
self handicapping in psychology
self handicapping in psychology is a fascinating concept that illustrates the
psychological mechanisms individuals use to protect their self-esteem and
manage their perceptions of success or failure. This strategy often manifests
when individuals create obstacles that hinder their performance, allowing
them to attribute potential failures to these external factors rather than
their own abilities. In this article, we will delve deep into the phenomenon
of self-handicapping, exploring its definitions, underlying theories,
examples, and its implications in real-life scenarios. We will also examine
the psychological effects of self-handicapping and how it can be addressed or
mitigated. By the end of this exploration, you will have a comprehensive
understanding of self-handicapping in psychology and its relevance in
everyday life.
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Understanding Self-Handicapping

Self-handicapping is a cognitive strategy that involves creating excuses or
barriers to performance in order to protect oneself from potential failure.
This can manifest in various forms, such as procrastination, substance use,
or even adopting a negative mindset before an important event. The core of
self-handicapping lies in the desire to maintain a positive self-image; when
individuals anticipate failure, they may prefer to create a scenario where
the failure can be attributed to external factors rather than a lack of
ability or effort.

This behavior is particularly common among students and athletes, where the
pressure to perform can be immense. By engaging in self-handicapping, they



can justify subpar performances, allowing them to avoid the emotional pain
associated with failure. Essentially, self-handicapping serves as a
psychological buffer, allowing individuals to protect their self-esteem and
avoid the implications of a negative outcome.

Theoretical Foundations

The concept of self-handicapping has its roots in various psychological
theories, most notably in attribution theory. Attribution theory explores how
individuals interpret events and how this affects their emotions and
behaviors. In the context of self-handicapping, individuals attribute their
failures to external factors, like lack of preparation or other distractions,
rather than their abilities.

Another important framework is the self-determination theory, which posits
that people are motivated by the need for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. When individuals feel that they might not meet these needs, they
may resort to self-handicapping as a means of protecting their sense of
competence and self-worth.

Attribution Theory

Attribution theory suggests that people try to make sense of their successes
and failures by attributing them to specific causes. When a student fails an
exam, for example, they might say, "I didn't study enough" (an internal
attribution) or "The exam was unfair" (an external attribution). Self-
handicappers often lean towards external attributions to preserve their self-
esteem.

Self-Determination Theory

This theory emphasizes the importance of intrinsic motivation and personal
growth. Self-handicapping can be seen as a maladaptive response to perceived
threats to one's competence. When individuals doubt their abilities, they
might unconsciously sabotage their performance to avoid facing the reality of
their limitations.

Types of Self-Handicapping

Self-handicapping can manifest in several ways, and understanding these types
can help identify when someone is engaging in such behavior. The two primary



types of self-handicapping are behavioral and claimed self-handicapping.

Behavioral Self-Handicapping

This type involves taking actions that intentionally create obstacles to
success. Examples include staying out late before a big performance,
neglecting study time, or engaging in risky behaviors that could impair
performance. The individual consciously or unconsciously sets themselves up
for failure, allowing them to attribute the outcome to these self-imposed
barriers.

Claimed Self-Handicapping

Claimed self-handicapping involves verbalizing excuses or reasons for
potential failure without engaging in any actual behaviors. For instance, a
student might say, "I won't do well on the test because I didn’t get enough
sleep," even if they haven’t had any significant disruption to their routine.
This type allows individuals to prepare their audience for an expected
failure, minimizing the impact on their self-esteem.

Examples of Self-Handicapping in Daily Life

Self-handicapping can be observed in various settings, from academic
environments to personal relationships. Here are some common examples:

Academic Settings: A student may procrastinate on a major assignment,
claiming they work better under pressure. When grades are low, they can
blame their lack of preparation rather than their academic abilities.

Sports: An athlete might party the night before a crucial game, allowing
them to excuse poor performance by attributing it to a lack of rest.

Social Situations: Individuals might avoid social gatherings due to
anxiety, claiming they are busy, and later attribute their isolation to
external factors rather than their social skills.

These examples illustrate how self-handicapping can become a habitual
response to stress, anxiety, or pressure, leading to a cycle of self-defeat
where individuals fail to recognize their true potential.



The Psychological Effects of Self-Handicapping

The implications of self-handicapping extend beyond mere performance; they
can profoundly affect an individual's mental health and overall well-being.
The most significant psychological effects include:

Low Self-Esteem: Individuals who self-handicap often struggle with
feelings of inadequacy and low self-worth. This can create a vicious
cycle where they feel compelled to self-handicap to protect their self-
image, leading to further failures.

Increased Anxiety: The anticipation of failure coupled with the need to
protect one’s self-esteem can lead to heightened anxiety levels. This
anxiety can further impair performance and exacerbate feelings of
incompetence.

Reduced Motivation: Over time, self-handicapping can diminish intrinsic
motivation. Individuals may begin to feel that their efforts are futile,
leading to disengagement from activities they once enjoyed.

Strained Relationships: Self-handicapping can affect social
interactions, as individuals may withdraw or create barriers that limit
their ability to connect with others, ultimately leading to loneliness.

Addressing Self-Handicapping

Recognizing and addressing self-handicapping behaviors is crucial for
personal development and mental health. Here are some strategies that can
help individuals mitigate the effects of self-handicapping:

Self-Awareness: The first step is to recognize when self-handicapping
behaviors occur. Journaling or reflecting on past performances can help
identify patterns of behavior.

Setting Realistic Goals: Setting achievable goals can help reduce the
pressure to perform perfectly, thereby minimizing the need for self-
handicapping strategies.

Seeking Support: Talking to friends, family, or a mental health
professional can provide the necessary support to overcome self-
handicapping tendencies.

Fostering a Growth Mindset: Embracing the idea that abilities can be



developed through effort can help counteract the fear of failure and
reduce the inclination to self-handicap.

By taking these proactive steps, individuals can break the cycle of self-
handicapping and foster a healthier approach to performance and success.

Conclusion

Self-handicapping in psychology is a complex behavior that serves as a
defense mechanism against perceived failure and the associated emotional
pain. By understanding the underlying theories, types, and examples of self-
handicapping, we gain insight into its psychological effects and how it can
impact our lives. Addressing self-handicapping requires self-awareness and a
commitment to fostering a healthier mindset. Ultimately, breaking free from
self-handicapping behaviors can lead to greater success, improved mental
health, and more fulfilling relationships.

Q: What is self-handicapping in psychology?
A: Self-handicapping in psychology is a cognitive strategy where individuals
create obstacles to their performance to protect their self-esteem. This
allows them to attribute potential failures to external factors rather than
their abilities, preserving a positive self-image.

Q: What are the main types of self-handicapping?
A: The two main types of self-handicapping are behavioral self-handicapping,
which involves taking actions that hinder performance (like procrastination),
and claimed self-handicapping, which involves verbalizing excuses for
potential failure without engaging in behaviors that lead to failure.

Q: How does self-handicapping affect mental health?
A: Self-handicapping can lead to low self-esteem, increased anxiety, reduced
motivation, and strained relationships. It creates a cycle of self-defeat,
making it difficult for individuals to recognize and achieve their true
potential.

Q: Can self-handicapping be overcome?
A: Yes, self-handicapping can be addressed through self-awareness, setting
realistic goals, seeking support, and fostering a growth mindset. These



strategies can help individuals break the cycle of self-handicapping and
improve their performance and well-being.

Q: What are some examples of self-handicapping in
everyday life?
A: Examples of self-handicapping include a student procrastinating on
studying for an exam and then blaming their poor performance on lack of
preparation, or an athlete partying before a game and attributing a poor
performance to not getting enough sleep.

Q: What is the role of attribution theory in self-
handicapping?
A: Attribution theory explains how individuals interpret their successes and
failures. Self-handicappers often make external attributions for their
failures (like blaming circumstances) to protect their self-esteem, rather
than acknowledging internal factors like lack of effort or ability.

Q: How does self-determination theory relate to
self-handicapping?
A: Self-determination theory suggests that people are motivated by the need
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. When individuals feel their
competence is threatened, they may resort to self-handicapping as a way to
protect their self-worth and avoid confronting their limitations.

Q: Why do people engage in self-handicapping
behaviors?
A: People engage in self-handicapping behaviors as a way to shield their
self-esteem from the pain of failure. By creating excuses or barriers, they
can attribute failure to these factors instead of their abilities, allowing
them to maintain a positive self-image.

Q: Is self-handicapping more common in certain
groups?
A: Yes, self-handicapping is particularly common among students and athletes,
where there is significant pressure to perform. However, it can occur in
anyone facing high-stakes situations or evaluations.
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