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n a world filled with mysteries, one might hope to take solace in there being at

least one thing we can know with certainty, namely, ourselves. Indeed, Descartes’
famous declaration “I think therefore I am” is fundamentally grounded in the obser-
vation that knowledge of the occurrence of our own thoughts is the only thing we can
know with utmost assurance. While the privileged knowledge of the existence of our
own experience may well represent a critical foundation for constructing an under-
standing of reality (e.g., Schooler, Hunt, & Schooler, 2011), alas, even this apparent
epistemological stronghold has its weaknesses, In particular, while our knowledge of
the existence of our experience may be unassailable, we can nevertheless be victims
to major blind spots! with respect to both the contents of our thoughts and the nature
of our personal dispositions.

The example of mind wandering while reading nicely illustrates the limitations
of our knowledge of the current contents of thought. In many situations there can be
some genuine practical advantage to mind wandering. Examples such as a long drive,
a tedious lecture, or a shower all represent situations in which it may be possible to
reflect on one’s experiences or to plan one’s day without unduly compromising per-
formance on the primary activity. But reading is a special case, in that there is argu-
ably no circumstance in which it is possible to read successfully while simultaneously
thinking about topics entirely unrelated to what is being read. In such cases, one is
simply getting further and further away from the place in the text that will have to be
returned to once one’s engagement in mindless reading is finally noticed. Neverthe-
less, despite its evident futility, most of us are all too familiar with the experience of

77

Vazireindh 77 @ 2012 11:12:48 AM



78 THE ORIGINS AND NATURE OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE

suddenly realizing that while our eyes have been dutifully moving across the page,
our minds have been fundamentally elsewhere. While the regular practice of such
futile musings might initially seem paradoxical, their occurrence gains greater clarity
when understood in terms of the notion that we can temporarily lose track of the cur-
rent contents of thought (Schooler, 2002). Accordingly, as we discuss in greater detail
shortly, the reason why people’s minds wander during reading, even though this is an
entirely self-defeating activity, is simply that they have temporarily lost track of the
fact that their minds have strayed from the text.

While our awareness of the current contents of thought is one domain in which
our self-knowledge can be sorely lacking, it is not the only area. Given that we are
constant witnesses to our every experience, it might seem as if we should have a
reasonably firm understanding of our basic traits and predispositions. And indeed,
such a view has some merit. The predictive success of personality measures stems
to a significant degree from the fact that individuals are in many cases able to pro-
vide reasonably accurate reports of their general predispositions. Nevertheless, recent
research suggests that there are times when individuals can be notably uncertain
about important personal predispositions, and in particular, their capacity for gener-
ous behavior. As will be argued, not only do people maintain significant uncertainty
about such traits, but this uncertainty can also serve as motivation for prosocial
behavior. Accordingly, when uncertainty about their capacity for prosocial behavior
is made salient, people become motivated to resolve the ambiguity by engaging in
prosocial behaviors so as to persuade themselves that they do in fact possess this
trait.

In this chapter we review evidence for blind spots both in our awareness of the
current contents of thought (in particular, the occurrence of mind wandering), and
in our certainty regarding personal predispositions (in particular, the capacity for
generosity). As will be seen, an understanding of blind spots in mental contents and
personal traits is markedly enhanced by a consideration of the role of motivation.
Under some circumstances individuals may be motivated to turn a blind eye to genu-
ine self-knowledge, whereas in other contexts, self-knowledge can be an important
motivating factor driving people to engage in behaviors that may (accurately or inac-
curately) inform their self-understanding.

Limitations in Awareness of the Contents of Thought

Consideration of evidence in support of the claim that one can lose track of the con-
tents of one’s own mind may be clarified by first introducing a distinction between
two ways in which individuals can be conscious of an experience. In one sense, indi-
viduals are always conscious of any experience they are having. If an individual is
experiencing a daydream, then, by definition, that daydream is conscious. In this
sense, the person can be said to be experientially conscious of the daydream. At the
same tme, if we do not explicitly realize that we are daydreaming, then we may be
said to lack “meta-awareness” of the fact that we were daydreaming. The example
of mind wandering while reading thereby illustrates a distinction between experi-
ence and meta-awareness (Schooler, 2002). Accordingly, experience or experiential
consciousness corresponds to the contents of consciousness, in this case, whatever it
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is that the person is daydreaming about. In contrast, meta-awareness, also known
as meta-consciousness or metacognitive awareness, can be defined as one’s explicit
knowledge about the current contents of thought. The sudden noticing that one’s
mind has wandered represents a canonical example of a state of experiential con-
sciousness reaching meta-awareness. Other examples include explicitly identifying
one’s emotional state (Schooler 8 Mauss, 2009), recognizing the occurrence of an
unwanted thought (Wenzlaff & Wegner, 2000; Winkielman & Schooler, 2009), and
appreciating that one is employing a particular mental strategy (Schooler & Small-
wood, 2009). In short, whereas experiential consciousness is a continuous process
that carries on throughout waking hours, meta-awareness is an intermittent process
whereby individuals only periodically take stock of what they are thinking about (for
recent reviews, see Chin & Schooler, 2010; Winkielman & Schooler, 2011).

In recent years, a growing body of research has supported the contention that
individuals are only intermittently meta-aware of the experience of mind wandering
(i.e., of the fact that their attention has drifted away from a task to unrelated concerns).
This claim is supported by two strands of evidence, both revealing the frequency and
consequences of mind wandering without meta-awareness: the self-caught/probe-
caught paradigm and the zone-out/tune-out paradigm (Schooler, Smallwood, et al.,
2011). We review each in turn.

Self-Caught/Probe-Caught Mind Wandering

One approach for documenting mind wandering in the absence of meta-awareness is
combining self-catching and experience-sampling measures into a single paradigm.
The self-catching measure asks participants to press a response key every time they
notice for themselves that they have engaged in mind wandering. This measure pro-
vides a straightforward assessment of the mind-wandering episodes that have reached
meta-awareness. By contrast, the experience-sampling measure probes participants at
unpredictable intervals to ask whether they were mind wandering. When used in con-
junction with the self-caught measure, experience sampling can catch people mind
wandering before they notice it themselves.

A number of studies have effectively used the self-caught/probe-caught method-
ology to illuminate the relationship between mind wandering and meta-awareness.
This approach was initially used to examine mind wandering while reading (Schooler,
Reichle, & Halpern, 2004). Whereas participants regularly self-caught themselves
mind wandering (approximately four times in a 45-minute period), they nevertheless
were regularly caught mind wandering (about 15% of experience-sampling probes).
Strikingly, and in support of the fundamental difference between mind-wandering
episodes that are accompanied versus not accompanied by meta-awareness, there
was a strong correlation between probe-caught mind wandering and comprehension
performance, but no such relationship occurred with self-caught mind wandering. It
may be that when individuals self-catch mind-wandering episodes, they are able to
engage in the self-regulation process necessary to avoid comprehension failures.

Further evidence that meta-awareness of mind-wandering episodes allows self-
regulation comes from comparison of gaze behavior prior to self-caught and probe-
caught mind wandering. In an eye-tracking experiment, the eye movements of readers
became especially erratic, with fewer words being fixated and more off-text fixarions,
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in the 2.5 seconds immediately before the subjects’ self-caught mind wandering
(Reichle, Reineberg, & Schooler, 2010). This finding suggests that either an increas-
ing meta-awareness of mind wandering leads readers to more completely disengage
from the text, or that the especially erratic movement of the eyes causes readers to
become meta-aware of their own mind wandering. Future research will be necessary
to disentangle these two accounts and to better understand the relationship among
mind wandering, meta-awareness of such lapses, and eye movements during read-
ing.

Additional studies have examined the impact of two mind-altering experiences
hypothesized to undermine individuals’ meta-awareness: alcohol intoxication and
cigarette craving. In one study,54 male social drinkers consumed a moderate dose of
alcohol (0.82 g/kg) or a placebo beverage, then performed a task assessing mind wan-
dering during reading (Sayette, Reichle, & Schooler, 2009). Compared with those
who drank the placebo, participants who drank alcohol were more likely to report
that they were mind wandering when probed. After accounting for this increase in
mind wandering, alcohol also lowered the probability of catching oneself mind wan-
dering. These data suggest that alcohol increases mind wandering while simultane-
ously reducing the likelihood of noticing one’s mind wandering.

In another study, 44 smokers, who were either nicotine-deprived (crave condi-
tion) or nondeprived (low-crave condition), performed the same mind-wandering task
used in the previously described alcohol study (Sayette, Schooler, & Reichle, 2010).
Smokers in the cigarette-crave condition were significantly more likely than the low-
craving smokers to acknowledge that their mind was wandering when they were
probed. When this more than threefold increase in zoning out was accounted for,
craving also lowered the probability of self-catching mind wandering. As with the
alcohol findings discussed earlier, it appears that cigarette craving simultaneously
increases mind wandering while reducing the metacognitive capacity to notice it. The
findings derived from the self-caught/probe-caught paradigm therefore suggest that
the failures of self-regulation associated with both alcohol consumption and cigarette
craving may result from a compromised ability to notice one’s distracted state and
therefore regulate it accordingly.

Experience Sampling of Aware versus Unaware Mind wandering

A second methodology that has been used to examine fluctuations in meta-awareness
of mind wandering entails combining the experience-sampling methodology with
a judgment of participants’ immediately prior state of meta-awareness. In this pro-
cedure, participants are intermittently queried regarding whether or not they were
mind wandering, and if mind wandering, are asked to indicate whether they had
been aware of this fact. In response to such queries, participants routinely indicated
that they had been unaware of their mind wandering up until the time of the probe.
Moreover, when participants classify mind-wandering episodes as unaware, their
performance and neurocognitive activity systematically differ from when they report
having been aware that they were mind wandering.

Consistent with findings using the self-caught/probe-caught methodology, ret-
rospective classifications of unaware mind-wandering episodes (termed zoning out)
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and aware episodes (termed tuming owut) indicate that zoning out is more strongly
associated with comprehension failures than tuning out (Smallwood, McSpadden,
& Schooler, 2008). Similarly, reports of zoning out seem to be most closely linked
to failures in response inhibition (Smallwood, McSpadden, Luus, & Schooler, 2008;
Smallwood, Beach, Schooler, & Handy, 2008) and in understanding the narrative
structure of a novel (Smallwood, McSpadden, & Schooler, 2008), Together these
results suggest that mind wandering in the absence of awareness is especially damag-
ing to task performance.

Neurocognitive measures also reveal differences in the degree of activation
between mind-wandering episodes that have been classified as aware versus unaware.
In a combined experience sampling/functional magnetic resonance imaging study,
mind wandering with awareness activated similar brain regions to those observed
during mind wandering without awareness (Christoff, Gordon, Smallwood, Smith,
& Schooler, 2009). These brain regions, however, were more strongly activated when
mind wandering occurred without awareness. This greater activation is consistent
with the results of behavioral studies indicating a more severe performance detriment
associated with zoning out. The anterior prefrontal cortex (Brodmann’s area) was one
brain region that was significantly more strongly recruited during unaware episodes
of mind wandering. Notably, anterior prefrontal cortex recruitment has been directly
linked to engagement of cognitive meta-awareness (Gallagher & Frith, 2003). The
observation that this same brain region became specifically more recruited during
unaware episodes of mind wandering may seem surprising at first. However, the
anterior prefrontal cortex may be involved in mind wandering through its role in the
maintenance of thought. Its recruitment during mind wandering in the absence of
awareness may make it more difficult for meta-awareness to be implemented.

The Relationship between Motivation and Self-Knowledge
of Fleeting Mental States

The evidence reviewed so far suggests that fluctuations of meta-awareness of mind
wandering may be a natural consequence of inherent limitations in cognitive capac-
ity. Being meta-aware of one’s mental states is necessarily a resource-demanding
task, so it is not always feasible to dedicate resources both to the task at hand and
to meta-awareness of ongoing mental processes. Evidence consistent with this view
comes from the finding that manipulations that compromise cognitive resources (e.g.,
alcohol, craving) specifically undermine individuals® capacity to notice thar they are
mind wandering.

While simple limits in cognitive resources are certainly one compelling source of
variations in meta-awareness of mental states, they are not the only source. In par-
ticular, it seems likely that motivation may also play a role. Indeed, the relationship
between motivation and meta-awareness may well go both ways. On the one hand,
it seems likely that someone who is highly motivated to pay attention to what he or
she is doing will be more motivated to check in regularly to make sure that his or her
mind is where it is supposed to be. On the other hand, there may be times when, for
a variety of possible reasons, individuals may be disinclined to acknowledge what
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they are thinking about to themselves. In such cases, the frequency of meta-awareness
might be curtailed. We consider in turn these two sides of the relationship between
motivation and meta-awareness.

One context in which motivation for meta-awareness of mental states might be
enhanced is following deliberate self-reflection. A recent study examined this possi-
bility by fostering a self-reflective state of mind in participants and subsequently mea-
suring meta-awareness of mind wandering (Mrazek, Smallwood, & Schooler, ).
Participants in one group rated whether adjectives were descriptive of themsefves,
while a control condition rated whether the adjectives described the President of the
United States. Following this manipulation, the self-caught/probe-caught methodol-
ogy was employed to assess meta-awareness of mind wandering while participants
completed a short global/local detection task. Relative to the control condition, mem-
bers of the self-reflective condition reported comparable amounts of mind wandering
at the experience-sampling probes but self-caught their mind wandering significantly
more often. This result suggests that the motivation to reflect on one’s personality,
which was cultivated during the adjective-rating task, led to an increased likelihood
of becoming meta-aware of one’s mind wandering.

A second line of research provides evidence for situations in which motivation
may dampen individuals’ motivation to notice the contents of their thought. In this
study ( ler, Fishman, & Smallwood, 2011), the contents of mind-wandering epi-
sodes systematically biased using a thought suppression paradigm originally
employed by Wegner and Gold (1995). Participants first were asked to think about a
previous relationship that had ended. Then, they were instructed to try not to think
about the relationship while simultaneously engaging in a resource-demanding task
(i.e., reading). Based on Wegner and Gold’s findings, we hypothesized that this would
cause individuals to mind-wander regularly about the former relationship while
reading. We also anticipated that the frequency of such intrusions would depend on
whether individuals had terminated the relationship themselves (what Wegner and
Gold referred to as “cold flames”) or whether the partner had ended the relationship
(“hot flames™). Using a self-catching procedure, Wegner and Gold found that hot
flames reported fewer intrusive thoughts about their former relationship than did
cold flames. However, we reasoned that this might not be because hot flames actu-
ally had fewer thoughts about their former partners, but rather because they were
motivated not to acknowledge those thoughts when they occurred. In other words,
individuals who have been “dumped™ by their partner may prefer not to acknowledge
that they are thinking about the individuals who spurned them. To test this hypothe-
sis, we included both the self-caught and probe-caught measures. Consistent with the
findings of Wegner and Gold, we found that hot flames were less likely spontaneously
to self-catch thoughts about their former partner than were cold flames. However, in
striking contrast, we found that hot flames were significantly more likely than cold
flames to be caught thinking about their partners by the probes. Apparently, in this
paradigm, individuals who have been spurned think abour their partners at least as
much as those who have not—they simply are less willing to acknowledge this fact
to themselves,

The Schooler, Fishman, and Smallwood (2011) study suggests that motivation
may play an important role in mediating the frequency with which individuals take
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stock of their mental states. If an individual is disinclined to want to think about
someone, as is likely the case for partners who have been spurned, then he or she may
be relatively less willing to acknowledge such thoughts to him- or herself when they
occur. This view offers another way to think about the mental processes sometimes
attributed to Freudian repression. Accordingly, rather than keeping thoughts from
entering consciousness, motivational processes may instead prevent individuals from
acknowledging the occurrence of those thoughts when they happen. Indeed, such
an account is consistent with case studies of corroborated recovered memories of
sexual abuse? (Schooler, 2001). In a number of these cases, conversations with part-
ners of abuse victims revealed that victims had talked about the allegedly repressed
memory during a period in which they subsequently claimed the memory had been
unavailable. One interpretation of these unacknowledged episodes of retrieval is that
the victims recalled the abuse but lacked meta-awareness of the fact that they were
recalling it. In other words, like the hot flames in Schooler and colleagues’ study, they
may have been motivated not to let the unwanted thought reach the level of meta-
awareness. According to this view, when memories of genuine abuse are character-
ized as recovered, the recovery may not be of the memory itself. Rather, it may entail
a newfound willingness to acknowledge the memory when it comes to mind.

In summary, consideration of variations in individuals’ awareness of their fleet-
ing mental states and, in particular, of their tendency to mind-wander, suggests that
individuals routinely lose track of the current contents of thought. Such failure of
self-knowledge about one’s current mental contents appear to be driven by multiple
sources. On some occasions it may simply reflect limited cognitive resources. Meta-
awareness is resource-demanding and so it is simply infeasible to maintain continuous
explicit monitoring of the contents of thought. On other occasions, failures of meta-
awareness may be more frequent as individuals become, for various reasons, disin-
clined to acknowledge to themselves what they are thinking about. While motiva-
tions may sometimes lead to attenuated self-knowledge, in other cases, such as when
people are put into a self-reflective state of mind, motivation for meta-awareness may
be increased, and individuals may become increasingly inclined to take stock of their
mental states. As will be seen, this motivation for enhanced self-knowledge becomes
increasingly important when we consider the case of knowledge for personal traits,
the domain we turn to next.

Self-Signaling and Uncertainty about Personal Traits

Under many circumstances individuals possess a relatively robust appreciation of
their personal traits and dispositions. Under such circumstances, individuals are
often motivated to procure personal information that accords with their preconceived
beliefs about their self-concept (Swann, Rentfrow, & Guinn, 2003). However, in other
situations, people can be uncertain about their personal traits and predispositions.
In these latter circumstances, people are motivated to resolve this lack of self-insight,
even if they might uncover something unsavory.

Trope and Brickman (1975) were among the first to document the impact of induc-
ing trait uncertainty on people’s motivation to gain self-knowledge. These researchers
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primed participants to feel uncertain about whether they possessed a novel ability.
They then presented participants with the chance to construct a self-diagnostic test
for which they could select alternatives of varying diagnosticity and difficulty. Their
results demonstrated that participants primed with uncertainty showed a stronger
preference for diagnostic items, even if these items represented a greater chance of
failure. Research performed in applied settings has found parallel results. For exam-
ple, Ashneel and Lievens (2007) found that in workplace settings, workers who were
more uncertain about themselves were more likely to seek out performance feedback
from supervisors.

These studies reveal that uncertainty about performance can motivate individuals
to seek information about their abilities. But what about more core predispositions?
Does uncertainty similarly motivate information-seeking behaviors about enduring
personality traits? Recent theorizing on what is known as self-signaling theory posits
that individuals are often uncertain about their core traits and consequently engage
in various behaviors to put themselves in a favorable light with respect to traits about
which they are uncertain. Self-signaling (Bodner & Prelec, 2003) proposes that when
people are uncertain about traits, they will be motivated to engage in behaviors that
signal positive trait information about themselves to themselves because it feels good
to gain such information. This type of positive affect is referred to as diagnostic util-
ity. Acts of self-signaling can include any type of behavior that reveals information
about the self (for a related perspective, see self-perception theory; Bem, 1972), such
as resisting the temptation to break a diet, which demonstrates self-control.

In its original conception, self-signaling was presented as a useful theorerical
model for understanding previous psychological findings (Bodner & Prelec, 2003).
Notably, self-signaling theorists described Quattrone and Tversky’s (1984) study,
which found that people are willing to endure greater pain when told that a high pain
tolerance is associated with longevity. This finding is perplexing under traditional
models of utility, which expect that people would prefer to avoid such a seemingly
unnecessary source of pain. Under self-signaling, however, this pain seeking is inter-
preted as resulting from a motivation to infer possessing the trait of good health.

Critically, the motivation to self-signal assumes some level of self-uncertainty
about the trait in question (Bodner & Prelec, 2003). With regard to the pain example
(Quattrone & Tversky, 1984), a person who somehow knows exactly when he or
she will die would have no reason to endure the frigid waters of longevity. This trial
would tell nothing that is not already known. In the realm of self-control, a person
who is completely certain that he or she possesses self-control would gain no diag-
nostic utility from resisting a temptation—there is nothing left to learn about the
self in this regard. Self-signaling theory would therefore suggest that, independent
of one’s current self-evaluation, increased uncertainty surrounding a self-evaluation
should promote self-signaling. This prediction was the focus of a recent set of studies
in our laboratory and represents the first test of this key assumption of self-signaling
theory.

In a recent set of studies, Smallwood and Schooler (2011) examined the relation-
ship between uncertainty about prosocial tendencies and individuals’ likelihood of
engaging in such behaviors. The goal of this research was (1) to document the specific
role that trait uncertainty plays in modulating self-signaling behavior, and (2) to
demonstrate that people are routinely uncertain abour their proclivity for prosocial
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behavior. The basic logic of this series of studies was that individuals who are espe-
cially uncertain about how prosocial they are should be particularly motivated to
behave in ways that signal to themselves that they are indeed kind and generous.

Study 1 of this series took a correlational route, measuring the relationship
between uncertainty about one’s generosity and volunteer behavior. In this study,
participants completed a questionnaire that asked them to indicate (1) how generous
they viewed themselves to be, (2) how certain they were of their generosity, and (3)
how many hours they tended to volunteer in a typical month. As predicted, this study
found that participants who were more uncertain about their generosity reported
volunteering more often than those who were more confident about their level of
generosity.

Given study 1’s limitation as a correlational investigation, study 2’s main purpose
was to provide causal evidence linking uncertainty about moral characteristics and
helping behavior. To create uncertainty, participants took a computer-based test that
included bogus self-report and implicit measures of personality. Participants were
then randomly assigned to receive feedback about their personality, with this feedback
varying in the amount of certainty the computer supposedly ascribed to it. After the
experimental manipulations, participants were given the chance to agree to perform
a small helping task in the future. Finally, Study 2 also included a response inhibi-
tion task designed to examine whether uncertain participants experienced increased
enduring activation of helping concepts. The results of Study 2 revealed that partici-
pants receiving uncertain feedback were more likely to agree to help the experimenter
by filling out additional questionnaires in the future. Furthermore, uncertain par-
ticipants had more difficulty ignoring words related to helping during a subsequent
color-naming task.

Study 3 was designed to test the effect of negative subjective uncertainty on help-
ing. In particular, this study experimentally manipulated certainty and uncertainty
about lacking compassion, using a sham physiological test that was alleged to reveal
individuals’ propensity for compassion. To broaden the generality of the research,
Study 3 also featured a new measure of prosocial behavior, namely, the number of
pens participants picked up after a clumsy confederate dropped several of them. The
results of this study demonstrated that negative uncertainty had an effect on help-
ing similar to that of positive uncertainty. Participants made to feel uncertain about
being noncompassionate were most helpful (i.e., picked up the most pens), while cer-
tain participants helped less than controls who received no feedback.

Finally, Study 4 included both positive and negative compassion feedback in order
to compare their relative effects and to explore a potential interaction between uncer-
tainty and the valence of feedback. Helping, in Study 4 required a more tangible sac-
rifice because participants were asked to donate cash to a fire relief fund. Importantly,
this request was solicited from participants as they walked across the campus after
they believed they had finished the experiment. Since the experimenter was not in
any way involved with the prosocial request, this study addressed the possibility that
the results from previous studies were due to participants’ possible concern that the
experimenter was not appreciating their prosociality. This study revealed that uncer-
tainty increased donations, independent of the valence of feedback, and even when
the experimenter was seemingly unaware of the prosocial behavior. There was also a
separate effect for feedback valence, as participants made to feel noncompassionate
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helped more, a finding that supports previous research regarding prosociality’s self-
enhancing function (Sachdeva, lliev, & Medin, 2009).

Collectively, these studies on the impact of inducing trait uncertainty on proso-
cial behavior lead to two important conclusions regarding people’s self-knowledge of
their basic predispositions. First the fact that participants were powerfully influenced
by being given ambiguous information about their prosocial proclivities suggests that
this is a predisposition about which people can be genuinely uncertain. Second, the
finding that priming people’s uncertainty about their compassion enhances proso-
cial behavior illustrates the motivating power of self-signaling. When individuals are
uncertain about their personal traits, they can become highly motivated to engage in
behaviors that will help to prove that their predispositions are as they would desire
them to be.

One final observation about self-signaling in the context of self-knowledge is also
warranted. In order for self-signaling to operate, individuals cannot realize that they
are engaging in it. If people behave in a prosocial manner simply to prove that they
are prosocial, then this no longer provides any information about whether or not they
are genuinely prosocial. Thus, an ironic aspect of self-signaling is that in order to gain
self-knowledge from it, one must suspend self-knowledge about its usage.

Conclusions

This review reveals that people can possess serious blind spots in their self-knowledge
of both their current thought processes and their general predispositions. Our thoughts
routinely lapse into topics entirely unrelated to the situation at hand, yet often manage
to do so below the radar of awareness. We are capable of significant degrees of uncer-
tainty about personal predispositions as central as our capacity for generosity, yet we
primarily respond to this deficit only when it is brought to our attention. Strikingly,
and in keeping with referring to these deficits in self-knowledge as “blind spots,”
these pockets of ignorance frequently go unnoticed. A notable aspect of blind spots in
vision is that they exist without our realizing it. Although the gaps in self-knowledge
revealed in this analysis are certainly not as hidden as those associated with visual
blind spots, the parallels are nevertheless notable. In the case of mind wandering,
not only do we frequently experience major lapses in our mental processes but more
often than not such lapses also occur without our realizing it. This fact is evidenced
by (1) the frequency with which people are caught in mind wandering by experience-
sampling probes before they catch the episodes themselves, and (2) the substantial
proportion of times after being caught by such probes that people report they previ-
ously had failed to notice the lapse. Similarly, in the case of our own generosity, we
seem to be lacking in knowledge about both the full extent of our capacity for proso-
cial behavior (as evidenced by the fact that priming uncertainty about this trait has
such robust effects), and the efforts we go to in order to remedy this uncertainty (as
noted, self-signaling is only effective if people don’t realize they are doing it).

As the alleged inscription at the Oracle at Delphi “Know Thyself” famously
reveals, the goal of self-knowledge is an old and venerable one. However, our success
in this regard is most clearly variable. Not only do we routinely lack self-knowledge
about important mental contents and personal predispositions but we are also routinely
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unaware of this deficit. While such blind spots in self-knowledge may abound, unlike
visual blind spots, they may prove far more remediable. Recent evidence suggests for
example, that meditation practices that enhance “mindfulness” (Wallace & Shapiro,
2006) can reduce people’s tendency to experience mental lapses (Mrazek, Smallwood,
& Schooler, 2011) and may enhance their awareness of experiential states (Schooler
& Mauss, 2009; Sze, Gyurak, Yuan, & Levenson, 2010). While such pracrices may
well prove to be particularly helpful in ameliorating the negative consequences of cer-
tain deficits in self-knowledge, this analysis also raises the possibility that there may
be other circumstances in which self-knowledge can be counterproductive. Indeed,
a relatively straightforward implication of the self-signaling data discussed here is
that gaining self-knowledge about one’s level of prosociality can reduce the motiva-
tion for self-signaling and thereby dampen one’s inclination to engage in prosocial
acts. Moreover, as suggested, the very process of self-signaling may be undermined
if attention is drawn to the fact that one is engaging in a behavior for that purpose
{Chin & Schooler, 2 Thus, while there are certainly many situations in which
knowing oneself is a irable goal, it seems there are at least some cases where
blind spots in self-knowledge may be quite functional.

NOTES

1. Our use of the term blind spot is in keeping with Pronin, Lin, and Ross’s (2002)
discussion of bias blind spots (see also Hansen & Pronin, Chapter 21, this volume). Like
Pronin and colleagues, we use the metaphor of the visual blind spot to illustrate salient gaps
in individuals® self-knowledge. However, here we suggest that such blind spots extend beyond
perceptions of bias to awareness of current mental states (e.g., mind wandering) and enduring
personal traits (e.g., generosity).

2. Importantly, we are not claiming that all memories characterized as recovered neces-
sarily correspond to actual episodes of abuse. Indeed there are good reasons to believe that
many so-called “recovered” memories are actually the product of therapists’ suggestions.
However, in these cases there was compelling corroborative evidence indicating that the mem-
ories actually corresponded to genuine episodes of abuse. Corroboration of the forgetting,
however, was less clear. Indeed, as discussed in a number of cases, it appeared that individu-
als’ claims of amnesia had been distorted quite possibly as a consequence of failures in their
metacognitive capacity to acknowledge the memories when they came to mind.
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