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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’

Abstract

This study analysed adolescents' self-representation construction process, relying on
the Looking Glass Self Hypothesis (LGSH) in parent-child relationships. More precisely, it
analysed the mediating role of mothers' and fathers' reflected appraisals (i.e., adolescents'
perceptions of their parents' appraisals of them) in the association between parents’ actual
appraisals and adolescents' self-representations. Participants were 221 adolescents, 12 to 16
years old (Mage = 13.7, SD = 1.24; 58.6% girls), and their parents (mother and father). The
standard paradigm was used to measure the LGSH elements: self-representations were
measured with the Self-Representation Questionnaire for Adolescents, which was reworded
to measure parents' actual and reflected appraisals. Structural equation modelling with
bootstrap estimation supported the LGSH for all self-representation domains under analysis.
Results revealed full mediation of mothers’ reflected appraisals in associations between
mothers’ actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations for the instrumental and
social domains, and partial mediation for the emotional and opposition domains. As for
fathers, full mediation was found for the instrumental, social and opposition dimensions,
while partial mediation was observed for the emotional dimension. Results are discussed
considering the specificities of the adolescent-mother/father relationship and the different
self-representation domains.

Keywords: Adolescents, Looking-glass self, Self-representations, Parents’ actual

appraisals; Parents’ reflected appraisals
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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 2

‘Why do I think what I think I am?’: Mothers’ and fathers’ contributions to
adolescents’ self-representations

The experience of a sense of self is one of the defining characteristics of being human
(Oyserman, 2015). In the latest theories and contemporary research, self-concept is
conceptualized as a dynamic and multidimensional system in which information about the
self is organized into differentiated contextual and domain-specific self-representations
(Oosterwegel & Oppenheimer, 2002; Oyserman et al., 2012). Self-representations are
constructed in an open-ended process throughout the individuals’ development, involving
different aspects of their biological, physical, cognitive, emotional and social worlds (e.g.,
Harter, 2015; Paulus et al. 2018). Given the significance of the self-concept for adaptive
development and behavior (Pfeifer & Berkman, 2018), psychological research has been
highly interested in investigating the predictors of individuals’ self-representations.

Even though the construction of people’s self-representations requires their own
perspectives about themselves and introspection, a substantial body of research suggests that
self-knowledge sources are also based on social interactions, including not only individuals’
perceptions and ratings of how they are perceived by others — that is, others’ reflected
appraisals —, but also how others actually perceive and rate those individuals’ personal
attributes — that is, others actual appraisals (e.g., Bollich et al., 2011; Van der Cruijsen et al.,
2019; Harter, 2015; Noels et al., 2010). As proposed by the self-other asymmetry model
(Vazire, 2010), while individuals have privileged knowledge about some aspects of
themselves (e.g., thoughts, feelings, private behaviours), research has indicated that they also
have blind spots in their self-knowledge (Gallrein et al., 2013; Vazire & Carlson, 2010,
2011). Others can often contribute additional valid information about an individual that he or
she is unable or unwilling to provide through introspection alone. Others, especially close

ones (Bollich et al., 2011), may have more accurate knowledge about features of the
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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 3

individual that are more observable (e.g., dominant, funny) and evaluative (e.g., attractive,
intelligent), compared to the individuals themselves (Jackson et al., 2015). Thus, one
uniquely promising aspect of reflected appraisal as a route to self-knowledge is that if gives
people new information to consider (Bollich et al., 2011). Consistent with this line of
reasoning, neural evidence showing that people allocate significantly more attention to the
reflected appraisals than to introspection supports the notion that reflected appraisals are a
main source for people’s knowledge about themselves (Xu et al., 2015).

The role of others in the construction of individuals’ self-representations was
articulated in the symbolic interactionism theoretical framework (Cooley, 1902/1964; Mead,
1934), which conceives the self as a social construction (Swann & Bosson, 2010), asserting
that the way individuals see themselves is strongly influenced by their experiences in social
contexts. Cooley (1902/1964) proposed the Looking-glass Self Hypothesis (LGSH) to
articulate his notion about the role of significant others on one’s self-representation
construction process, arguing that what individuals think about themselves reflects how they
perceive to be perceived by significant others (Bollich & Varize, 2011). This process of
internalization of others’ perceptions of the individual in self-representation was systematized
by Kinch (1963), who proposed a causal model according to which what others actually think
of the individual (i.e., others’ actual appraisals) influences the individual’s perceptions about
what others think about him (i.e., others’ reflected appraisals), which, in turn, influences
individual’s self-representations; that is, self-representations are indirectly influenced by
others’ actual appraisals of the individual, through others’ reflected appraisals (Stets et al.,
2020). This model has been the groundwork of research focusing on the test of the LGSH
(e.g., Nurra & Pansu, 2009; Wallace & Tice, 2012). However, research on the LGSH has
provided mixed results: even though associations between others’ reflected appraisals and

self-representations have been found, associations between others’ actual appraisals and self-
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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 4

representation, and between others’ actual appraisals and others’ reflected appraisals have not
been consistently verified (Hergovich et al., 2002; Shrauger & Schoeneman, 1979; Wallace
& Tice, 2012).

This inconsistency of findings highlighted the fact that individual’s reflected
appraisals may or may not accurately reflect others’ actual appraisals. Several reasons have
been proposed to explain variation in reflected appraisals accuracy. First, social
communication is diluted by norms of politeness and simple reluctance to give negative
feedback; people are not always honest when telling others what they think of them (Fish et
al., 2017). Thus, reflected appraisals are shaped by a set of cues that can be often incomplete
or ambiguous, which can undermine individuals’ accuracy in perceiving others’ appraisals of
them (Wallace & Tice, 2012).

Second, even when people do honestly tell individuals what they think of them, the
receptor of such feedback does not passively accept that information. Instead, the self
actively processes and selects (and sometimes distorts) information from the social world
(Stets et al., 2020). People often use self-deception processes to help them avoid facing
disagreeable facts about themselves (Harter, 2015; Sedikides & Gregg, 2008; Zell et al.,
2020). Being subjective variables, others’ reflected appraisals could difficultly be immune to
the individual’s own perspective and be solely informed by others’ actual appraisals
communicated in social interactions. When evaluating others’ perceptions about themselves,
people also inevitably use private information that others do not have (Chambers et al., 2008;
Vazire & Carlson, 2011).

Third, the extent to which ones’ reflected appraisals are permeable to the available
information about others’ actual appraisals also depends on the characteristics of the social
relationships considered (Bollich et al., 2011; Wallace & Tice, 2012; Young & Martin, 2003).

Even though the construction of one’s self-schemas is informed by social interactions in
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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 5

general, as well as by the wider social and cultural social context, it is also recognized that
some social relationships are more relevant than others in this process (Oyserman & Markus,
1993; Oyserman et al., 2012). Indeed, one of the strongest reasons appointed to the weak or
inexistent association between others’ actual appraisals and others’ reflected appraisals is that
many tests of the LGSH have not considered individuals’ significant others (Cook &
Douglas, 1998; Kenny & DePaulo, 1993). When outlining the LGSH, Cooley (1902) argued
that reflected appraisals are more likely to become assimilated into the individual’s self-
concept if he/she considers the other person as significant. Close or significant others, such as
parents and friends, are likely to have more information about an individual’s personal
attributes than strangers (Vazire, 2010). In relationships with significant others, where
frequent communication and interaction are more likely, the cues about close others’ actual
appraisals are more frequently available and more likely to be regularly observed by the
target individual, thus allowing him/her to have a better awareness of significant others’
actual appraisals of them (Cook & Douglas, 1998). More recent evidence has revealed that
people are more confident about their reflected appraisals regarding informants they are
closer to or who they know longer (Carlson & Furr, 2013). In addition, research has indicated
that close others make more accurate appraisals than others in general and thus are a more
accurate source of feedback for self-knowledge than less close acquaintances (Bollich et al.,
2011; Vazire, 2010; Vazire & Carlson, 2010, 2011). In line with these arguments and
evidence, research on the LGSH has emphasized the relevance of the relationship context in
which it is tested. Studies examining the LGSH in the context of relationships with
significant others (e.g., parent-child, romantic relationships, peers) have supported the
influence of significant others on individuals’ self-representations and suggested that this is
mediated by significant others’ reflected appraisals (Bois et al., 2005; Hergovich et al., 2002;

Ichiyama, 1993; Murray et al., 2000; Nurra & Pansu, 2009).
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Additionally, research on the LGSH has often neglected individuals’ development
phase. Most of the studies showing weak or lack of support of the LGSH have been
conducted with college students whose self-representations may be more consolidated and,
consequently, less susceptible to the influence of others (Kenny & DePaulo, 1993; Pfeifer et
al., 2009). Given that self-concept is most malleable in early life, significant others,
especially parents, are particularly influential in shaping the construction of individuals’ self-
representations across childhood and adolescence in almost every domain of activity
(Carmichael et al., 2007; Paulus et al., 2018). Indeed, studies developed with children (e.g.,
Bois et al., 2005; Nurra & Pansu, 2009) have found support for the mediation effect proposed
in the LGSH. Studies with adolescents, however, have been scarce, even though research
consistently indicates that adolescence is an important period for self-development, marked
by an intense exploration of the self (Klimstra et al., 2016; Harter, 2015).

The multiple normative developmental changes at the biological, cognitive, and social
levels that take place in adolescence enable and enhance the increasing differentiation of the
self (Pfeifer & Peake, 2012; Sawyer & Azzopardi, 2018). Namely, changes at the neural and
cognitive development level lead to an increase in introspection, self-awareness, and concern
with self-image (Pfeifer & Berkman, 2018; Pfeifer et al., 2013; Ray et al., 2009). The
proliferation of social roles and contexts provide a multiplicity of information to consider in
constructing one’s self-representations (Jankowski, et al., 2014). The acquisition of new
cognitive and social skills allows changes in how individuals perceive themselves, leading to
a greater abstraction, complexity and multiplicity of self-representations (Steinberg, 2013).
This is accompanied by a heightened self-consciousness that leads to increased concerns
about the self and to a greater self-awareness of how one is perceived by others (Pfeifer et al.,
2009; Harter, 2015). At the same time, significant physical and social transformations also

shape their representations of themselves (Meeus, 2011). Visible physical changes in the
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‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 7

body contribute to the relevance attributed to physical appearance self-representations during
this developmental phase (Harter, 2015; Mustillo et al., 2012).

In this scenario of ongoing developmental transformations, increasing differentiation
of the self, challenged sense of self-coherence, the quest for a coherent sense of self is a
major developmental task in this phase (Becht et al., 2016; van Doeselar et al., 2018). As
adolescents try to figure out what others think about themselves in order to decide which
information to include in their self-definitions, the influence of the opinions of others,
especially significant or close ones (e.g., parents, friends), become especially expressive in
this development phase (Van der Crujien et al., 2019; Harter, 2015; Jankowski et al., 2014).
Indeed, neural evidence has shown that reflected appraisals affect the self-appraisals of
adolescents more than adults’ (Van der Crujien et al., 2019; Pfeifer et al., 2009; Pfeifer et al.,
2013). Therefore, the lack of studies testing the LGSH with adolescents is a gap to be filled in
research on the symbolic interactionism perspective.

Studies with children that include different significant others (e.g., Pfeifer et al., 2009;
Nurra & Pansu, 2009) suggest that the test of the LGSH should take into account the
significant others considered as well as the self-representation dimensions evaluated, given
that specific significant others influence specific self-representation domains differentially
(Van der Cruijen et al., 2018). Specifically, Nurra and Pansu’s study (2009) supported the
LGSH and found that, while teachers’ influence was only observed in the academic and
social domains, parents’ influence was significant in all domains of children’s self-perception
evaluated. In turn, Pfeifer’s et al. (2009) results indicated that adolescents attach more value
to the perspective of friends for evaluations of social attributes, but more value to mothers’
perspective for evaluations of academic attributes. Regarding the potential contributions of
different significant others to the construction of self-representations in adolescence, although

peers become increasingly prominent in adolescents’ significant relationships network (e.g.,
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Harter, 2015; Jankowski et al., 2014; Pfeifer & Peake, 2012), interactions with parents still
continue to have a pivotal role as building blocks for self-construction (e.g., Gniewosz et al.,
2012, 2015; McLean, 2016; Nurra & Pansu, 2009).

Although the studies with children, developed by Nurra and Pansu (2009), Bois et al.
(2005) and Hergovich et al. (2002), represent an important advance in research on the LGSH,
in both studies mothers’ and fathers’ actual perceptions were analysed together, as one
variable. However, prior research has shown that mothers and fathers can play different roles
in their children’s self-concept development (Dailey, 2009, 2010; McGrath & Repetti, 2000).
Dailey (2009, 2010) has argued that differences in communication with both parents, as well
as in adolescents’ expectations of mothers and fathers, may account for the differential role of
mothers and fathers on adolescents’ self-concept. To date, most research comparing mothers’
and fathers’ parenting behavior indicates that that mothers are generally more sensitive
toward their children than fathers (e.g., Barnett et al., 2008; Hallers-Haalboom et al., 2014,
2017). These differences may be related with mothers spending on average two to three times
as much time with their children than fathers do (Huerta et al., 2013), due to which they
might have more knowledge of their children’s behaviour and attributes. Based on these
parent gender differences, adolescents’ interactions with their mother and father might yield
differences in their feedback regarding self-relevant information, which can be reflected in
differences between mothers’ and fathers’ role in their children’s self-concept.

Consistent with these arguments, research on the role of significant others on
children’s and adolescents’ self-representation construction process has suggested that
mothers’ and fathers’ influence differ from one another, showing a greater impact of mothers’
actual appraisals on children’s self-representations, as compared to fathers’. For example,
Hergovich et al. (2002) found that mothers’, but not fathers’, actual appraisals predicted

children’s self-perceptions in several dimensions (e.g., general school competence).



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 9

However, fathers’ reflected appraisals predicted children’s’ self-perceptions in some
dimensions (e.g., physical competence). Indeed, research suggests that differences between
the roles of mothers and fathers emerge more in parents’ reflected appraisals than in parents’
actual appraisals. In line with this assumption, Brewin, Andrews and Furnham (1996) found
that adolescents perceived a higher level of approval from their mothers, as compared to their
fathers, even though no differences were found between mothers’ and fathers’ evaluations of
approval regarding their children. Moreover, adolescents’ perception of their mothers’
approval (i.e., mothers’ reflected appraisals) mediated the relationship between mothers’
actual approval (i.e., mothers’ actual appraisals) on adolescents’ self-evaluations, but the
same was not observed regarding the influence of the fathers. These authors suggested that
such findings could be related with the fact that mothers’ influence may occur more through
the expression of approval, while fathers’ influence might happen in a more subliminal way.
Another study (McGrath & Repetti, 2000) found that, for mothers, it was their level of
satisfaction that was associated with children’s self-perceptions, while for fathers, the
importance attributed to school performance was associated with their daughter’s self-
perception of school competence. Taken together, these studies suggest that research focused
on analysing the role of significant others on adolescents’ self-representations construction
should look into the specific influence of both mothers and fathers.

Based on this theoretical and empirical background, this study aimed to test the LGSH
in the parent-adolescent relationship context. Specifically, we analysed the mediating role of
parents’ reflected appraisals (i.e., adolescents’ representations about how they are perceived
by their parents) in the relationship between parents’ actual appraisals (i.e., what parents
actually think of their child) and adolescents’ self-representations, in the adolescent-mother
and adolescent-father relationships separately. In line with the LGSH, three relationships

among the model variables were expected: 1) actual appraisals would be associated with
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adolescents’ self-representations (i.e., a significant total effect of actual appraisals on self-
representations); 2) actual appraisals would be associated with reflected appraisals; and 3)
reflected appraisals would be associated with adolescents’ self-representations. In addition, it
was expected that both mothers’ and fathers’ reflected appraisals would mediate associations
between their actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations. That is, the strength of
the association between parents’ actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations would
decrease when considering the effect of reflected appraisals.
Method

Participants

Participants were 221 adolescents and their parents. Of these, 195 cases included both
parents’ reports, and 26 included only one parent’s report, of which 22 were mothers’ reports
and four were fathers’ reports. Adolescents (58.6% girls) were 12 to 16 years old (M = 13.7;
DP = 1.24); 35.1% attended the seventh grade, 39.4% eighth grade, 16.8% ninth grade, and
8.7%, tenth grade. Regarding adolescents’ academic attainment, 67% reported to never have
failed a grade; 29% stated to have failed (44 failed once; 20, twice; and one three times); and
4.1% did not answer this question. Regarding household characteristics, 80.5% of adolescents
lived with their father and 14.5% stated to not live with their father (5.0% did not answer this
question). Almost all adolescents (91.9%) lived with their mother and only 1.8% did not
(6.3% did not answer this question). As for the participating parents, mothers were 28 to 56
years old (M = 40.53; SD = 4.64) and fathers 31 to 60 years old (M = 43.66; SD = 4.92).
Mothers and fathers presented similar characteristics regarding their academic degree. For
fathers, 22% completed elementary school; 17.6%, sixth grade; 22.5% ninth grade; 18.7%
high school; and 19.2%, college education. As for mothers, 20.0% completed elementary
school; 18.4%, sixth grade; 19.5%, ninth grade; 18.4%, high school; and 23.8%, college

educations.
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Measures

Self-representations. The Self-Representation Questionnaire for Adolescents
(SRQA; Martins 2013; Silva, Martins, & Calheiros, 2016). The SRQA consists of 18
attributes (10 positive - e.g., happy, intelligent; and 8 negative - e.g., sad, lazy). Adolescents
were asked to indicate to what extent each attribute generally describes them, in a 5-point
Likert scale, from 1 (I am not at all like this) to 5 (I am exactly like this). Regarding the
development of this measure, two procedures were used for the attributes’ identification:
word frequency lists (e.g., schoolbooks word frequency) and an open-ended questionnaire.
Additionally, to select the attributes, two criteria were adopted: 1) frequency, that is, the
selection of attributes more often mentioned; and 2) identification of an equivalent number of
positive and negative attributes. This procedure was complemented with the analysis of the
attributes’ relevance and valence (Martins & Calheiros, 2012). SRQA comprises six factors:
Instrumental (five attributes: responsible, organized, messy, hard-working and misbehaved);
Social (four attributes: caring, nice, friend, and helpful); Intelligence (two attributes:
intelligent and smart); Emotional (three attributes: sad, lonely and angry), Physical
appearance (two attributes: pretty, ugly); and Opposition (two attributes: grouchy and
stubborn). The negative attributes are reverse scored. As such, higher values in each
dimension represent more favourable self-representations. A confirmatory factor analysis of
this structure, using AMOS (v. 25; Arbuckle, 2017a) provided a good model fit: *(118) =
258.92, p <.001; y/df=2.158; CFI = .90; RMSEA = 0.06 (Martins et al., 2015).

Parents’ actual appraisals and reflected appraisals. In order to assess parents’
actual appraisals and parents’ reflected appraisals at the same level of specificity of
adolescents’ self-representations, that is, taking into account the same self-representation
domains and respective attributes, the classic procedure (e.g., Nurra & Pansu, 2009) was used

to measure the LGSH components. Therefore, the instruments to measure parents’ actual
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appraisals and parents’ reflected appraisals were adapted from the self-representations
measure by rewording its composing items in order to tap parents’ representations and
adolescents’ perceptions of their parents’ representations (e.g., Hergovich et al., 2002; Nurra
& Pansu, 2009).

Parents’ Actual Appraisals. To measure parents’ actual appraisals, both parents were
asked to rate to what extent each of the SRQA 18 attributes generally described their child, in
a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (not at all like this) to 5 (exactly like this). Hence, this measure
was obtained by rewording the SRQA items segment “I am...” into “My son/daughter is...”

Parents’ Reflected Appraisals. Likewise, to measure parents’ reflected appraisals,
adolescents were asked to rate their perceptions about to what extent both their parents’
thought that each of the SRQA 18 attributes generally described them (i.e., the adolescents),
in a 5-point Likert scale, from 1 (not at all like this) to 5 (exactly like this). To that end the
measure was obtained by rewording SRQA items segment “I am...” into “My mother/father
thinks I am...” Adolescents rated mothers’ reflected appraisals and fathers’ reflected
appraisals separately.

Factor validity of parents’ actual appraisals and reflected appraisals measures. In
order to identify the structure underlying the measures of parents’ actual and reflected
appraisals, exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were conducted through Principal Axis
Factoring method. These analyses revealed that six items — intelligent, smart, handsome,
ugly, misbehaved and angry — did not meet the criteria for retention in the EFAs and/or were
not organized in the same dimensions for all respondents and/or. In addition, to assess
parents’ reflected appraisals and parents’ actual appraisals at the same level of specificity of
adolescents’ self-representations, that is, considering the same self-representation domains
and its composing attributes, these six items were removed from the analysis. This way, the

LGSH could be tested with the attributes that were organized in the same dimensions for all
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respondents and perspectives. Thus, each measure of the LGSH elements — self-
representations, mothers’ reflected appraisals, fathers’ reflected appraisals, mothers’ actual
appraisals, and fathers’ actual appraisals — was composed of 12 items organized in four
factors: Instrumental (organized, responsible, untidy, hard-working), Social (nice, helpful,
friendly, caring), Emotional (sad and lonely) and Opposition (grouchy and stubborn). In all
measures, the dimensions showed moderate to good reliability levels (Self-representations:
Instrumental o = .77, Social a = .69, Emotional r = .47 p < .01, Opposition r = .46 p <.01;
Mothers’ reflected appraisals: Instrumental o = .82, Social o = .73, Emotional r =.55 p < .01,
Opposition r = .51 p <.01; Fathers’ reflected appraisals: Instrumental a = .81, Social a = .79,
Emotional r = .54 p < .01, Opposition r = .53 p <.01; Mothers’ actual appraisals:
Instrumental o = .77, Social a = .74, Emotional r = .50 p < .01, Opposition r =.37 p <.01;
Fathers’ actual appraisals: Instrumental o = .74, Social a = .70, Emotional r = .56 p < .01,
Opposition r = .35 p <.01). The factor validity of all five measures structure was tested
through confirmatory factor analyses using AMOS (v. 25; Arbuckle, 2017a). All five models
tested presented a good fit to the data — Self-representations: y*(48) = 88.260 p < .001, y*/df
=1.839, CFI = .92, RMSEA = .06; Mothers’ actual appraisals: y*(49) = 82.902 p < .001,
7/df=1.692, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .06; Mothers’ reflected appraisals: y*(49)=91.103 p <
001, /df=1.750, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .06; Fathers’ actual appraisals: y*(49) =73.533 p
<.001, /2/df=1.480, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .05; and Fathers’ reflected appraisals: y*(49) =
82.280 p <.001, */df=1.667, CF1= .94, RMSEA = .06).

Alternative models. Since both measures of self-representation and meta-
representation were answered by the same participant — the adolescent — it is necessary to
understand whether these measures are indeed different or if they form part of the same
dimension. Thus, two alternative models to the proposed model were tested: 1) a model in

which the corresponding self-representations and reflected appraisals dimensions were
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specified as being part of the same second-order factor (model 1), and 2) a model in which
the dimensions of self-representations and reflected appraisals were correlated (model 2).
These alternative models did not fit the data well [Alternative model 1: *(244) = 841.286 p <
001, */df=3.45, CF1 = .68, RMSEA = .11; Alternative model 2: *(237) =545.011 p <
001, /2/df=2.30, CFI = .83, RMSEA = .08], thus supporting the organization of the factors
of self-representations and reflected appraisals factors in separate models, as reported above.
Procedure

Initially, public schools in three different Portuguese municipalities — Lisbon
(Portuguese capital and largest city), Mafra (a mainly rural municipality within Lisbon
district), and Castelo Branco (a city in Central Portugal) were contacted, in order to obtain
their authorization to conduct the study. Following schools’ authorization, parents were sent a
consent form and an envelope with the questionnaires. Consent forms and filled out
questionnaires were then returned to the schools in a sealed envelope. Parents’ consent rate
was 80.0%. After parents’ consent was obtained, adolescents’ questionnaires were group
administered in a classroom setting. This process took approximately 30 minutes. At the start
of the assessment, adolescents were told that the study focused on what adolescents think of
themselves, that their participation was voluntary, and they could choose not to participate if
they desired. Participants’ anonymity was guaranteed, and they were assured that information
would be used only for research purposes. Adolescents were then asked to sign a consent
form. Finally, the instructions of each questionnaire were read prior to adolescents started to
fill it out.
Data analyses

The LGSH model was tested through two structural equation models using Analysis
of Moment Structures (AMOS, v. 25; Arbuckle, 2017a) with bootstrap estimation: one

considering the adolescent-mother relationship and another considering the adolescent-father



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 15

relationship. In both models the variables instrumental, social, emotional and opposition were
specified as latent variables. The instrumental and social variables/dimensions were measured
through four manifest indicators each, and the emotional and opposition variables/dimensions
were measured through two manifest indicators each. Structural paths were estimated
between a) mothers/fathers’ actual appraisals and mothers/fathers’ reflected appraisals, b)
mothers/fathers’ reflected appraisals and adolescent’s self-representations, and c)
mothers/fathers’ actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations.

Associations between variables were specified allowing correlations between factors’
estimation errors to be freely estimated, based on modification indices and theoretical
interpretability. Given that adolescents’ self-representations and parents’ reflected appraisals
were rated by the same respondent (i.e., the adolescent), the measure errors of the self-
representations indicators were allowed to correlate between the self-representations and
parents’ reflected appraisals dimensions, based on modification indices and theoretical
interpretability. Multiple indices of fit were examined to determine the adequacy of the tested
models’ fit to the data. Criteria for evaluating model fit were the following; the relative y*
index (y*/df) values < 2 (Arbuckle, 2017b), the comparative fit index (CFI) approaching 1,
and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) < .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999;
Kline, 2015).

Thus, self-representations, mother’s reflected appraisals, father’s reflected appraisals,
mother’s actual appraisals and father’s actual appraisals consisted of four latent variables:
Instrumental (four manifest indicators), Social (four manifest indicators), Emotional (two
manifest indicators), and Opposition (two manifest indicators). A bootstrap approach (Shrout
& Bolger, 2002) was used to test our mediation hypotheses, by performing a nonparametric
resampling method (bias-corrected bootstrap; Preacher & Hayes, 2004) with 1000 resamples

drawn with replacement from the original sample to derive the 95% confidence interval for
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the indirect effect. Next, given the cross-sectional nature of the data, we tested an alternative
model that was the reverse of the LGSH model, to exclude the possibility that the reverse
order of the variables in the mediation models would result in full or partial mediation as
well. We did so for both the adolescent-mother and adolescent-father models.
Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

For descriptive purposes, means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of the
study variables are presented in Table 1. The correlations were generally consistent with the
theorized pattern of relationships. Self-representations showed moderate to strong
correlations with both mothers’ and fathers’ reflected appraisals in all dimensions evaluated,
and moderate correlations with mothers’ and fathers’ actual appraisals in all representation
dimensions. Likewise, both for mothers and fathers, actual appraisals were moderately
correlated to reflected appraisals. Not surprisingly, results showed strong correlations found
between mothers’ and fathers’ reflected appraisals, and moderate correlations between
mothers’ and fathers’ actual appraisals.

[INSERT TABLE 1]

Mediation model

Model 1. LGSH in the adolescent-mother relationship. Test of the overall model of
mother’s reflected appraisals mediating role between mother’s actual appraisals and
adolescent’s self-representations provided an acceptable fit to the data: y*(565) = 849.097, p
<.001, y*/df=1.50, CFI = .90, RMSEA = .05. As shown in Figure 1, results reveal that
mothers’ actual appraisals total effect on adolescents’ self-representations was strong and
significant in all the dimensions: instrumental, social, emotional, and opposition, indicating
that the higher (i.e., more positive) the mothers’ actual appraisals in a given dimension, the

higher the adolescents’ self-representations in that same dimension. Regarding associations
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between mothers’ actual appraisals and reflected appraisals, these were also significant for all
the dimensions included in the model, indicating that the higher (i.e., more positive) the
mothers’ actual appraisals, the higher the mothers’ reflected appraisals. Likewise, mothers’
reflected appraisals had a positive and significant effect on adolescents' self-representations
in all the dimensions. The model explained approximately 81% of self-representations
variance in the instrumental dimension, 69% in the social dimension, 67% in the emotional
dimension, and 79% in the opposition dimension.

A bootstrap estimation revealed significant indirect effects of mothers’ actual
appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations through mothers’ reflected appraisals in all
self-representation dimensions: instrumental = .58, p =.001, social f= .44; p =.001,
emotional (B =.31; p =.009, and opposition f=.36; p =.001) dimensions. Results also
showed that, regarding the instrumental and social dimensions, the direct effect of mothers’
actual appraisals on self-representations were non-significant (i.e., mothers’ actual appraisals
effect on self-representations was fully mediated by mothers’ reflected appraisals). In
contrast, for the emotional and opposition dimensions, although there was a significant
decrease in the total effect of mothers’ actual appraisals on self-representations, the direct
effect was still significant (i.e., mothers’ actual appraisals effect on self-representations was
partially mediated by mothers’ reflected appraisals). Thus, these findings support the LGSH
in the adolescent-mother relationship (i.e., the mediating role of mothers’ reflected appraisals
in associations between mothers’ actual appraisals and self-representations) (Figure 1).

Alternative model. We compared the fit of this model with the fit of an alternative
model that was the reverse of the LGSH model. Results showed that the model we proposed
fit the data better than the reverse model: A%(2) = 15.646, p < .001.

Model 2. LGSH in the adolescent-father relationship. Similar to model 1, fit

indices analysis of the model examining fathers’ reflected appraisals mediating role in
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fathers’ actual appraisals effects on adolescents’ self-representations indicated an adequate
model fit to the data: y*(572) = 817.414, p < .001, y*/df = 1.42, CFI1 = .90, RMSEA = .05). As
shown in Figure 2, results revealed that fathers’ actual appraisals total effect on adolescents’
self-representations was strong and significant in all the dimensions: instrumental, social,
emotional, and. The higher (i.e., more positive) the fathers’ actual appraisals in a given
dimension, the higher the adolescents’ self-representations in that same dimension. Fathers’
actual appraisals effects on fathers’ reflected appraisals were also positive and significant in
all the dimensions. That is, the higher (i.e., more positive) the fathers’ actual appraisals, the
higher the fathers’ reflected appraisals. As for associations between fathers’ reflected
appraisals and adolescents' self-representations, results also revealed positive and significant
effects in all dimensions. The entire model explained 72% of self-representations variance in
the instrumental dimension, 74% in the social dimension, 88% in the emotional dimension,
and 99% in the opposition dimension.

A bootstrap estimation revealed significant indirect effects of fathers’ actual
appraisals on self-representations through fathers’ reflected appraisals in the instrumental (S
=.37; p=.001), social (f=.41; p=.001), emotional (f=.61; p =.001) and opposition (=
.56; p =.001) dimensions. Results also showed that the direct effects of fathers’ actual
appraisals on self-representations were non-significant for all dimensions, except for the
instrumental dimension, indicating full mediation of fathers’ reflected appraisals in
associations between fathers’ actual appraisals and adolescents' self-representations for the
social, emotional, and opposition dimensions. Therefore, these findings support the LGSH in
the adolescent-father relationship (Figure 2).

Alternative model. We compared the fit of this model with the fit of an alternative
model that was the reverse of the LGSH model. Results showed that the model we proposed

fit the data better than the reverse model: A *(2) = 15.363, p < .001.
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Discussion

The aim of the present study was to test the Looking-Glass Self Hypothesis (LGSH),
through structural equation modelling, considering the relationship between 12 to 16 years
old adolescents and their parents (mother and father). Considering both adolescent-mother
and adolescent-father relationship, the LGSH was supported in this study, for each of the four
dimensions analysed (instrumental, social, emotional and opposition). In addition, in the
adolescent-mother relationship model, findings showed full mediation for the instrumental
and social dimensions, and partial mediation for the emotional and opposition dimensions; in
the adolescent-father relationship model, total mediation was shown for the social, emotional
and opposition dimensions. Therefore, these findings support the assumption that what
parents think of their sons and daughters (i.e., parents’ actual appraisals) is associated with
what adolescents think of themselves (i.e., self-representations) through what adolescents
think their parents think of them (i.e., parents’ reflected appraisals). These findings support
the results obtained in previous studies conducted with children focused on their self-
perceptions of competence (e.g., Bois et al., 2005; Nurra & Pansu, 2009), in which the LGSH
was supported regarding perceived academic, physical and behavioural skills, and social
acceptance (Nurra & Pansu, 2009), and athletic skills (Bois et al., 2005).

Research on the LGSH has emphasized the importance of the dimensions assessed,
not only because it has been shown that in some dimensions specific others’ contribution is
stronger (e.g., Nurra & Pansu, 2009; Van der Cruijen et al., 2018), but also because the
dimensions assessed have to be relevant to the target — in this case, the adolescents — as well
as to the specific others under consideration and their relationship with the target (Cook &
Douglas, 1998). Based on these claims, in this study, the factor analyses conducted with the
measures used to assess the LGSH components allowed the test of this hypothesis with the

dimensions and their composing attributes that were relevant for both the target (i.e.,
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adolescents) and the observer (i.e., parents). Additionally, many of the identified attributes
reflect behavioural aspects that can be observed and communicated through interactions with
others. This reinforces the argument of the importance of the assessment of dimensions that
are likely to be communicated and to provide observable clues of how the observer perceives
the target (Cook & Douglas, 1998; Wallace & Tice, 2012).

As previously mentioned, a substantial body of research on reflected appraisals
precision has suggested that individuals are not very precise in perceiving how others
perceive them (e.g., Kenny & DePaulo, 1993; Shrauger & Schoeneman, 1979). Nevertheless,
it has also been demonstrated that in relationships with close others, in which there are more
opportunities for communication of one’s perceptions, interactions between the target and the
observer, and a greater motivation to pay attention to the clues and feedback provided by the
observer, it is possible to observe a stronger and more significant association between what
others actually think and individuals perception of how they are perceived by others (Biesanz
et al., 2007; Carlson et al., 2010, 2011; Cook & Douglas, 1998; Human & Biesanz, 2011).
Therefore, in this study, the LGSH was tested in a close relational context with both parents
as the significant others.

Findings of this study also emphasise the importance of including both mothers and
fathers in understanding the process of self-representation construction, since the LGSH was
supported considering both parents’ contributions to adolescents’ self-representations.
Additionally, while the mothers’ role has been usually emphasized in the analysis of parents’
impact on the individual’s development, the fathers’ role, although also recognized as
important by both researchers and laypeople, has been notoriously less explored in research
on adolescence (e.g., Phares et al., 2005; Phares et al., 2009). Therefore, in the present study,
the inclusion of fathers not only contributed to address underrepresentation of fathers in the

literature, but it also added to the existing evidence by suggesting that fathers’ role in
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adolescents’ self-representation construction process is as relevant as mothers’ role.

Furthermore, given the previous evidence accounting for differences between the
influence of mothers and fathers on adolescents’ self-concept (Dailey, 2009, 2010;
Herzgovich et al., 2002; McGrath & Repetti, 2000), their influence was analysed in separate
models — one model for the adolescent-mother relationship and another for the adolescent-
father relationship — thus allowing a deeper understanding of how such influence occurs.
Indeed, although in the present study the LGSH was supported in both models for all the
dimensions evaluated, the pattern of results was not exactly the same for the two models: in
the adolescent-mother relationship model, associations between mothers’ actual appraisals
and self-representations were fully mediated by mothers’ reflected appraisals in the
instrumental and social dimensions, and partially mediated for the emotional and opposition
dimensions; in the adolescent-father relationship model, full mediation was found in the
social, emotional and opposition dimensions, and partial mediation was observed in the
instrumental dimension. These differences might reflect differences in the patterns of
relationship between the adolescents and both parents (Smetana et al., 2015; Tsai et al.,
2013).

Specifically, regarding the instrumental dimension, in which, full mediation was
found only in the adolescent-mother relationship model, a possible explanation might be that
adolescents are generally closer and spend more time in direct interactions with mothers than
with fathers (Hoeve et al., 2011; Tsai et al., 2013). Therefore, mothers typically have a
greater involvement in these everyday aspects (i.e., messy, organized, hardworking and
responsible) and, thus, in their interactions with their adolescent sons/daughters, are more
likely to communicate appraisals regarding these characteristics (McKinney & Renk, 2008).

As for the emotional and opposition dimensions, in which full mediation was found

only in the adolescent-father relationship model, this may be related with the fact that



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

‘WHY DO I THINK WHAT I THINK I AM?’ 22

adolescents typically perceive less support in their relationship with their father than in their
relationship with their mother (e.g., Dailey, 2009; Hoeve et al., 2011; Van Horn & Marques,
2000). As such, appraisals regarding these dimensions of self-representations — which include
attributes such as stubborn, grouchy, angry and sad — may be more frequently communicated
and, therefore, more incorporated in fathers’ reflected appraisals by the adolescents.

In addition to the specificity of significant others’ influence, research on the process
self-representations construction has also emphasized the importance of considering the
dimensions under analysis, given that such influence might vary depending on the
representation contents under analysis as well as on the specific others that are considered
(e.g., Nurra & Pansu, 2009; Van der Cruijen et al., 2018). In the present study, although all
self-representations dimensions evaluated were significantly predicted by both parents’ actual
appraisals and reflected appraisals, results showed that the instrumental dimension had the
stronger effect of parents’ actual appraisals on parents’ reflected appraisals and on self-
representations, for both adolescent-mother and adolescent-father relationship’s models. This
finding is in line with the literature emphasizing that significant others’ influence on
individuals’ self-representation may be stronger in some dimensions than others (Bois et al.,
2005; Branje et al., 2003; Pfeifer et al., 2009; Van der Cruijen et al., 2018), especially those
including more observable characteristics (Bollich et al., 2011, Vazire, 2010; Vazire &
Carlson, 2011; Wallace & Tice, 2012), such as the attributes composing the instrumental
dimension (i.e., organized, messy, hardworking and responsible). Withal, the inclusion of
other significant others from adolescents’ social network in the test of the LGSH could
emphasize other self-representations dimensions as more permeable to those significant
others’ influence (Nurra & Pansu, 2009). For example, based on the results of prior research
(Pfeifer et al., 2009), it can be hypothesized that peers’ influence could be stronger for the

social self-representations, which includes attributes such as friendly, caring, nice and
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helpful; and that parents’ influence could be stronger in the instrumental dimension, which
includes the attributes responsible, organized, hardworking and untidy would remain
relevant, even after considering the influence of peers.

Despite the positive aspects of the study, at least two main limitations should be
considered in the interpretation of the results. Most importantly, even though our findings are
in line with our theoretical reasoning, the cross-sectional design of this study does not allow
us to draw strong conclusions on the causal relationships implied in our hypothesis. Indeed,
the direction of some of the hypothesized relationships could be debatable. Namely, the
association between reflected appraisals and self-perception could have an opposite direction
than the one proposed in the LGSH model, thus reflecting a projection effect (e.g., Nurra &
Pansu, 2009). However, there are reasons to doubt that a projection effect would, on itself,
explain these mediational pathways. First, the direction of effects proposed by the LGSH has
been previously supported in longitudinal studies (e.g., Bellmore & Cillessen, 2007; Bois et
al., 2005). Second, as also emphasized by Nurra and Pansu (2009), there would be no reason
for the actual appraisals direct effect on adolescents’ self-representations (i.e., the effect of
actual appraisals, controlling for the effect of reflected appraisals) to be significantly lower
than the total effect. Third, the alternative model, testing the reverse direction of effects, was
not supported. Thus, consistent with findings from research on meta-accuracy (Carlson et al.,
2011), despite the potential effect of adolescents’ own self-views on their reflected appraisals,
results of this study indicate that they also look into parents’ feedback and perceive their
actual appraisals with sufficient accuracy. Thus, even though these findings must be
interpreted with caution, they provide important insights for future studies on the LGSH.
Still, future research focused on testing the LGHS in the parent-adolescent relational context
should include longitudinal design studies with autoregressive controls in order to provide a

stronger empirical support of the theoretical assumption that parents’ actual appraisals
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influence adolescents’ self-representations through parents’ reflected appraisals.

Another shortcoming of this study worth mentioning is that only parents were
included as significant others. However, adolescence is marked by an increase in individuals’
social network and in peers’ importance. With age, the agreement between individuals’ self-
representations and peers’ appraisals of the individual increases (Renk & Phares, 2004).
Furthermore, research about family’s influence on children’s self-representations has
emphasized the role of siblings (Dailey, 2010). Therefore, future studies should consider
other significant others in the analysis of the LGSH. Finally, although fathers’ and mothers’
specific influence was supported, inclusion of more significant others could add to the debate
on the specific vs. generalized influence.

Notwithstanding these limitations, findings of this study have important practical
implications. Specifically, the associations among parents’ actual appraisals, adolescents’
reflected appraisals, and self-representations point to the need of including parents and other
close significant others as key agents in interventions aimed at enhancing adolescents’ self-
representations. Such interventions should also focus on increasing parents’ awareness about
the potential effects of the feedback they give their children regarding their characteristics. To
that end, such interventions should also target parent-child communication so that parents can
be better aware of how adolescents perceive, understand and accommodate their parents’
feedback and behaviour in their self-construction process. Parents’ stimulation of positive
reflected appraisals and self-representations in their children should rely on clear feedback
contingent on adolescents’ behaviour. This way adolescents will be better able to relate their
attributes to their actual skills and not be too dependent on external feedback. Regarding
implications for future research, this study reinforces the importance of relying in close

significant others to understand adolescents’ self-representation construction process.
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Table 1

Correlations among the model variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
1. LSR
2. S.SR 2937 e
3. E.SR -015  -150"  -----
4. O.SR =201 .096 001 -
5. . MRA 800" 2617 -144"  -189"  -—---
6. S.MRA 319" 639" -204™  -.057 428" -
7. E. MRA -128  -340™ 580"  -.011 -199" -359™
8. O0.MRA -253" .030 .040 7407 -282  -139 029 -
9. 1. MAA 599" 169" -.036 -132 591 183" -105  -206™  -----
10. S. MAA A58 3757 -192 118 216" 479 2277 -133 2697 -
11. E. MAA -191™ =232 378" 023 =257 2417 329 076 -279"  -264" e
12. 0. MAA -2117 -.052 .120 439" 2747 21737 .090 4627 -261" -156" A37 -
13. 1. FRA 750" 286" 137  -.161" 843 407 -179" -238" 516" 214 240" -177° -
14. S. FRA 285" 609" -227" 083 349" 746" 2292 011 194" 397" L2417 046 446" —e-
15. E. FRA -057  -235"  .616™  -.035 -132 =219 724" -011 -044  -196™ 3127 109 -1877 -286T -
16. 0. FRA -324™  -.035 -041 655"  -371"  -149° .013 856" 272" -117 .045 464" -333" 003 -.031 -
17. 1. FAA 459" .054 -.099 -084 363"  .161" -140  -171" 621 190" -216" -157° 435" 186"  -156" -203"" -
18. S. FAA 122 303 -.103 -.057 .019 411 -166"  -.039 .092 4247 169" .054 125 364™ 211 -070 276" -
19. E. FAA .012 -124 336  -.059 -.062 -110 270" .023 -.089 -135 418" .053 -.108 -.115 .365™ 033 2417 -2427 -
20. O. FAA =245 -.047 .071 394" -190™  -.186™  .024 441" -182"  -.052 .089 503" 188" -.027 .078 47272230 -133 A300 -
Mean 3.44 4.14 1.73 3.56 3.37 4.11 1.63 3.60 3.44 4.26 1.91 3.46 3.37 4.05 1.65 343 3.40 4.22 1.94 3.30
SD .80 46 .82 97 94 .68 .82 1.10 .85 .61 99 1.00 92 .67 .82 1.15 78 .59 94 1.02

Note: 1 = Instrumental; S = Social; E = Emotional; O = Opposition; SR = Self-representations; MRA = Mother’s reflected appraisals; FRA = Father’s reflected appraisal;
MAA = Mother’s actual appraisals; FAA = Father’s actual appraisals. *p <.05 ** p <.01
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Figure 1. Model examining mothers’ reflected appraisals as mediators on the
association between mothers’ actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations.
Beta coefficients in brackets refer to the total effect of mothers’ actual appraisals on
adolescents’ self-representations. AA = Actual appraisals; RA = Reflected appraisals.
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Figure 2. Model examining fathers’ reflected appraisals as mediators of the association
between fathers’ actual appraisals and adolescents’ self-representations. Beta
coefficients in brackets refer to the total effect of fathers’ actual appraisals on
adolescents’ self-representations. AA = Actual appraisals; RA = Reflected appraisals.
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