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Self-Handicapping

The Core Definition of Self-Handicapping

Self-handicapping is a cognitive and behavioral strategy employed by individuals who anticipate

potential failure or poor performance in a task, and subsequently create or choose obstacles that

impede their own success. Essentially, it is a defensive tactic used to protect the individual's sense

of self-esteem and perceived competence. By deliberately reducing the likelihood of a successful

outcome, the self-handicapper ensures that if they do fail, they have a readily available, external,

and socially acceptable excuse to attribute the failure to, rather than internal factors like lack of

ability or competence. This mechanism shifts the focus away from inherent capability and towards

the external impediment, thus insulating the ego from damage.

The fundamental principle underpinning this behavior is the desire to manage others' and one's

own perceptions of one's ability. If a person performs poorly after staying up all night partying (a

self-imposed handicap), the failure can be easily blamed on fatigue or lack of preparation, rather

than an inherent lack of intelligence or skill. Conversely, if the self-handicapper manages to

succeed despite the obstacle, the success is amplified, suggesting that the person possesses truly

exceptional ability because they overcame an imposed disadvantage. This strategic use of

circumstantial excuses highlights the proactive nature of self-handicapping, distinguishing it from

simple procrastination or poor planning.

This complex psychological technique is particularly prevalent in achievement settings where

performance outcomes are publicly scrutinized, such as competitive sports, high-stakes testing, or

professional evaluations. The individual, fearing that their genuine effort might reveal a lack of

talent, decides to preemptively compromise their academic performance or skill display. This

behavior is paradoxical; the individual actively works against their own success in the short term to

maintain a favorable self-image in the long term, creating a cycle that can ultimately undermine

their true potential and development.

The Dual Function of Self-Handicapping

Self-handicapping serves two primary psychological functions: the protective function and the

enhancing function. The protective function, which is the more common driver, involves minimizing

the negative implications of failure. When failure occurs, the handicap provides a viable external

attribution, such as "I failed because I didn't study," rather than the internal, ego-threatening

attribution, "I failed because I am not smart enough." This protects the core belief in one's own

capability, even if the actual behavior was detrimental to the immediate outcome.

The enhancing function comes into play when, against the odds created by the handicap, the

individual manages to succeed. In this scenario, the success is augmented because the
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achievement happened despite the impediment. For example, winning a difficult competition while

injured suggests a higher level of innate talent than winning the same competition when fully

prepared. This success amplification provides a powerful boost to perceived competence and

bolsters the individual's public image, confirming that their ability is stable and high, regardless of

transient circumstances.

Understanding this dual function is critical because it explains why individuals continue to engage

in self-defeating behaviors. Although the behavior seems irrational from a purely performance-

oriented perspective, it is highly rational from an identity-protection standpoint. The self-

handicapper is trading a maximized chance of success for minimized ambiguity regarding their

abilities. They prefer the certainty of an excusable failure over the uncertainty of a failure that must

be attributed solely to lack of talent, thereby demonstrating the profound influence of ego and

social perception on human behavior.

Historical Context and Origin of the Theory

The concept of self-handicapping was formally introduced into the psychological lexicon in the late

1970s, primarily through the seminal work of psychologists Steven Berglas and Edward E. Jones.

Their foundational research, published around 1978, emerged from the broader tradition of social

cognition and motivated reasoning, seeking to understand how individuals manage impressions

and protect their self-worth, particularly in situations involving performance feedback. This work

was revolutionary because it shifted focus from merely observing defensive reactions to failure,

toward understanding proactive strategies employed before performance even took place.

Berglas and Jones conducted key experiments that demonstrated this phenomenon. In one classic

study, participants were given either solvable or unsolvable problems, but all were given positive

feedback regardless of their actual performance, leading to performance ambiguity. When offered

a choice between a performance-enhancing drug or a performance-inhibiting drug before a second

test, participants who suspected their initial success was due to luck (the unsolvable condition)

often chose the performance-inhibiting drug. This seemingly counterproductive choice was

interpreted as a strategic measure to provide an external excuse (the drug's effect) for the

anticipated failure on the second, crucial test.

The development of self-handicapping theory is deeply rooted in Social Psychology, particularly

the work related to self-presentation and self-verification. It provided a robust theoretical framework

for explaining behaviors that superficially appeared lazy or irresponsible, such as procrastination,

substance abuse before a test, or chronic lack of preparation. Instead of viewing these behaviors

as character flaws, Berglas and Jones reframed them as sophisticated, albeit maladaptive, ego-

defensive strategies used by individuals highly invested in maintaining a façade of competence.
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Manifestations: Behavioral vs. Claimed Self-Handicapping

Self-handicapping manifests in two primary forms: behavioral and claimed. Behavioral self-

handicapping involves the actual, observable creation of an impediment that physically hinders

performance. This might include reducing effort, consuming alcohol or drugs before a task,

choosing overly difficult goals, or, most commonly, severe procrastination. These actions directly

interfere with the likelihood of success, thus providing an undeniable, concrete excuse if failure

ensues. For example, a student who deliberately stays up all night before a final exam engaging in

non-academic activities is engaging in behavioral self-handicapping.

Conversely, claimed self-handicapping involves verbally stating or reporting impediments without

necessarily enacting them. This is achieved by making excuses about poor health, high anxiety,

traumatic events, or unfavorable environmental circumstances immediately before the

performance. While the actual performance might not be physically impaired by these claims, the

statements serve the same attributive function: they set the stage for externalizing potential failure.

A common example is the athlete who claims to have a nagging injury right before a major game,

ensuring that any poor showing can be attributed to the physical ailment rather than lack of skill.

Research suggests that individuals often favor claimed over behavioral handicaps because the

former provides the protective mechanism without the actual detrimental effects on performance.

However, repeated use of claimed handicaps can lead to skepticism from others, potentially

eroding social credibility. Furthermore, while behavioral handicaps are more damaging to

performance, they offer a stronger, more credible excuse, especially if the behavior is highly

visible. Both types, however, share the same underlying motivation: protecting the stability of one's

perceived competence and managing the attributions of failure.

Real-World Illustration: The Student Scenario

Consider Joe, a college student who consistently receives high marks and is widely regarded as

intelligent, but harbors deep internal fears that his success is fragile or due to luck, not stable

ability. Faced with a crucial, comprehensive final exam that determines his course grade, Joe

recognizes the high stakes and the potential for a failure to expose his perceived lack of talent.

This high-anxiety situation triggers the self-handicapping response. Rather than dedicating the

week to intensive study, Joe immerses himself in a new, time-consuming video game, claiming he

needs a "break" from the pressure. This aligns perfectly with the initial observation: "Joe was

always self-handicapping himself due to his sense of failing."

The "How-To" of this principle is revealed in the subsequent steps. By spending thirty hours

gaming instead of studying, Joe actively ensures he is unprepared for the exam--a clear behavioral

handicap. When he ultimately receives a mediocre grade, his first reaction is to tell his peers, "I

would have aced it, but I was so stressed I couldn't focus and barely slept all week, plus that game
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was too distracting." The failure is immediately attributed to lack of effort and external distraction

(the game/sleep deprivation), rather than a lack of understanding or capacity. The ego is shielded

because Joe and his peers can maintain the belief that he is fundamentally smart, he just made

poor choices concerning preparation.

If, by chance, Joe had performed well despite the lack of preparation, the opposite effect would

occur. His success would be magnified: "Wow, Joe is so brilliant, he barely studied and still got an

A!" This exceptional outcome reinforces his self-image of high, innate ability, further justifying the

high-risk strategy of self-handicapping in future situations. This example clearly demonstrates the

strategic, defensive nature of the behavior, prioritizing the protection of the ability attribution over

the maximization of performance outcomes.

Significance and Theoretical Impact

Self-handicapping is a profoundly significant concept within modern psychology, particularly within

the study of motivation and achievement goals. Its emergence challenged earlier, simpler models

of motivation that assumed all individuals seek to maximize their performance. Self-handicapping

demonstrated that for some individuals, the maintenance of a favorable self-concept is a stronger

motivator than objective success. This insight fundamentally changed how researchers view failure

and defensive behaviors, moving them away from viewing them as purely destructive and toward

recognizing their complex, self-regulatory functions.

The concept has had extensive practical applications, particularly in educational psychology and

organizational behavior. In academic settings, recognizing self-handicapping is crucial for

interventions aimed at improving student engagement and reducing procrastination. Educators

now understand that poor study habits may not stem from laziness, but from fear of failure tied to

self-worth. By creating learning environments that emphasize mastery and effort over innate ability,

and by minimizing the public nature of performance comparisons, institutions can reduce the

perceived need for students to employ these defensive tactics.

Furthermore, self-handicapping has implications for understanding addiction and substance abuse.

Engaging in excessive alcohol or drug use before a major life event or performance task can be

interpreted as a severe form of behavioral self-handicapping. In clinical psychology, therapists

utilize this framework to help clients identify and challenge the defensive attribution patterns they

use to avoid confronting feelings of inadequacy, thus linking the concept directly to cognitive

behavioral therapy techniques focused on maladaptive thinking and behavioral patterns.

Connections to Attribution Theory and Self-Esteem

Self-handicapping is inextricably linked to fundamental psychological principles, most notably

Attribution Theory and the defense of self-esteem. Attribution Theory, pioneered by Heider and
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Weiner, posits that people constantly seek to explain the causes of events, outcomes, and

behaviors, classifying them as either internal (e.g., ability, effort) or external (e.g., luck, task

difficulty). Self-handicapping is a deliberate manipulation of this attribution process. By creating an

external obstacle, the individual ensures that if failure occurs, the attribution is shifted away from

the internal and stable factor of ability (which is threatening to the ego) towards the external and

unstable factor of the handicap.

The driving force behind this manipulation is the maintenance of high self-esteem. Individuals with

fragile or unstable self-esteem are often the most likely to engage in self-handicapping because

they are highly reliant on viewing themselves as competent and capable. Their self-worth is

conditionally tied to achievement, making potential failure an existential threat. The self-handicap

acts as a buffer, ensuring that even in the face of failure, the core belief in their intelligence or

talent remains intact. This highlights a crucial distinction: self-handicapping is not typically

performed by individuals with genuinely low self-esteem (who have already internalized failure), but

rather by those with high, yet uncertain, self-esteem.

The concept also connects strongly with motivation theories, particularly the distinction between

performance goals and mastery goals. Individuals focused on performance goals (i.e.,

demonstrating competence relative to others) are far more likely to self-handicap than those

focused on mastery goals (i.e., improving personal competence). The focus on outward

appearance and social comparison inherent in performance goals makes the risk of appearing

incompetent particularly salient, thus necessitating the defensive strategy of self-handicapping to

control the impressions others form of their capabilities.
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