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MAINTAINING POSITIVE ILLUSIONS

IN THE FACE OF NEGATIVE INFORMATION:
GETTING THE FACTS WITHOUT LETTING
THEM GET TO YOU

SHELLEY E. TAYLOR, REBECCA L. COLLINS, LAURIE A. SKOKAN,
AND LISA G. ASPINWALL
University of California, Los Angeles

Recent research on mental health suggests that normal mental functioning is char-
acterized by self-aggrandizing positive biases, namely overly positive self-canceptions,
an exaggerated perception of personal control, and overly optimistic assessments of
the future. These biases cannot be thought of as defense mechanisms such as repression
or denial because they promote rather than undermine other aspects of mental health.
Such findings raise the question as to how people maintain overly positive views of
themselves, the world, and the future in the face of negative information that challenges
such beliefs but would seem to be necessary for effective functioning. We argue that
positive illusions are responsive to the utility of information, rather than increasing
in response o threat as defensive reactions do. We further argue that the mind
processes negative information differently, depending upon the diagnosticity and
pervasiveness of that negative information for the self. In such ways, people are able
to preserve positive self-conceptions while simultaneously making adaptive use of
negative feedback.

This article is based on a symposium presentation, “Illusions, Reality, and Adjustment in
Coping with Victimizing Events,” at the American Psychological Association annual meetings
in Atlanta, Georgia, August 1988. The work described was supported by a series of grants:
National Science Foundation grant BNS 83-08524, National Institute of Mental Health grant
MH 34167, National Institute of Mental Health grant MH 42258, and National Institute of
Mental Health grant MH 42152. The first author was supported by a Research Scientist
Development Award from the National Institute of Mental Health (MH 00311), the second
and third authors by National Institute of Mental Health Training grant Us PHS MH 15750.
The fourth author was supported by a National Science Foundation Fellowship. The authors
are grateful for the collaborative efforts of many who contributed to the thinking in this
essay, most especially to Jonathon Brown, Darrin Lehman, Rosemary Lichtman, and
Joanne Wood. We are grateful to Roy Baumeister and Dan Weinberger for their comments
on an earlier version of this paper. Requests for reprints should be sent to Shelley E.
Taylor, Department of Psychology, University of California-Los Angeles, 405 Hilgard
Avenue, Los Angeles, California 90024-1563.
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