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Introduction. Despite the abundance of literature on the nature and functions of self-deceptive enhancement (SDE), there is still
alack of consensus about whether and when SDE is adaptive or maladaptive for individuals. This question of the costs and benefits
of SDE is of particular clinical relevance and is the focus of the present literature review. Method. Building on an earlier meta-
analytic review by Dufner et al. (2019), a total of 53 additional studies were identified and included in this review. Results. 25 of the
studies supported the adaptiveness of SDE, 27 supported the maladaptiveness of SDE, and two supported mixed findings.
Discussion. While SDE appears to be commonplace and experienced as beneficial in the short term, its longer-term negative
consequences for learning, relationships, ethical behavior, and substance use recovery seem to outweigh its immediate benefits.
However, these findings are limited by methodological issues related to the reliance on self-report measures, lack of consensus
about the definition of SDE, and lack of clinical studies focused on SDE. Future studies should clarify the construct of SDE versus
positive illusions and other related constructs and should examine SDE’s role as a possible maintaining factor for psychopathology

beyond substance use disorders.

1. Introduction

The tendency for people to view themselves in an unreal-
istically favorable light, termed self-deceptive enhancement
(SDE) and closely related to the broader construct of positive
illusions, is a well-documented phenomenon [1, 2]. While it
is hard to ascertain the level of intentionality with which
people hold such positively distorted self-views, the common
assumption is that holding such views must serve an
adaptive function of some kind; otherwise, it would not be
such a pervasive phenomenon [3]. On the other hand, some
have argued that indulging in SDE can leave us ill-equipped
for dealing with reality, thus leading to maladaptive
consequences [4].

Given that one of the chief aims of psychology is to
alleviate psychological suffering and enhance well-being, it is
important to understand whether SDE plays a role in ex-
acerbating or relieving psychological distress and, if the

latter, under what circumstances and at what cost to overall
well-being. Yet, despite decades of research and debate,
including efforts to monetarily quantify the costs of SDE in
areas like gambling and war [5], there remains a lack of
consensus within the field about the adaptiveness or mal-
adaptiveness of such positively distorted self-views. To our
knowledge, the most recent and comprehensive effort to
resolve this debate empirically was a meta-analysis by
Dufner et al. [6] who examined the effects of self-
enhancement (i.e., “the tendency to maintain unrealisti-
cally positive self-views”; p. 48) on personal adjustment
(defined as “the proclivity to feel happy rather than sad or
depressed”; p. 50) and interpersonal adjustment (defined as
“the extent to which people are valued”; p. 58). Dufner et al.’s
meta-analytic review was impressively thorough, and
pooling effect sizes from 299 studies (totaling over 120,000
participants) were published in peer-reviewed journals
anytime through November 2014. Their findings showed
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a robust positive association between self-enhancement and
personal adjustment, regardless of which of several common
ways each of these variables was operationalized. The
findings for interpersonal adjustment were more nuanced,
with greater self-enhancement predicting more positive
social evaluations at initial but not longer-term acquain-
tance, and different forms of self-enhancement predicting
more positive versus negative informant evaluations in
different interpersonal domains. Dufner et al’s [6] con-
clusion was that self-enhancement is straightforwardly good
for personal adjustment but may be a double-edged sword
with regard to interpersonal adjustment.

Despite the thoroughness and rigor of Dufner et al.’s [6]
meta-analysis, however, there were several important
omissions. First and foremost, their narrow focus on sub-
jective well-being and depressive symptoms as exclusive
indicators of “personal adjustment” omitted a wide range of
outcomes that are arguably as or more indicative of one’s
overall psychological functioning—such as the extent to
which one learns and grows through experience, problem-
solves and makes progress with respect to one’s valued goals,
behaves ethically with important others, engages in poten-
tially self-destructive behavior such as alcohol and substance
use, or shows resilience in the face of trauma and stress. Such
outcomes form a vital part of any organismic theory of
human flourishing [7], and they have all been theoretically
implicated as potential casualties of SDE [8-11]. Second,
they excluded clinical samples, which greatly limited the
scope of evidence of the potential negative consequences of
SDE and its associated clinical implications. Lastly, their
meta-analysis did not include studies published after 2014.
This narrative review aims to help fill these gaps, thus
providing a conceptual and empirical update to the findings
of Dufner et al. [6].

2. Weighing the Pros and Cons of SDE: An
Updated Review of the Empirical Literature

The present review surveys and synthesizes empirical evi-
dence of the positive and negative functional consequences
of SDE, excluding those findings previously reviewed by
Dufner et al. [6], to clarify the complex role of this phe-
nomenon as it relates to psychological health and well-being
and to explore its potential clinical relevance.

A literature search was conducted to identify quantita-
tive studies that examined the adaptiveness or malad-
aptiveness of SDE, conceptualized as unrealistically
favorable self-views. The searches were conducted on Psy-
chINFO and PubMed using the search terms “self-
deception,” “self-deceptive enhancement,” “self-
enhancement,” “positive illusions,” and “positive illusory
bias” in combination with terms relating to mental health
and well-being (e.g., “adaptive,” “adjustment,” “health,”
“benefits of,” “relationship satisfaction,” “self-esteem”),
psychopathology (e.g., “depression,” “anxiety,” “mental ill-
ness”), and maladaptiveness (i.e., “negative outcomes,” “cost
of”) to find empirical studies from peer-reviewed journals.
Contrary to Dufner et al., we excluded more distal
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operationalizations of “positive illusions,” such as optimism,
arrogance, self-love, and narcissism, which muddy or dilute
the specific construct of “positive illusions.”

Studies conducted prior to February 2019 were included
in this review. Studies that proposed models or mechanisms
by which positive illusions are held but did not directly
investigate the functional correlates or consequences of
positive illusions were not included. Studies published in
a language other than English for which no English trans-
lation was available were also not included. As a result,
a total of 53 studies were identified and included in this
review, 25 of which support the adaptiveness of SDE, 27 of
which support the maladaptiveness of SDE, and two that
report mixed findings.

2.1. Commonly Used Measures of SDE. The most common
measure used in the reviewed studies was the Self-
Deceptive Enhancement subscale of the Balanced In-
ventory of Desirable Responding [12]. Derived from the
older Self-Deception Questionnaire [13], the BIDR-SDE
consists of 20 Likert-scale items thought to capture near-
universal but unflattering aspects of the human experi-
ence (e.g., “I am a completely rational person,” “My first
impressions about people always turn out to be right”).
Lower ratings on these items are interpreted as indicating
a higher rate of self-deceptive enhancement [12]. The
BIDR-SDE has been shown to have satisfactory internal
consistency, test-retest reliability, and scale score
validity [14].

More recently developed measures of self-deception
include the Self-Deception and Mystification Inventory
(IAM-40) [15] and its short form, the Self-Deception
Questionnaire-12 (SDQ-12) [16], which both take a more
direct, face-valid approach to capturing self-deception. The
TIAM-40 is comprised of 40 items that represent five factors
related to “pathological self-deception” (i.e., insincerity,
manipulation, denial mechanisms, interest in accurate
perception of reality, and mystification). For example, items
include “I do not seem to learn from certain mistakes I make
in my life,” “It takes me a while to become aware of certain
key issues in my life,” and “Honestly, I am one for changing
things for my own convenience.” Both the IAM-40 and
SDQ-12 have been shown to have good internal consistency
[15, 16].

The strengths of these commonly used measures lie in
their internal consistency, ease of administration, and in the
case of the BIDR, widespread use. However, it is worth
noting the possibility of capturing false positives for self-
deception using these measures (e.g., individuals who truly
possess elevated levels of a desired characteristic) as well as
false negatives on face valid measures like the ITAM-40 (due
to self-presentation concerns).

What follows is a review of the SDE literature not in-
cluded in [6] divided into evidence of adaptiveness and
maladaptiveness, each organized by themes that emerged
(see Table 1 for a list of all studies reviewed with specific SDE
measures used in each study). We end with a discussion
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about the implications of these findings as they relate to
clinical practice.

2.2. The Adaptiveness of Positive Illusions

2.2.1. Self-Image and Personal Adjustment Benefits of Positive
Illusions. Because positive illusions are inherently self-
favoring, it is unsurprising that several studies found as-
sociations between SDE and positive self-image. The self-
esteem buffering function of SDE appears to be particularly
relevant in ambiguous or threatening situations. Robinson
and Ryff [52] found that when asked to rate their past,
present, and future selves on representative statements,
people were most self-enhancing when thinking about their
futures (a temporal state that is inherently more ambiguous
than the past or present), envisioning unrealistically op-
timistic outcomes compared to their past or present ex-
periences. The future self was not only rated most positively
but also on happiness, self-esteem, and life satisfaction
subscales. Similarly, in examining the self-protective
function of SDE, both Beauregard and Dunning’s [17]
and Wakeman et al.’s [62] studies found that greater self-
enhancement in response to a self-esteem-threatening
event was associated with more positive self-evaluations
relevant to the threat. More generally, SDE appears to play
a role in the maintenance of self-esteem and adjustment.
Several studies [17, 19, 32] found that individuals with self-
reported high self-esteem demonstrated a greater tendency
to self-enhance in the form of self-other bias (i.e., the
tendency to describe oneself as better than others) than
individuals with low self-esteem. In line with Dufner et al.’s
[6] findings, Humberg et al. [27] found that individuals
with self-favoring views of their intelligence and vocabulary
were also better intrapersonally and adjusted; however, in
terms of interpersonal adjustment, outcomes associated
with SDE were mixed (see Social Costs of SDE section). SDE
has also been linked to confidence, but this effect peaked at
moderate levels of SDE, and those with higher SDE actually
experienced a decrease in confidence following dis-
confirming feedback compared to those with low SDE who
experienced no change in confidence following confirming
or disconfirming feedback [42].

2.2.2. SDE and Coping with Trauma. It has been shown that
higher self-enhancement is associated with significantly less
self-reported distress in response to potentially traumatic
events [24] and overall better adjustment in response to the
death of a spouse [65]. In both studies, high self-enhancers
were rated as better copers in anonymous ratings by their
friends or relatives.

2.2.3. SDE as a Protective Factor against Psychopathology.
The phenomenon of depressive realism was originally
demonstrated by Alloy and Abramson [70] wherein de-
pressed individuals were shown to make more accurate
contingency judgments compared to nondepressed in-
dividuals who made positively biased contingency
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judgments, leading some to take these findings as indirect
support for the adaptive, mood-boosting benefits of positive
illusions. Supporting this logic, several studies have found
and replicated a negative association between SDE and
depressive symptomatology [26, 43, 49, 53, 57]. Looking
more specifically at body image, Tester and Gleaves [60]
found that SDE moderated the relationship between
awareness and internalization of the thin ideal among female
undergraduate students. Based on these findings, they
suggested that high levels of SDE may serve as a protective
factor against internalization of sociocultural pressures to be
thin, potentially protecting against the development of
eating disorders.

2.2.4. Social Benefits of SDE. 'The socially adaptive functions
of positive illusions were a prominent theme within the
literature reviewed, particularly from an evolutionary psy-
chology perspective. Evolutionary psychologists view self-
deception as an adaptive advantage in that it enables effective
deception of others, thereby protecting the self-deceiver
from potential social and physical costs of unconvincing
attempts at deception and conferring him with the potential
social and material benefits of successful lying [3]. Sup-
porting this evolutionary psychology perspective, Lamba
and Nityananda [33] found that high self-enhancers were
overrated in their academic performance by peers (as de-
termined by individuals’ actual grade/rank versus academic
performance predicted by peers), whereas underconfident
individuals were judged by their peers to be worse off ac-
ademically than they actually were. (However, they note the
potential negative consequences for systems and institutions
that reward the overconfidence of high self-enhancers, who
are likely more risk-prone.) Similarly, Smith et al. [54] found
an association between SDE and the deception of others
using a persuasion task to capture self-deception and de-
ception. They found that people who were financially mo-
tivated to persuade another person in a particular direction
later demonstrated a self-deceptive information processing
bias consistent with their persuasive goals (i.e., participants
who were told to persuade others of a target’s likeability later
found the target more likable than those whose goal was to
persuade others of his unlikability) [54]. Additionally, they
found that this processing bias was a significant predictor of
persuasiveness, in line with the evolutionary hypothesis
described above.

Another social benefit of SDE posited in the evolutionary
psychology literature is its hypothesized role in facilitating
prosocial behavior. Otter and Egan [46] found that SDE (as
measured by the BIDR-SDE) was negatively associated with
neuroticism and secondary psychopathy and positively as-
sociated with openness. Additionally, in their factor analysis
of all measures in the study, they found that SDE loaded on
the prosocial dimension of “careful cooperation” rather than
the antisocial dimension of “careless noncooperation.” Thus,
SDE, in that it enables the maintenance of a positive self-
image, may act as a protective factor against antisocial
thinking and behavior (which are more likely to be con-
sequences of more accurate, negative self-appraisals) [46].
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Relatedly, Lu and Chang [37] found a positive association
between SDE and moral self-concept, which was moderated
by private self-consciousness. They concluded that these
findings support the role of SDE in helping to dampen self-
interests in favor of more altruistic strivings to maintain
a moral self-concept.

There also appear to be potential romantic relationship
benefits of SDE. For example, it has been shown that SDE
predicts intercourse-partner rate and partner status [38].
Additionally, there is evidence that individuals see their
partners in a more positive light than their partners see
themselves and that these idealized constructions predict
greater relationship satisfaction [44]. In other words, in-
dividuals are happier in their relationships when they ide-
alize their partners and their partners idealize them,
suggesting that positive illusion may be a critical feature of
satisfying romantic relationships.

2.2.5. Goal-Pursuit Benefits of SDE. Taylor and Gollwitzer
[58] investigated the effects of mindset (i.e., deliberative vs
implemental) on positive illusions and goal-pursuit and
found that postdecisional participants (i.e., those in an
implemental mindset who had already selected a goal to
pursue) focused their thoughts on issues of implementation
and reflected much less on pros and cons than did pre-
decisional participants (i.e., those in the deliberative
mindset who had not yet selected a goal). Furthermore,
these implemental mindset participants showed a clear
preference for thinking about the pros. Taylor and Goll-
witzer [58] concluded that just as the realism that char-
acterizes the deliberative mindset is likely adaptive in
helping people carefully make decisions about their lives,
the positive bias that characterizes the postdecisional
implemental mindset is likely adaptive in helping people
maintain the motivation and effort necessary to achieve
their goals. Similarly, Starek and Keating [55] found that
swimmers who successfully qualified for a national
championship engaged in more SDE, suggesting that SDE
may enhance motivation and performance during
competition.

2.2.6. Physical Health Benefits of SDE. Another theme
within the literature is the physiological correlates of SDE. It
has been shown that higher SDE is associated with lower
cardiovascular responses to stress, lower baseline cortisol
levels, faster cardiovascular recovery [59], less psycho-
physiological reactivity to novel tasks [61], and lower af-
fective pain judgments of electric shocks [28]. The
association between higher SDE and lower cortisol levels
(which reflect chronic functioning of the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, the central stress response
system) was mediated by greater psychological resources,
like optimism and self-esteem [59], suggesting that positive
illusions, by fostering psychological resources, may, in turn,
foster lower HPA axis activity. Additionally, as possible
indirect evidence of the health benefits of positive illusions,
Reed et al. [51] found that realistic acceptance of illness

among men with AIDS significantly predicted decreased
survival time.

2.3. The Maladaptiveness of SDE

2.3.1. Learning and Problem-Solving Costs of SDE. Given
that SDE or positive illusions involve a distortion or in-
tentional neglect of undesirable information, it is not dif-
ficult to see how this might interfere with learning. For
example, Gramzow et al. [22] found that positive illusions
about one’s GPA were negatively associated with actual
future academic performance. Similarly, several studies
[20, 36, 71] using a clever experimental design demonstrated
similar negative consequences of SDE for learning, such that
individuals who had taken a test with a visible answer key
predicted inflated test scores on a subsequent test where no
answer key would be visible. In the absence of SDE, the
researchers reasoned that there would be no difference in
predicted scores between the experimental group and
control group (who had no answer key) because the ex-
perimental group would accurately take into account the
boost in initial performance from the answer key that would
no longer be available on the future test. However, as
predicted, SDE did occur among the “answer key” group.
Initial test scores were higher for this group, and individuals
in this group also expected to perform better on the second
test despite knowing they would not have an answer key.
There was also a significant interaction between disposi-
tional SDE and the experimental manipulation, such that
dispositional self-enhancers were especially prone to taking
credit for their answer-key-inflated performance [20].
Furthermore, it has been shown that monetary incentives for
accurate predictions of performance on the second test do
not temper SDE [4], and though corrective feedback can
briefly lessen SDE [36], it can be easily reinstated [71].

In their investigation of the relationship between con-
scientiousness and learning in employee training, Martoc-
chio and Judge [40] found that conscientious people tended
to engage in SDE more than people low on conscien-
tiousness and that SDE was negatively associated with
learning. More specifically, self-enhancers learned less than
individuals who tended not to engage in SDE. Similarly, Lee
and Klein [34] found that SDE was negatively associated
with learning early in training; however, this negative effect
dissipated over the 10-week training period. This trend may
be due to the fact that the longer people are in training, the
more opportunities they have to be confronted with con-
sistent, corrective feedback (unlike the brief corrective
provided in the previously mentioned studies), and the more
challenging it becomes to maintain positive illusions.

Using a gambling card-playing task, Peterson et al. [10]
also demonstrated the negative effect of SDE on learning.
They found that high self-enhancers showed greater re-
sponse perseveration, often playing more cards and losing
more money, despite the evidence of error and monetary
loss. Furthermore, in their analysis of individuals who played
until the end of the gambling task (i.e., played all their cards
thereby losing all of their money), Peterson et al. [10] found
that this group scored significantly higher on both SDE



measures used in the study. Similarly, Johnson et al. [29]
found that after failure feedback on a bogus IQ test followed
by solvable problem-solving tasks, greater SDE predicted
worse problem-solving and greater hostility, controlling for
the positive effects of self-esteem. Lastly, in their in-
vestigation of SDE and information processing, Peterson
et al. [47] found that SDE had an adverse effect on task
performance. Using a card-identifying task in which par-
ticipants were shown and asked to identify familiar and
anomalous playing cards, they found that while both low and
high self-enhancers identified the familiar cards rapidly and
equally proficiently, high self-enhancers took more than
twice as many trials to identify the anomalous cards. Taken
together, it seems that SDE, in that it involves discounting,
distorting, or ignoring pertinent information that should be
taken into account for effective problem-solving, can impede
learning and performance.

2.3.2. Social Costs of SDE. Though SDE can be socially
adaptive (see previous section social benefits of SDE), there
is also evidence of its negative social consequences. For
example, Humberg et al. [27] found that individuals with an
inflated view of their reasoning abilities were viewed more
negatively by peers. Similarly, Norem [45] found that de-
fensive self-enhancers were viewed by their own friends as
significantly less modest, significantly less emotionally close
to them, and marginally less likable than the nondefensive
self-enhancers. Additionally, defensive self-enhancers per-
ceived receiving less companionship and emotional support
from their close friends. There is also evidence that self-
enhancers are viewed as less credible when telling both
truths and lies [64], contradicting findings put forth by
evolutionary psychologists that self-deception enables de-
ception of others [33, 54].

2.3.3. SDE and Personality. Self-deception has been linked
to neuroticism [35] and narcissism and PTSD symptoms
[9, 50].

2.3.4. Moral and Ethical Costs of SDE. It appears that
positive illusions also have broader moral and ethical costs
beyond just psychological and interpersonal conse-
quences. For example, using a card identification task in
which there was a monetary incentive and the possibility
to cheat to increase earnings, Pittarello et al. [48] found
that while cheating, participants allocated significantly
less attention (operationalized using eye tracking) to
undesirable information than when they behaved hon-
estly. Pittarello et al. [48] concluded that when dishonesty
is financially incentivized, turning attention away from
undesirable information can be a self-deceptive strategy
that enables people to serve their own self-interest while
maintaining a positive self-image. Put differently, SDE by
means of attention diversion may enable unethical be-
havior, particularly where money is concerned. Similarly,
Brookings and Serratelli [18] found that positive illusions,
though they were positively associated with self-reported
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well-being,
reasoning.

were negatively associated with moral

(1) SDE and Violence. SDE may also play a role in enabling
individuals to commit domestic violence while maintaining
a positive sense of self. Marzana et al. [41] found that SDE (as
measured by the SDE scale) fully mediated the relationship
between moral absolutism (i.e., the belief in fixed, objective
standards of right and wrong) and moral self-concept among
men convicted of domestic violence. The more these men felt
confident in their moral beliefs, the more they engaged in
SDE, thereby maintaining their moral self-concept. Simi-
larly, Vecina [11] found that men convicted of violence
against a partner had high perceptions of their own morality,
high levels of psychological well-being, high levels of moral
absolutism, high levels of SDE, and high levels of sexism.

(2) SDE and Racism. One study within the literature under
review highlighted a crucial consequence of SDE that is
particularly relevant to the practice of psychotherapy.
Gushue et al. [25] in their investigation of color-blind
“postracial” attitudes (which negate the validity and re-
ality of racism and its negative consequences) among white
psychology trainees found that color-blind attitudes were
associated with SDE. Given the sociopolitical climate of the
past few years, which has included the rise in protests against
police violence towards black and brown communities,
increased anti-Asian discrimination and violence in the
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and increased public
discourse around confronting racism on individual and
systemic levels, these findings are particularly salient and
suggest that addressing SDE as it relates to racial attitudes
should be a crucial part of training within the field of
psychology in order to support culturally sensitive, com-
petent, and inclusive care for individuals from diverse racial
and ethnic backgrounds.

2.3.5. SDE and Psychopathology. What is perhaps the most
compelling evidence of the maladaptive nature of positive
illusions comes from the clinical literature. Regarding
psychopathology, SDE has been most extensively studied in
the context of substance abuse disorders. For example,
Strom and Barone [56] examined individuals in various
stages of recovery and found that active abusers’ self-
reported positive beliefs about drinking control and self-
esteem were associated with higher SDE. Additionally, early
and late recoveries were both associated with significantly
lower SDE. Similarly, Martinez-Gonzalez et al. [39] found
that substance dependence was associated with elevated
scores of SDE and that SDE was negatively associated with
duration of abstinence. They also found that substance-
dependent individuals with comorbid personality disor-
ders displayed greater levels of SDE compared to individuals
without a dual diagnosis, suggesting that SDE may be as-
sociated with more severe or persistent pathology. In
a similar vein, Ferrari et al. [21] found that high self-
enhancers reported using drugs (but not alcohol) on sig-
nificantly more days than low self-enhancers did.
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Furthermore, they found that attending 12-step meetings
was a significant predictor of less SDE and that high self-
enhancers attended significantly fewer 12-step meetings
than low self-deceivers. They concluded that 12-step pro-
grams, with their focus on reducing denial and self-
deception and increasing honesty, may be a crucial part
of recovery. Taken together, it seems that SDE may play
a role in the maintenance of substance use disorders.

Of note, although research examining the role of positive
illusions in psychopathology has largely been limited to the
substance use domain, there is evidence of associations
between SDE and other forms of mental illness. Specifically,
Gudjonsson and Moore [23] investigated self-deception and
other deception among patients at a maximum-security
hospital and medium-security unit and found that SDE
was associated with acute mental illness diagnoses as op-
posed to personality disorder diagnoses. Additionally, there
is evidence that positive illusions are associated with higher
depressive symptoms [30] and greater vulnerability to
depression [31].

2.3.6. SDE and Physical Health. Werhun and Cox [63]
hypothesized that extremely low self-reported anxiety sen-
sitivity (AS) may not actually represent “normal” psy-
chological health but rather maladaptive defensive coping.
In support of this hypothesis, they found that SDE was
negatively associated with AS and that when presented with
a hypothetical health problem, individuals with low AS
were less likely to choose a task-oriented response and
more likely to choose denial and self-deceptive responses
compared to mid- and high-AS groups. In other words,
rather than directly facing and dealing with a potential
health problem, those with low AS were more likely to
choose ego-defense strategies (denial) and ego-
enhancement strategies (SDE).

3. Conclusions, Hypotheses, and
Future Directions

There is substantial evidence supporting both sides of the
argument about the consequences of SDE. On the one hand,
SDE appears to help individuals maintain a positive self-
image and high self-esteem, thereby facilitating a subjective
experience of resilience in the face of physical and emotional
discomfort, uncertainty, negative feedback, and even trau-
matic events. Additionally, SDE is negatively correlated with
self-reported  depressive symptomatology, suggesting
a mood-buffering effect of SDE. On the other hand, despite
these apparent benefits, there are noteworthy negative
consequences of SDE. In particular, SDE that involves
distortion or neglect of certain undesirable aspects of reality
appears to hamper logical information processing and
learning. While SDE may foster temporary protection from
self-esteem threats and negative affect, ultimately, it appears
to block accurate appraisal of situations and subsequent
response modulation, potentially hindering genuine goal
attainment and personal improvement. Furthermore, SDE
appears to play a role in enabling unethical, even violent

behavior and has been implicated as a maintaining factor in
substance abuse disorders.

How can we understand these apparently contradictory
findings, particularly in contrast to the more positive verdict
that appeared to emerge from Dufner et al’s [6] meta-
analysis? One plausible explanation is that, while SDE ap-
pears beneficial in the short term, it leads to negative
consequences in the long term. Unlike the many cross-
sectional studies showing positive associations between
SDE and well-being, many of the studies that included
a longitudinal component found negative associations be-
tween SDE and longer-term functional outcomes, such as
learning [20] and substance use treatment attendance and
recovery [21]. Thus, it is possible that if longitudinal out-
come data had been collected in studies showing positive
concurrent associations between SDE and well-being, these
associations may have reversed over time, as was indeed the
case for the interpersonal adjustment outcomes reviewed in
Dufner et al.’s [6] meta-analysis.

Another likely explanation has to do with our inclusion
of studies assessing performance-based or behavioral out-
comes of SDE, which were omitted from Dufner et al.’s [6]
meta-analysis. These relatively objective outcomes, such as
problem-solving ~ [29], learning from  feedback
[10, 20, 47, 71], and perpetration of domestic violence
[11, 41], were disproportionately more likely to show neg-
ative associations with SDE than were the more subjective,
largely self-reported outcomes captured by Dufner et al’s
“personal adjustment” construct. Thus, we suggest that
studies finding positive associations between SDE and self-
reported desirable outcomes such as self-esteem and emo-
tional well-being do not necessarily corroborate the benefits
of SDE but instead may reflect the tendency of high self-
enhancers to deceive themselves and others about their
actual level of well-being.

The findings of this review should be considered in light
of several limitations. First, the widespread use of self-
report measures to assess both SDE and the associated
outcomes in many of the studies reviewed is inherently
problematic for several reasons. First, it may be that the
self-report SDE measures capture a mix of truthful (even if
mistaken) and truth-distorting self-assessments, such that
an overall higher score on these measures does not accu-
rately demonstrate higher levels of SDE. Second, those who
self-enhance on an SDE measure are also likely to un-
derreport experiences, symptoms, or personal qualities that
are negatively valanced, and vice versa. In this light, it is
possible that our current understanding of SDE greatly
underestimates its negative consequences. Additionally,
the majority of studies included in this review involved
samples of college students, which limits the generaliz-
ability of findings to a circumscribed age, racial, and so-
cioeconomic demographic.

Despite these limitations, based on the literature
reviewed, self-deceptive enhancement is a compelling
construct that deserves further investigation in order to
clarify its clinical implications. Further clinical research is
necessary to examine whether SDE plays a maintaining role
in other forms of psychopathology beyond substance use
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disorders. To fully capture and understand the phenomenon
of self-deception, future research should explore not only
positively biased forms of self-deception but also the pos-
sibility of negatively biased forms of self-deception (see [8],
for examples). Additionally, further research is necessary to
more clearly delineate the constructs of self-deception and
positive illusions and situate them with respect to related
constructs (e.g., cognitive biases and defense mechanisms).
Given the problematic nature of studying SDE using self-
report measures, future studies should include clinician-
rated measures of psychopathology. Future research should
also focus on developing and validating observer-based (e.g.,
clinician-coded) and indirect or implicit measures of SDE so
that clinicians can better identify this distortion as it occurs
in their patients.

The negative consequences of SDE and the possibility
that it acts as a maintaining factor for psychopathology
have important treatment implications. Developing in-
terventions that specifically target SDE (e.g., self-honesty
intervention, Gorlin [72], 2023) may be an important new
clinical route to improve psychotherapy’s effectiveness
across diverse patient demographics and diagnoses, par-
ticularly in treating chronic or treatment-resistant cases.
Psychoeducation about SDE that normalizes the allure of
the short-term benefits while highlighting the long-term
costs may be an important therapeutic intervention for
particularly ambivalent or treatment-resistant patients.
There is convergence across many psychotherapeutic ori-
entations around the importance of increasing clients’
accurate awareness of their inner worlds and the reality of
the external world that shapes them. This awareness of and
ability to face painful truths is at the heart of therapeutic
change; however, cultivating and maintaining the moti-
vation to do the hard work of ongoing, honest self-
examination is also often among the most challenging
parts of therapy. Consequently, it is not difficult to un-
derstand why clients engage in self-deceptive defense
mechanisms over the course of therapy [73]. However, self-
deceptive strategies (whether engaged consciously or un-
consciously), though they provide momentary and un-
derstandably desirable relief, obscure reality and therefore
the ability to achieve lasting change. Thus, it is possible that
incorporating interventions targeted at the reduction of
SDE over the course of treatment may support better
mental health outcomes.

Lastly, it is important to take into account cultural con-
siderations related to SDE. Given the relative homogeneity of
participant samples in the reviewed positive illusion/self-
deception literature, future research should include more di-
verse samples. Furthermore, while there have been some
findings supporting higher levels of self-deception among
minority groups [23], these results should be interpreted with
caution given differences in cultural attitudes about self-pre-
sentation and the potential discrimination that minority groups
face, which may make positively biased self-beliefs a helpful
corrective against such negative systemic biases. In summary,
researchers and clinicians would do well to reconsider whether
the subjective, short-term enticement of SDE is outweighed by
its objective, longer-term costs to human flourishing.

Journal of Theoretical Social Psychology

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare that they have no conflicts of interest.

References

[1] M. D. Alicke and O. Govorun, “The better-than-average ef-
fect,” in The Self in Social Judgment, M. D. Alicke,
D. A. Dunning, and J. I. Krueger, Eds., pp. 85-106, Psychology
Press, London, UK, 2005.

[2] S.E. Taylor and J. D. Brown, “Illusion and well-being: a social
psychological perspective on mental health,” Psychological
Bulletin, vol. 103, no. 2, pp. 193-210, 1988.

[3] W.von Hippel and R. Trivers, “The evolution and psychology
of self-deception,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, vol. 34,
no. 1, pp. 1-16, 2011.

[4] Z.Chance, F. Gino, M. Norton, and D. Ariely, “The slow decay
and quick revival of self-deception,” Frontiers in Psychology,
vol. 6, p. 1075, 2015.

[5] S. Makridakis and A. Moleskis, “The costs and benefits of
positive illusions,” Frontiers in Psychology, vol. 6, p. 859, 2015.

[6] M. Dufner, J. E. Gebauer, C. Sedikides, and J. Denissen, “Self-
enhancement and psychological adjustment: a meta-analytic
review,” Personality and Social Psychology Review, vol. 23,
no. 1, pp. 48-72, 2019.

[7] M. M. Maurer and D. Daukantaité, “Revisiting the organismic
valuing process theory of personal growth: a theoretical re-
view of Rogers and its connection to positive psychology,”
Frontiers in Psychology, vol. 11, p. 1706, 2020.

[8] E. Gorlin and R. Schuur, “Nurturing our better nature:
a proposal for cognitive integrity as a foundation for au-
tonomous living,” Behavior Genetics, vol. 49, no. 2, pp. 154-
167, 2019.

[9] E. Levi and E. Bachar, “The moderating role of narcissism on
the relationship between posttraumatic growth and PTSD
symptoms,” Personality and Individual Differences, vol. 138,
pp. 292-297, 2019.

[10] J. B. Peterson, C. G. DeYoung, E. Driver-Linn et al., “Self-
deception and failure to modulate responses despite accruing
evidence of error,” Journal of Research in Personality, vol. 37,
no. 3, pp. 205-223, 2003.

[11] M. Vecina, “How can men convicted of violence against
women feel moral while holding sexist and violent attitudes?
A homeostatic moral model based on self-deception,”
American Journal of Men’s Health, vol. 12, no. 5, pp. 1554-
1562, 2018.

[12] D. L. Paulhus and D. B. Reid, “Enhancement and denial in
socially desirable responding,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, vol. 60, no. 2, pp. 307-317, 1991.

[13] H. A. Sackeim and R. C. Gur, “Self-deception, other-
deception, and self-reported psychopathology,” Journal of
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, vol. 47, no. 1, pp. 213-215,
1979.

[14] R. R. Holden and G. C. Fekken, “Balanced inventory of de-
sirable responding,” in Encyclopedia of Personality and In-
dividual Differences, V. Zeigler-Hill and T. K. Shackelford,
Eds., Springer International Publishing, pp. 1-4, Berlin,
Germany, 2017.

[15] M. D. L. V. Moral and C. Sirvent, “Evaluation of self-de-
ception: validation of the TAM-40 inventory,” International
Journal of Psychology and Psychological Therapy, vol. 14, no. 2,
pp. 203-216, 2014.

[16] C. Sirvent, J. Herrero, M. D. L. V. Moral, and
F. J. R. Rodriguez, “Evaluation of self-deception: factorial



Journal of Theoretical Social Psychology

structure, reliability and validity of the SDQ-12 (self-
deception questionnaire),” PLoS One, vol. 14, no. 1, Article ID
€0210815, 2019.

[17] K. S. Beauregard and D. Dunning, “Turning up the contrast:
self-enhancement motives prompt egocentric contrast effects
in social judgments,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, vol. 74, no. 3, pp. 606-621, 1998.

[18] J. Brookings and A. Serratelli, “Positive illusions: positively
correlated with subjective well-being, negatively correlated
with a measure of personal growth,” Psychological Reports,
vol. 98, no. 2, pp. 407-413, 2006.

[19] J. D. Brown, “Evaluations of self and others: self-enhancement
biases in social judgments,” Social Cognition, vol. 4, no. 4,
pp. 353-376, 1986.

[20] Z.Chance, M. Norton, F. Gino, and D. Ariely, “Temporal view
of the costs and benefits of self-deception,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, vol. 108, no. 3, pp. 15655-
15659, 2011.

[21] J. Ferrari, D. Groh, G. Rulka, L. Jason, and M. Davis, “Coming
to terms with reality: predictors of self-deception within
substance abuse recovery,” Addictive Disorders and Their
Treatment, vol. 7, no. 4, pp. 210-218, 2008.

[22] R. H. Gramzow, A. J. Elliot, E. Asher, and H. A. McGregor,
“Self-evaluation bias and academic performance: some ways
and some reasons why,” Journal of Research in Personality,
vol. 37, no. 2, pp. 41-61, 2003.

[23] G. Gudjonsson and E. Moore, “Self-deception and other-
deception among admissions to a maximum security hos-
pital and a medium secure unit,” Psychology, Crime and Law,
vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 25-31, 2001.

[24] S. Gupta and G. A. Bonanno, “Trait self-enhancement as
a buffer against potentially traumatic events: a prospective
study,” Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and
Policy, vol. 2, no. 2, pp. 83-92, 2010.

[25] G. Gushue, A. Walker, and M. Brewster, “Motivation and
color-blind racial attitudes among White psychology
trainees,” Training and Education in Professional Psychology,
vol. 11, no. 2, pp. 78-85, 2017.

[26] J. Hrgovi¢ and I. Hromatko, “Self-deception as a function of
social status,” Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences, vol. 13, no. 3,
pp. 223-234, 2019.

[27] S. Humberg, M. Dufner, F. D. Schonbrodt et al., “Is accurate,
positive, or inflated self-perception most advantageous for
psychological adjustment? A competitive test of key hy-
potheses,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
vol. 116, no. 5, pp. 835-859, 2019.

[28] L.D.Jamner and G. E. Schwartz, “Self-deception predicts self-
report and endurance of pain,” Psychosomatic Medicine,
vol. 48, no. 3, pp. 211-223, 1986.

[29] E. A.Johnson, N. Vincent, and L. Ross, “Self-Deception versus
self-esteem in buffering the negative effects of failure,” Journal
of Research in Personality, vol. 31, no. 3, pp. 385-405, 1997.

[30] T. E. Joiner, J. A. Kistner, N. E. Stellrecht, and K. A. Merrill,
“On seeing clearly and thriving: interpersonal perspicacity as
adaptive (not depressive) realism (or where three theories
meet),” Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, vol. 25, no. 5,
pp. 542-564, 2006.

[31] Y.-H. Kim and C.-Y. Chiu, “Emotional costs of inaccurate
self-assessments: both self-effacement and self-enhancement
can lead to dejection,” Emotion, vol. 11, no. 5, pp. 1096-1104,
2011.

[32] C. Kobayashi and J. D. Brown, “Self-esteem and self-
enhancement in Japan and America,” Journal of Cross-
Cultural Psychology, vol. 34, no. 5, pp. 567-580, 2003.

11

[33] S. Lamba and V. Nityananda, “Self-deceived individuals are
better at deceiving others,” PLoS One, vol. 9, no. 8, Article ID
el04562, 2014.

[34] S. Lee and H. Klein, “Relationships between conscientious-
ness, self-efficacy, self-deception, and learning over time,”
Journal of Applied Psychology, vol. 87, no. 6, pp. 1175-1182,
2002.

[35] D. Lester, “Is a multiple self healthy or pathological?” Psy-
chological Reports, vol. 109, no. 2, pp. 600-602, 2011.

[36] J. Liu, W. Zhang, Y. Zhan et al., “The effect of negative
feedback on positive beliefs in self-deception,” Frontiers in
Psychology, vol. 10, p. 702, 2019.

[37] H. J. Lu and L. Chang, “The association between self-
deception and moral self-concept as functions of self-
consciousness,” Personality and Individual Differences,
vol. 51, no. 7, pp. 845-849, 2011.

[38] C. D. Lynn, R. N. Pipitone, and J. P. Keenan, “To thine own
self be false: self-deceptive enhancement and sexual awareness
influences on mating success,” Evolutionary Behavioral Sci-
ences, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 109-122, 2014.

[39] J. M. Martinez-Gonzilez, R. Vilar Lopez, E. Becona Iglesias,
and A. Verdejo-Garcia, “Self-deception as a mechanism for
the maintenance of drug addiction,” Psicothema, vol. 28, no. 1,
pp. 13-19, 2016.

[40] J. J. Martocchio and T. A. Judge, “Relationship between
conscientiousness and learning in employee training: medi-
ating influences of self-deception and self-efficacy,” Journal of
Applied Psychology, vol. 82, no. 5, pp. 764-773, 1997.

[41] D. Marzana, M. Vecina, and S. Alfieri, “The morality of men
convicted of domestic violence: how it supports the main-
tenance of the moral self-concept,” Violence and Victims,
vol. 31, no. 6, pp. 1155-1170, 2016.

[42] D. Mijovic-Prelec and D. Prelec, “Self-deception as self-sig-
nalling: a model and experimental evidence,” Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London-Series B, vol. 365,
no. 1538, pp. 227-240, 2010.

[43] O. Moore, E. Cassidy, A. Carr, and E. O’Callaghan, “Un-
awareness of illness and its relationship with depression and
self-deception in schizophrenia,” European Psychiatry, vol. 14,
no. 5, pp. 264-269, 1999.

[44] S. Murray, J. Holmes, and D. Griffin, “The benefits of positive
illusions: idealization and the construction of satisfaction in
close relationships,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, vol. 70, no. 1, pp. 79-98, 1996.

[45] J. K. Norem, “Defensive self-deception and social adaptation
among optimists,” Journal of Research in Personality, vol. 36,
no. 6, pp. 549-555, 2002.

[46] Z. Otter and V. Egan, “The evolutionary role of self-deceptive
enhancement as a protective factor against antisocial cogni-
tions,” Personality and Individual Differences, vol. 43, no. 8,
pp. 2258-2269, 2007.

[47] J. B. Peterson, E. Driver-Linn, and C. G. DeYoung, “Self-
deception and impaired categorization of anomaly,” Per-
sonality and Individual Differences, vol. 33, no. 2, pp. 327-340,
2002.

[48] A. Pittarello, D. Motro, E. Rubaltelli, and P. Pluchino, “The
relationship between attention allocation and cheating,”
Psychonomic Bulletin and Review, vol. 23, no. 2, pp. 609-616,
2015.

[49] M. Pompili, P. Iliceto, D. Luciano et al., “Higher hopelessness
and suicide risk predict lower self-deception among psychi-
atric patients and non-clinical individuals,” Rivista di Psi-
chiatria, vol. 46, no. 1, pp. 24-30, 2011.



12

[50] R.Raskin, J. Novacek, and R. Hogan, “Narcissism, self-esteem,
and defensive self-enhancement,” Journal of Personality,
vol. 59, no. 1, pp. 19-38, 1991.

[51] G. M. Reed, M. E. Kemeny, S. E. Taylor, H.-Y. ]. Wang, and
B. R. Visscher, “Realistic acceptance as a predictor of de-
creased survival time in gay men with AIDS,” Health Psy-
chology, vol. 13, no. 4, pp. 299-307, 1994.

[52] M. D. Robinson and C. D. Ryff, “The role of self-deception in
perceptions of past, present, and future happiness,” Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, vol. 25, no. 5, pp. 596-608,
1999.

[53] D. L. Roth and R. E. Ingram, “Factors in the self-deception
questionnaire: associations with depression,” Journal of Per-
sonality and Social Psychology, vol. 48, no. 1, pp. 243-251,
1985.

[54] M. K. Smith, R. Trivers, and W. von Hippel, “Self-deception
facilitates interpersonal persuasion,” Journal of Economic
Psychology, vol. 63, pp. 93-101, 2017.

[55] J. E. Starek and C. F. Keating, “Self-deception and its re-
lationship to success in competition,” Basic and Applied Social
Psychology, vol. 12, no. 2, pp. 145-155, 1991.

[56] J. Strom and D. F. Barone, “Self-deception, self-esteem, and
control over drinking at different stages of alcohol in-
volvement,” Journal of Drug Issues, vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 705-714,
1993.

[57] M. K. Surbey, “Adaptive significance of low levels of self-
deception and cooperation in depression,” Evolution and
Human Behavior, vol. 32, no. 1, pp. 29-40, 2011.

[58] S. E. Taylor and P. M. Gollwitzer, “Effects of mindset on
positive illusions,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology, vol. 69, no. 2, pp. 213-226, 1995.

[59] S. E. Taylor, J. S. Lerner, D. K. Sherman, R. M. Sage, and
N. K. McDowell, “Are self-enhancing cognitions associated
with healthy or unhealthy biological profiles?” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 85, no. 4, pp. 605-615,
2003.

[60] M. Tester and D. Gleaves, “Self-deceptive enhancement and
family environment: possible protective factors against in-
ternalization of the thin ideal,” Eating Disorders, vol. 13, no. 2,
pp. 187-199, 2005.

[61] J. Tomaka, J. Blascovich, and R. M. Kelsey, “Effects of self-
deception, social desirability, and repressive coping on psy-
chophysiological reactivity to stress,” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, vol. 18, no. 5, pp. 616-624, 1992.

[62] S. W. Wakeman, C. Moore, and F. Gino, “A counterfeit
competence: after threat, cheating boosts one’s self-image,”
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, vol. 82, pp. 253-
265, 2019.

[63] C. D. Werhun and B. J. Cox, “Levels of anxiety sensitivity in
relation to repressive and self-deceptive coping styles,”
Journal of Anxiety Disorders, vol. 13, no. 6, pp. 601-609, 1999.

[64] G. R. T. Wright, C. J. Berry, C. Catmur, and G. Bird, “Good
liars are neither “dark” nor self-deceptive,” PLoS One, vol. 10,
no. 6, pp. 01273155-e127411, 2015.

[65] O. H. Yan and G. A. Bonanno, “How self-enhancers adapt
well to loss: the mediational role of loneliness and social
functioning,” The Journal of Positive Psychology, vol. 10, no. 4,
pp. 370-382, 2015.

[66] S.B.Eysenck, H.J. Eysenck, and P. Barrett, “A revised version
of the psychoticism scale,” Personality and Individual Dif-
ferences, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 121-129, 1985.

[67] M.F. Scheier and C. S. Carver, “Optimism, coping, and health:
assessment and implications of generalized outcome expec-
tancies,” Health Psychology, vol. 4, no. 3, pp. 219-247, 1985.

Journal of Theoretical Social Psychology

[68] D. L. Paulhus, Paulhus Deception Scales (PDS): The Balanced
Inventory of Desirable Responding-7, Springer, Berlin, Ger-
many, 1998.

[69] D. P. Crowne and D. Marlowe, “A new scale of social de-
sirability independent of psychopathology,” Journal of Con-
sulting Psychology, vol. 24, no. 4, pp. 349-354, 1960.

[70] L. B. Alloy and L. Y. Abramson, “Judgment of contingency in
depressed and nondepressed students: sadder but wiser?”
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, vol. 108, no. 4,
pp. 441-485, 1979.

[71] Z. Chance and M. I. Norton, “The what and why of self-
deception,” Current Opinion in Psychology, vol. 6, pp. 104
107, 2015.

[72] E. 1. Gorlin, “Changing for real, not just for pretend: a proposed
framework for understanding and therapeutically promoting
self-honesty,” 2023, https://osf.io/preprints/psyarxiv/.

[73] A. Babl, M. Grosse Holtforth, J. C. Perry et al., “Comparison
and change of defense mechanisms over the course of psy-
chotherapy in patients with depression or anxiety disorder:
evidence from a randomized controlled trial,” Journal of
Affective Disorders, vol. 252, pp. 212-220, 2019.


https://osf.io/preprints/psyarxiv/



