and extending the dependency regulation
model of close relationships, the current findings also support recent re-
search on the validity and specificity of name letter preferences. First,
the dependency regulation findings were stronger for romantic part-
ners’ last name initials in Study 1 and for friends’ first name initials in
Study 2. Because most brides take on their husbands’ surnames, it makes
a great deal of sense that surnames take on a great deal of psychological
significance for married couples. In contrast, first names appear to have
more psychological significance among friends. To put these findings in
broader terms, they are consistent with past findings that people’s first
and last names, respectively, serve as separate signs of people’s personal
and social identities (Hetts & Pelham, 2003; Kitayama & Karasawa, 1997;
Nuttin, 1985; 1987).

Consistent with this idea, Kitayama and Karasawa (1997) found that
unmarried Japanese men liked the letters in their surnames more than
did unmarried Japanese women. In contrast, Japanese women liked the
letters in their first names more than men did. Kitayama and Karasawa
explained this by noting that unmarried Japanese women realize that
their surnames are likely to change once they become married (whereas
their first names are not; see also Pelham, Mirenberg, & Jones, 2002). As
further evidence that people’s first and last names have different psy-
chological meanings, DeHart and Pelham (2003b) found that, relative to
children from intact families, children from divorced families disliked
their surname initials (and their fathers’ first initials) but not their own
first name initials. Hetts and Pelham (2003) also showed that, relative to
European Americans, members of stigmatized ethnic groups disliked
their surname initials (a marker of their social identities) but not their
first initials (a marker of their personal identity). Finally, Pelham (2003)
found that the degree to which people like their first versus last initials is
related to whether they live in a collectivistic versus an individualistic
culture (e.g., collectivists show a stronger preference for their surname
initials). In short, a great deal of recent evidence suggests that the degree
to which people like their first or last initials is strongly linked to the psy-
chological significance of these specific initials. Apparently, the degree
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to which people like the first versus last initials of close others also tells us
something about the psychological significance of different names.

Finally, the current results are consistent with previous research dem-
onstrating that people with high self-esteem are good at implicitly regu-
lating their views of themselves (Dodgson & Wood, 1988; Jones et al.,
2002). In addition, this research is also consistent with previous research
showing that people with high self-esteem are able to maintain positive
beliefs about their romantic partners (Murray et al., 1996; Murray et al.,
2002). For people with low self-esteem, of course, the picture is less rosy.
The motivation to protect the self against potential hurt and rejection
that has been documented on an explicit level seems to be occurring au-
tomatically as well. To the degree that this self-protective process occurs
automatically, this distressing dynamic may be difficult for people with
low self-esteem to change.
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