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Awe can transform people and reorient their lives, 
goals, and values. . . . Awe-inducing events may 
be one of the fastest and most powerful methods 
of personal change and growth. The potential 
power of awe, combined with the mystery of its 
mechanisms, may itself be a source of awe.

—Keltner and Haidt (2003, p. 312)

In 2003, Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt revived an 
area of study that has, for the vast majority of psychol-
ogy’s intellectual history, been given short shrift. Building 
on the work of just a few bygone pioneers (e.g., Maslow, 
1964; McDougall, 1910), Keltner and Haidt (2003) defined 
awe in terms of two prototypical features: perception of 
vastness and need for accommodation. In short, awe is 
elicited by stimuli that are perceived to be greater than 
the self (i.e., vast), and this perceived vastness requires 
new mental representations to make sense of the experi-
ence (i.e., accommodation).

Recent work found that awe produces profound 
social effects. Awe leads people to feel connected with 
others (Bai et  al., 2017; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 

2012), identify with broad group categories such as 
“humanity” or “inhabitant of the Earth” (Shiota, Keltner, 
& Mossman, 2007; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012), 
and behave prosocially (Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, 
& Keltner, 2015; Prade & Saroglou, 2016; Rudd, Vohs, 
& Aaker, 2012; Stellar et al., 2017). It is curious that awe 
has these social effects given that awe is often evoked 
by nonsocial stimuli. This raises the question: Why does 
awe, an emotion often triggered by nonsocial stimuli, 
lead to prosocial outcomes?

The prevailing explanation is that awe makes the self 
small (Bai et al., 2017; Piff et al., 2015; Shiota et al., 
2007; Stellar et al., 2017). Piff et al.’s (2015) small-self 
hypothesis posits that the perceived vastness of what 
is beheld leads to the perception that one’s self is small 
relative to the stimulus. Thus, awe facilitates “a shift in 
attention toward larger entities and diminishment of the 
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individual self” (Piff et al., 2015, p. 884). According to 
this position, awe promotes prosociality by diminishing 
attention to self-oriented concerns, which in turn makes 
more attention available for other-oriented concerns. 
The small-self hypothesis has been supported by empir-
ical findings that feelings of a small self robustly medi-
ate awe’s effects on prosociality (Bai et al., 2017; Piff 
et al., 2015; Shiota et al., 2007).

Nevertheless, the small-self hypothesis may benefit 
from further clarification and elaboration. Most notably, 
the small-self hypothesis does not give sufficient con-
sideration to what is meant by the self. Within the small-
self framework, the self is construed as a locus of 
attention varying along one dimension—its size. How-
ever, the self is more complex than a mere locus of atten-
tion; as described by personality researchers, the self is 
rich, multilayered, and idiosyncratic (e.g., Baumeister, 
2010; McAdams, 1995, 2013; McAdams & Pals, 2006; 
Murray, 1938). If awe’s prosocial effects are due to its 
interactions with the self (Piff et al., 2015), and if the 
self is more complex than a locus of attention, then it 
stands to reason that awe’s prosocial effects may be 
due to awe’s interactions with multiple levels of the 
self. In turn, connecting awe to an enriched model of 
the self may elucidate exactly what is going on when 
the self becomes “small.”

We propose a revised model of the small-self hypoth-
esis (see Fig. 1). We argue that a viable reinterpretation 
of the small self may be Wayment and Bauer’s (2008) 
notion of the quiet ego. The quiet ego is a description 
of the self at higher levels of psychological maturity—a 
self characterized by an appreciation of self–other inter-
dependence (Wayment, Bauer, & Sylaska, 2015), inter-
nal motivations to behave prosocially (McAdams, 2008; 
Wayment & Bauer, 2018), and an orientation toward 

growth (Bauer, 2008; Wayment & Bauer, 2018). Awe 
may facilitate identity reconstruction in the direction of 
a “quieter” ego through its criterion of need for accom-
modation. Accommodation (i.e., the revision of one’s 
ordinary frame of reference to make sense of and inte-
grate disruptive life experiences) has been shown to 
drive personality development (Block, 1982) in ways 
that promote greater psychological maturity (Helson & 
Roberts, 1994; King, Scollon, Ramsey, & Williams, 2000; 
Lilgendahl, Helson, & John, 2013). In sum, we propose 
that awe, rather than strictly diminishing attention to 
the self, facilitates growth in the form of a quiet ego. 
In turn, a quiet ego increases prosocial motives and 
results in enhanced prosocial action.

To justify this revised model, we begin by detailing 
three novel critiques of the small-self hypothesis. Next, 
we address these three critiques with reference to the 
three layers of selfhood described by McAdams’s (2013) 
integrative framework, thereby elaborating on what is 
meant by the self. Then, we describe the personality 
development processes that may underlie awe’s promo-
tion of a quiet ego, thereby clarifying what is meant by 
the self becoming small. Answering these two questions 
enables us to answer our overarching question: Why 
does awe have prosocial effects?

Three Critiques of the Small-Self 
Hypothesis

The small-self hypothesis puts a premium on attentional 
shifts as the driving force in awe’s prosocial effects. 
However, a more nuanced interpretation of awe’s effects 
may be necessary when linking awe to an elaborated 
account of what is meant by the self. Furthermore, an 
enriched model of selfhood may clarify what is meant 
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Fig. 1.  An elaborated model of awe’s prosocial effects. A stimulus is perceived to be vast in ways that necessitate cognitive 
accommodation, which together constitute the emotion of awe. Extant models propose that awe leads to a small self, which leads 
to prosociality. This idea is represented in the top half of the figure. We alternatively propose that the small-self mechanism may 
correspond to underlying personality processes of self-transformation, which include accommodative processing, leading to ego 
development. These processes in turn promote a quiet ego, which is our reinterpretation of the “small self” construct. Finally, the 
quieting of the ego gives rise to enhanced interdependence concerns, which engender prosociality.
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by the self becoming small. In this section, we submit 
three specific critiques of the small-self hypothesis that 
have not been raised or addressed in the awe literature 
to date. These critiques guide our analysis of the exist-
ing research on awe and inform our revised model of 
awe’s prosocial effects.

First, the small-self hypothesis contends that awe 
prompts shifts in attention from self-oriented concerns 
to other-oriented concerns; however, this shift neces-
sarily pits self-oriented concerns against other-oriented 
concerns. Indeed, Piff et  al. (2015) argued that awe 
“influences whether individuals behave in ways that 
prioritize the self versus others [emphasis added] in the 
social environment” (p. 884). However, it is question-
able whether these two types of concerns are always 
in conflict; arguably, they may not be mutually exclu-
sive or even independent. Indeed, humans evolved in 
cooperative, interdependent contexts in which self-
oriented and other-oriented concerns were in alignment 
(Tomasello, 2016, 2019; Tomasello, Melis, Tennie, 
Wyman, & Herrmann, 2012; Vaish & Tomasello, 2014). 
Furthermore, a long line of empirical work suggests 
that the two primary motivational themes of agency 
(i.e., concerns about autonomy and mastery) and com-
munion (i.e., concerns about affiliation with others) are 
orthogonal. In other words, individuals can express 
both high agency and high communion (McAdams, 
1985), and those who integrate both themes often 
exhibit profound prosocial motives and deep concern 
for others (Frimer, Walker, Dunlop, Lee, & Riches, 2011; 
Mansfield & McAdams, 1996). The primary implication 
of this critique is that attention may not shift entirely 
away from the self in the wake of awe—the self may 
actually exert an influence on awe’s prosocial effects.

Indeed, attention cannot be the whole story. The 
second critique pertains to the assumption that atten-
tional prominence may be equated to motivational 
prominence such that increased attention to others nec-
essarily entails increased motivation for acting on other-
oriented concerns. However, the mere fact that attention 
has shifted to others does not mean that one would be 
motivated to act in prosocial ways. The implication of 
such a critique is that some intrinsic factor may be at 
play in generating awe’s prosocial effects. Personality 
psychology has long been interested in questions 
regarding internal motivation (McAdams, 1997), and 
leaning on this research may prove fruitful for under-
standing awe’s effects. Of course, we do not mean to 
say that—at some abstract level—attending to the con-
cerns of others would not in and of itself be motivating. 
That said, we ask: What processes internal to the self 
are driving motivational prominence?

Third, the small-self hypothesis does not sufficiently 
address awe’s transformative capacities. Returning to 

the epigraph, Keltner and Haidt (2003) noted in their 
seminal work that awe often exerts transformative 
effects on individuals that affect their “lives, goals, and 
values” and facilitate “personal change and growth” 
(p.  312). Additional qualitative and theoretical work 
(e.g., Bonner & Friedman, 2011; Chirico & Yaden, 2018; 
Schneider, 2011) echoed this sentiment. The potential 
for awe to promote psychological growth is, of course, 
highly impressive and deserving of further clarification. 
However, scant attention has been given to “the mystery 
of its mechanisms” (Keltner & Haidt, 2003, p. 312); in 
other words, how do these processes of growth and 
transformation actually unfold, especially in relation to 
awe’s prosocial effects? Arguably, these transformative 
effects are not reducible to the attentional shifts of the 
small-self mechanism.

Clearly, the small-self hypothesis as it currently 
stands is incomplete. To be sure, we do not intend to 
negate the small-self hypothesis; on the contrary, the 
aim of this article is to redress several of its theoretical 
shortcomings to ultimately enhance its explanatory 
power. We do so by linking the small-self hypothesis 
to enriched notions of the self predicated on McAdams’s 
(2013) integrative framework of psychological selfhood. 
According to McAdams, selfhood is a confluence of 
three distinct layers: (a) the self as social actor, (b) the 
self as motivated agent, and (c) the self as autobio-
graphical author. McAdams’s multilayered framework 
is well suited for unifying scattered empirical and theo-
retical research about the self. Therefore, we use it to 
detail the ways in which awe interacts with the various 
layers of selfhood.

McAdams’s (2013) three layers each correspond to 
one of the three critiques of the small-self hypothesis. 
First, considerations of the self as social actor explain 
why self-oriented and other-oriented concerns are not 
mutually exclusive. In line with this idea, we argue that 
awe may enhance attention not to other-oriented con-
cerns but rather to interdependence concerns, which 
balance the interests of self and other. Second, analyz-
ing the self as motivated agent accounts for the missing 
feature of motivational prominence. We argue that the 
dichotomizing of self and other (with attention directed 
away from the self according to the small-self hypoth-
esis) has foreclosed considerations of internal motiva-
tion in awe’s effects. We discuss how central motives, 
valued goals, and personal beliefs moderate awe’s 
effects and create meaningful individual differences in 
prosocial motives. Third, examining the self as auto-
biographical author sheds light on the processes 
underlying awe’s transformative effects as well as how 
these processes may bear on awe’s prosocial effects. 
We argue that awe, through its criterion of need for 
accommodation, promotes accommodative processing 
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in the life story (see King et al., 2000; Lilgendahl et al., 
2013). This self-transformation gives rise to greater 
psychological maturity, which is indeed associated with 
enhanced interdependence concerns and prosocial 
motives.

What Is Meant by the Self?

To begin, the small-self hypothesis is currently under-
theorized in relation to the complexity of the self. The 
starting point for McAdams’s (2013) framework about 
psychological selfhood is reflexive identity, which states 
that the self includes both the individual’s “looking 
outward” at the world (the experiencing self) as well 
as the focal object of the individual’s “looking inward” 
at themselves (the experienced self). Reflexive identity 
has been described in terms of the “I” who constructs 
and identifies with the “Me” ( James, 1890/2007; McAdams, 
2013). The Me is ostensibly what awe researchers 
describe as becoming small. However, awe researchers 
have not taken account of the varied and complex ways 
that the I constructs the Me. In describing McAdams’s 
three layers of selfhood and linking them to research on 
awe, we can situate our critiques of the small-self hypoth-
esis within an enriched theory of the self.

Layer 1: the self as social actor

The reflexive self begins as a social actor, playing roles 
and performing parts within cooperative communities 
(Goffman, 1959). Human beings are, above all else, 
exquisitely social creatures. We come into the world 
evolutionarily equipped with skills and motivations for 
sharing attention with others and in turn participating 
in complex social systems (Tomasello, 2009). Human 
ultrasociality was evolutionarily selected for via pres-
sures present in ancestral niches of obligate collabora-
tive foraging—simply put, contexts in which survival 
required cooperation with others. To this end, awe may 
have played a role in the evolution of social coopera-
tion because it promotes the coordination of group 
goals (Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Stellar et al., 2017).

One implication of the idea that humans evolved for 
interdependent cooperation is that self-oriented con-
cerns may not be neatly separable from other-oriented 
concerns; indeed, our very sense of self hinges on our 
evolved capacity and need for sociality. In ancestral 
cases of interdependence in which success depended 
on collective action (e.g., hunting large animals, com-
bating enemy out-groups), one’s own self-oriented con-
cerns were deeply intertwined with others’ concerns. 
“You” and “I” may get to eat only if “We” both get to 
eat; if we don’t succeed together, we both go hungry 
together. As a result of interdependence selection 

pressures, humans evolved to identify strongly with 
collectives (Over, 2016; Tomasello et al., 2012; Vaish & 
Tomasello, 2014). However, the small-self hypothesis 
belies this fact by separating attention to the self from 
attention to others and portraying attention to self-
oriented concerns as inherently antithetical to other-
oriented concerns. Although Piff et al. (2015) suggested 
that awe may channel attention toward “collective 
dimensions of personal identity” (p. 884), they excluded 
self-oriented concerns from these collective consider-
ations by framing prosociality as a zero-sum game 
between one’s own interests and others’ interests.

This zero-sum framing may be traced back to Keltner 
and Haidt’s (2003) evolutionary hypothesis that awe 
evolved to promote acquiescence and fidelity to power-
ful group leaders. This view accords with existing theo-
ries about a small self; when individuals are in awe of 
a powerful social figure, they feel small and thus sub-
ordinate their interests to those of the more powerful 
figure. In turn, the subordination of self-interest would 
reinforce status hierarchies, thus facilitating group 
cohesion (Stellar et al., 2017). However, if awe’s effects 
are restricted to this subordination process, the emotion 
described as awe may be captured more parsimoniously 
by another emotion: deference. Deference, argued 
Keltner and Haidt (2003), is characterized by perceived 
vastness but lacks the need for accommodation. If def-
erence evolved as a specialized adaptation for the func-
tion of subordinating one’s interests, then it is likely 
that awe, as a separate emotion, would have evolved 
for functions other than those already served by defer-
ence. The “powerful social figure” interpretation of awe 
is a natural consequence of the view that self-oriented 
concerns are necessarily at odds with other-oriented 
concerns. In pivoting toward Tomasello’s (2016, 2019; 
Tomasello et al., 2012) model, we eliminate the middle-
man of the powerful social figure who enforces status 
hierarchies and group cohesion. Instead, in line with 
Tomasello (2016, 2019), we propose that awe may 
enhance capacities for group-mindedness and collective 
concern that are natural parts of human cognition.

Because we evolved to live and act interdependently, 
our values and intrinsic motives include not only what 
Tomasello (2016, 2019) called me-concerns (i.e., selfish 
concerns about my own well-being) and you-concerns 
(i.e., prosocial concerns about others for their own 
sake)—both of which are shared by our closest primate 
relatives—but also we-concerns (i.e., collective con-
cerns that pertain to the interests of our interdependent 
we beyond any one person’s individual interest). Inter-
estingly, the age at which we are thought to develop 
we-level thinking (around 3 years of age) as described 
by Tomasello (2019) approximately corresponds to the 
age at which we are thought to recognize ourselves as 
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social actors as described by McAdams (2013). We pro-
pose that the prosociality evoked by awe might reflect 
the enhancement not of you-concerns but rather of 
we-concerns. This is empirically supported in that awe 
expands the self-concept to include broad group cat-
egories beyond one’s in-group (Shiota et  al., 2007). 
Moreover, self-transcendent emotions (of which awe is 
a specific case; e.g., Van Cappellen & Rimé, 2014) have 
been theoretically and empirically linked to enhanced 
self/other overlap (Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, & 
Newberg, 2017).

The evolutionary contexts that gave rise to we-level 
thinking also engendered the ability to notice individual 
variation in others’ traits, which are the principal units 
of personality at the layer of the social actor (McAdams, 
2015, 2016). The capacity to notice others’ traits is a nec-
essary feature of successfully evaluating others as poten-
tial partners for collaborative enterprises (Engelmann, 
Herrmann, & Tomasello, 2012; McAdams & Pals, 2006; 
Tomasello, 2016, 2019). Building on this idea, we argue 
that a crucial adaptation for cooperative settings was 
the capacity to self-regulate, that is, to evaluate one’s 
own reputation as a potential partner from the imagined 
perspective of others. This capacity took the form of 
constructing a reflexive cooperative identity, which 
requires the ability to turn one’s evaluative gaze toward 
oneself (Tomasello, 2019). Reflexive identity, then, may 
very well be grounded in evolutionary pressures for 
interdependence, which generated the need to under-
stand one’s reputational standing within the group 
(Chudek & Henrich, 2011; DeScioli & Kurzban, 2018; 
McAdams, 2015, 2016; Sripada, 2005). Indeed, according 
to McAdams (2013), the primary function of the social 
actor layer of selfhood is self-regulation because indi-
viduals monitor and evaluate their performances on 
social stages. In doing so, individuals internalize the 
ways that others view them; that is, individuals ascribe 
dispositions and traits to themselves.

There is a nascent body of literature addressing links 
between dispositional traits and awe. One promising 
link between awe and dispositional traits concerns 
awe’s association with humility, which is particularly 
useful as a framework for thinking about a small self 
in the wake of awe. For example, one study found that 
dispositional awe was related to peer reports of trait 
humility (Stellar et  al., 2018, Study 1). Stellar et  al. 
(2018) also demonstrated a robust link between awe 
and state humility. Namely, over a 2-week period, indi-
viduals reported feeling more humble on days when 
they also reported feeling more awe (Stellar et al., 2018, 
Study 2). Although state humility is not a characteristic 
disposition, the link between awe and state humility 
evinces awe’s capacity for enhancing qualities essential to 
self–other interdependence concerns. Finally, individuals 

in an awe condition attributed their accomplishments to 
external forces to a greater extent (on a sliding scale of 
0%–100%) than individuals in a neutral or amusement 
condition. However, individuals in the awe condition still 
imputed, on average, only approximately 55% of the 
responsibility for their achievements to external forces 
(Stellar et al., 2018, Study 4). This finding provides con-
verging evidence for the increased sense of balanced inter-
dependence, rather than strict self-diminishment, that 
arises in the wake of an awe experience.

Studies have also found a fairly consistent association 
between trait Openness to Experience and awe. Both 
self-reports and peer reports of Openness are corre-
lated with dispositional awe-proneness (Shiota, Keltner, 
& John, 2006). Furthermore, Openness has shown sig-
nificant associations with the experience of awe when 
experimentally induced across different domains (Silvia, 
Fayn, Nusbaum, & Beaty, 2015) and measured with 
self-reports (Yaden et al., 2019). Interestingly, Openness 
is the only Big Five trait to demonstrate associations 
with the accommodation subfacet of awe in the Awe 
Experience Scale (Yaden et  al., 2019). As suggested 
throughout this article, accommodation is essential for 
psychological growth in the direction of a quiet ego, 
which emphasizes self–other interdependence. In line 
with our discussion of humility, it makes good concep-
tual sense that awe would show such an association 
given that one aspect of Openness is tolerance for 
embracing new values and ideas, a hallmark quality of 
interdependence.

In sum, awe may enhance concerns about self–other 
interdependence. Tomasello (2016, 2019) conceptual-
ized interdependence concerns (we-concerns) as one 
of the individual’s deeply valued motives that constitute 
a central part of reflexive identity. An important impli-
cation of our theoretical pivot to Tomasello’s (2016, 
2019) theory, which we embed within McAdams’s 
(2013) social actor layer of selfhood, is that attention is 
not directed wholly away from the self in the wake of 
awe. Rather, attention is actually directed toward central 
aspects of the self, such as broad motives, valued goals, 
and personal strivings, which may be indispensable to 
the manifestation of prosocial action following awe. To 
this point, the introduction of we-concerns to research 
on awe serves as a foundation for the claim that atten-
tion to self-oriented concerns does not entail purely 
selfish motivations, as apparently construed by the 
small-self hypothesis. Our position is consonant with 
how Maslow (1961) described the influence of peak 
experiences on identity construction. Maslow claimed 
that during peak experiences, the individual both “feels 
himself . . . to be the responsible, active, creating center 
of his activities” (p. 256) and cultivates an attitude of 
“respecting-loving the other” (p. 257). He went on to 



296	 Perlin, Li

say that peak experiences facilitate the sense that “the 
intrapsychic (me) and the extra-psychic (other) are not 
so terribly different after all, and certainly are not really 
antagonistic” (p. 258).

As a consequence of positing a strict self–other 
dichotomy, the small-self hypothesis neglects internal 
motivation. The small-self hypothesis renders attention 
as directed either internally or externally but does not 
explain why these shifts in attention would necessarily 
lead to shifts in motivation. By claiming that awe’s 
effects are simply due to an orienting of attention exter-
nally, small-self researchers overlook the influence that 
internal motives may exert on awe’s effects, thereby 
underappreciating the degree to which internal motives 
and values are promotive of prosocial action. By 
appealing to internal motives and values, it also 
becomes evident that individual differences in personal 
concerns play a role in awe’s effects. The view that awe 
prompts a broad reorientation to interdependence con-
cerns does not give us insight into how that concern 
for interdependence becomes manifest in actual behav-
ior. Does an individual donate money to environmental 
causes? Does one set aside time to volunteer for com-
munity betterment activities through one’s house of 
religious worship? These more personalized dimensions 
of motives and values are the purview of the next layer 
of psychological selfhood: the self as motivated agent 
(McAdams, 2013).

Layer 2: the self as motivated agent

McAdams (2013) defined the self in the second layer as 
a motivated agent. This layer of selfhood corresponds 
to what McAdams (1995) described as the second level 
of personality, consisting of personal concerns (some-
times referred to as characteristic adaptations; see 
McAdams & Pals, 2006). These include long-term goals, 
values, ideologies, cognitive schemas, and personal 
strivings, which are all contextualized in time and place 
(McAdams, 1995; McAdams & Pals, 2006). McAdams 
(2013) argued that values, ideologies, and beliefs exert a 
powerful influence on the goals that motivated agents 
pursue. Empirical work suggests that awe interacts with 
this layer of selfhood by making internal, central, and 
self-relevant goals and values more salient (e.g., cultural 
values, Bai et  al., 2017; spirituality, Van Cappellen & 
Saroglou, 2012). Yet, the role of motivation in the small-
self hypothesis has remained undertheorized.

To begin, if awe increases the salience of one of an 
individual’s central motivations, then what exactly are 
small-self researchers observing when they find that 
awe “reduces the significance the individual attaches 
to personal concerns and goals” (Piff et  al., 2015, 
p. 884)? Furthermore, what are small-self researchers 

noticing when they observe shifts in attentional promi-
nence? In our interpretation, this finding may reflect a 
shift in attention and salience not away from internal 
concerns and toward external concerns but rather away 
from peripheral concerns and toward more central con-
cerns. That is, personal concerns and goals are multi-
tiered: Some concerns are more peripheral (i.e., less 
important) to an individual’s sense of self relative to 
other concerns, which are more central (i.e., more 
important). For instance, the 10 a.m. coffee meeting on 
one’s calendar is bound to be less important to one’s 
sense of self relative to concerns about being a good 
parent. The importance of these concerns and goals is 
often culturally and developmentally inflected (Erikson, 
1950; McAdams & Pals, 2006); one’s culture strongly 
influences what one may consider to be valuable and 
worthwhile goals in particular settings (Tomasello, 
1999). The variability in the centrality of personal con-
cerns and goals is a nuance that has not been captured 
by the small-self hypothesis. We argue that awe’s need 
for accommodation may specifically unfetter us from 
peripheral concerns, which in turn facilitates an indi-
vidual’s reorientation toward central concerns (e.g., 
valued goals, ideologies, and beliefs).

How are personal concerns and goals organized by 
centrality? Dating back to the origins of American psy-
chology, William James (1890/2007) postulated that the 
Me has three layers of varying centrality: the material, 
the social, and the spiritual. The spiritual Me is described 
as one’s most authentic nature, whereas the material 
and social layers of the Me constitute more peripheral 
aspects of one’s identity. This intellectual tradition gave 
rise to Erikson’s (1968) conception of a continuous ego 
identity consisting of enduring beliefs, perspectives, 
values, and goals (Hammack, 2015). Thus, the delinea-
tion between one’s day-to-day experiences and the 
enduring values that undergird the Me sets up a contrast 
between peripheral concerns and central concerns. 
Peripheral and central concerns have been elaborated 
on by self-concept researchers, who contend that indi-
viduals possess self-schemas (e.g., Markus, 1977; Markus 
& Kunda, 1986). Self-schemas are hierarchically orga-
nized such that some self-schemas are more central to 
an individual’s self-concept relative to other self-schemas 
that are more peripheral (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Sedikides, 
1995).

However, in empirical work on the small self, this 
distinction has been largely overlooked. Shiota et  al. 
(2007) found that awe specifically reduced attention to 
day-to-day concerns, but they made no reference to awe’s 
possible interactions with central, enduring concerns. 
Moreover, the most frequently cited metric for assessing 
the small self (Piff et al., 2015) relies on a 10-item ques-
tionnaire that also does not draw this distinction. In the 



Awe and the Self	 297

study by Piff et al. (2015), participants responded to items 
such as “I feel like my own day-to-day concerns are rela-
tively trivial” and “In the grand scheme of things, my own 
issues and concerns do not matter as much” (p. 892). 
Although these items may indeed capture awe’s effects 
on peripheral concerns, they may fail to capture awe’s 
interaction with central concerns.

Plausibly, awe may exert different effects on central 
as opposed to peripheral concerns because of their dif-
ferences in stability. Central self-schemas are more 
entrenched and enduring over the individual’s life span, 
whereas peripheral self-schemas are more situationally 
localized and temporally confined. Peripheral self-
schemas may accordingly be more subject to circumstan-
tial influences (e.g., dissolution during accommodation) 
than central self-schemas. For instance, Sedikides (1995) 
found that changes in mood exert more profound effects 
on peripheral self-conceptions than on central self-
conceptions. In particular, peripheral self-conceptions 
but not central self-conceptions are subject to mood-
congruency effects. For example, priming a positive 
mood leads to greater endorsements of positive periph-
eral self-conceptions; however, central self-conceptions 
are relatively unaffected by mood (Sedikides, 1995).

 Given this research, awe can be theorized to release 
one from the strictures of one’s more localized concerns 
(e.g., “What is on my calendar for 10 a.m.?”). According 
to this view, it may be that awe does not direct attention 
away from the self as a whole but rather away from 
more peripheral aspects of the self. This view—that 
awe may interact with concerns of varying levels of 
centrality—accounts for differences in the emotional 
magnitude of different awe experiences. Some awe 
experiences may not be very stirring or moving because 
they reach only an outer, peripheral layer of concerns. 
In contrast, intense awe experiences may (to use fitting 
colloquialisms) “shake us to our core,” help us reach 
“rock bottom,” or make us “realize what’s important in 
life” because these experiences disrupt deeper and 
deeper peripheral concerns and in turn compel us to 
reevaluate our self-identity with respect to our deepest 
values, goals, and strivings. Awe, then, may be a context-
dependent emotion that prompts revision (accommoda-
tion) of lower-order goals in proportion to the magnitude 
of the awe experience.

In line with this argument, a useful theoretical per-
spective on the interaction of higher-order and lower-
order goals is Emmons’s (1986, 1989) model of personal 
strivings. Relevant to our analysis, Emmons (1995) con-
sidered personal strivings to be manifest at Level 2 
(personal concerns) of McAdams’s (1995) framework. 
Emmons (1989) argued that personal strivings are 
“superordinate abstracting qualities that render a cluster 
of goals functionally equivalent for an individual” 

(p.  92). In short, personal strivings help to integrate 
varied context-specific goals under the same thematic 
umbrella. Personal strivings (e.g., give back to my com-
munity) are midlevel motivational units that derive from 
wide-ranging motives (e.g., we-concerns) and lead to 
more specific tasks and projects (e.g., volunteer one’s 
time), which in turn manifest in localized behaviors 
(e.g., work in a soup kitchen). In this sense, there is an 
internal logic to goals, which is maintained all the way 
down even as goals become more contextualized and 
specified, increasingly distant from their abstract for-
mulations. Furthermore, this model is consistent with 
our arguments insofar as low-level tasks and action 
units may be said to constitute more peripheral aspects 
of motivation, whereas high-level motives and personal 
strivings may be said to be more central. This model 
therefore explains how the most central, abstract 
motives (e.g., broad concerns related to we) are trans-
lated into peripheral, concrete actions (e.g., prosocial 
behaviors). An important implication of this model is 
that global motives are not necessarily anchored to any 
single personal striving, specific project, or localized 
behavior. Therefore, Emmons’s (1989) model—which 
fits neatly into McAdams’s (2013) motivated agent layer 
of selfhood—may partly explain how awe’s effects are 
contoured by individual differences in self-identity. For 
example, a broad motive for interdependence concerns 
may take the form of volunteering in a soup kitchen for 
one individual or fundraising at a school arts program 
for another, yet these may actually both be expressions—
albeit different expressions—of the same underlying 
global motive. These differences in specific actions may 
reflect individual differences at relatively central units 
of self-identity, such as values, personal strivings, and 
ideologies.

Research from the awe literature provides evidence 
that this hierarchical model of motivation may be 
needed to explain awe’s effects. Specifically, individual-
ized central concerns have been shown to play a pow-
erful motivational role in the effects of awe. For 
example, Van Cappellen and Saroglou (2012) found that 
different awe elicitors (i.e., videos of nature vs. videos 
of childbirth) gave rise to different emotional responses 
depending on the magnitude and quality of partici-
pants’ religiosity/spirituality. Awe elicited by nature led 
those who scored high on spiritual universality to feel 
greater closeness with human beings broadly but not 
with friends specifically. Awe elicited by childbirth led 
those who scored high on religiosity as well as those 
who scored high on spiritual connectedness to feel 
greater closeness with friends but not with humans 
more broadly. Thus, the quality of a personal concern 
(religiosity/spirituality) modulated the relation between 
awe and a social outcome. Note that this social outcome 
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pertained to identification with group labels, an aspect 
of self-construal that was associated with awe in previ-
ous research (Shiota et al., 2007). Building on this point, 
research has also shown that cultural values and con-
cerns, such as collectivism versus individualism, moder-
ate the impact of awe on perceptions of one’s social 
network. As shown by Bai et  al. (2017), awe leads 
Chinese participants to feel more closely connected 
with others (i.e., greater relational depth), whereas awe 
leads American participants to perceive that they have 
more social ties (i.e., greater relational breadth). Thus, 
central motives and values may intervene in the relation 
between awe and sociality.

Van Cappellen and Saroglou (2012) further examined 
the effects of awe induction on participants’ willingness 
to act on spiritual behavioral intentions. For participants 
who were led to feel awe, self-reported religiosity and 
spirituality correlated with the desire to visit a spiritual—
but not a hedonic—travel destination. That is, for par-
ticipants for whom spirituality was more of a central 
concern, awe promoted the priority of an explicitly 
spiritual behavior. Therefore, awe may have increased 
the salience of more central concerns, and this had 
downstream consequences for behavioral intentions. In 
addition, awe may, through its disruption of peripheral 
concerns and goals, give rise to opportunities to 
develop self-concordance, that is, “the degree to which 
stated goals express enduring interests and values” 
(Sheldon & Elliot, 1999, p. 482). Put differently, awe 
may enable individuals to “realize what is important” 
through the process of accommodation, which offers 
the chance for individuals to generate lower-order goals 
(specific tasks and localized behaviors) that are congru-
ent with their higher-order goals and values (e.g., the 
individual who values spirituality feels more inclined 
to select a travel destination that is congruent with his 
or her central concerns).

One’s most central concerns include concerns about 
interdependence (Tomasello, 2016, 2019). In the context 
of Emmons’s (1989) model, interdependence concerns 
may represent an abstract motive at the top of the moti-
vation hierarchy because of the blending of agency and 
communion (e.g., McAdams, 1985; Wayment et al., 2015). 
Interdependence concerns then permeate personal striv-
ings, individualized tasks/projects, and specific action 
units. Thus, whereas central Level 2 personal concerns, 
values, and strivings represent individual differences that 
may moderate awe’s effects, awe may transform individu-
als in terms of their most abstract motives in ways that 
enhance deep interdependence concerns. Our arguments 
are evidenced by the fact that awe broadly increases 
feelings of social connection but that individualized con-
cerns and values (e.g., collectivism, spirituality) moderate 
the specific quality of that social connection (e.g., Bai 
et al., 2017; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012).

In the next section, we argue that awe gives rise to 
personal transformation and growth via the need for 
accommodation, which in turn prompts accommodative 
processing in the life story. The layer of the motivated 
agent cannot describe the processes of transformation 
because it does not capture the thematic construction 
and temporal continuity of the self. Describing these 
processes of identity construction and personal trans-
formation requires attending to the life stories individu-
als tell.

Layer 3: the self as autobiographical 
author

The third layer of selfhood, which describes the self as 
an autobiographical author of a unique life story, cor-
responds to McAdams’s (1995) Level 3 of personality. 
At this level, personality can be analyzed in terms of 
the individual’s evolving and internalized narrative 
identity (McAdams & McLean, 2013; Singer, 2004). Nar-
ratives help people thematically integrate the past, pres-
ent, and future in the service of making meaning out 
of life’s varied experiences. Self-continuity is the pri-
mary function of autobiographical authorship 
(McAdams, 2013), and self-continuity is evident in a 
narrator’s use of autobiographical reasoning, the capac-
ity to connect one’s experiences to one’s sense of self 
(Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McLean & Fournier, 2008; 
Singer & Bluck, 2001). This narrative practice reflects 
the most ontogenetically sophisticated process by 
which the I constructs the Me (McAdams, 2013). Cru-
cially for our argument, autobiographical reasoning 
enables transformations of the life story in ways that 
may promote change and growth (Lilgendahl & 
McAdams, 2011; Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007). 
Research on narrative identity, then, may shed light on 
the processes of transformation spurred by awe.

Narrative researchers have begun to investigate 
phenomena that bear conceptual similarities to awe, 
although this work is in its infancy. For example, 
Reischer, Roth, Villarreal, and McAdams (2019) con-
ducted a qualitative analysis of life story episodes (see 
McAdams, 1993) to uncover the prototypical narrative 
themes associated with self-transcendence. They found 
that four themes marked the life stories of those who 
reported the highest scores on a measure assessing self-
transcendence. These four themes were self-actualization, 
closure, spiritual pluralism, and interconnectedness. 
Self-actualization, predicated on Maslow’s (1943) origi-
nal formulation, refers to a deep understanding of one’s 
sense of self and a commitment to one’s ideals. Closure 
describes a narrator’s acceptance of diverse life experi-
ences. Spiritual pluralism refers to the narrator’s feeling 
of connection to a higher power (including but not 
limited to a god figure) and belief that all others may 
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likewise revel in this spiritual connectedness. Finally, 
interconnectedness highlights the narrator’s sentiment 
of unity with an increasingly expansive social network, 
including potentially all of humanity. These themes pro-
vide suggestive evidence for many claims in this article. 
Specifically, self-transcendence (of which awe is, again, 
a specific case; e.g., Van Cappellen & Rimé, 2014) may 
reflect not a mere diminishing of the self but rather a 
deepening of the self. This deepened understanding of 
the self includes a renewed commitment to fulfill valued 
goals and central motives, which we emphasized in the 
previous discussion of the self as a motivated agent. In 
addition, the expression of interconnectedness found in 
the narratives of highly self-transcendent individuals 
supports our claim that awe enhances interdependence 
concerns.

Building on this point, Bauer and McAdams (as cited 
in Bauer, 2008) found that self-transcendent growth 
narratives that emphasized unity with all of humanity 
were prospectively associated with heightened psycho-
logical maturity (operationalized as ego development; 
see Loevinger, 1976), which is defined at higher levels 
by an enhanced sense of interdependence. In 
Loevinger’s (1976) framework, the ego, representing 
the structural unity of one’s personality, was thought to 
develop in the sense of becoming more organized, self-
regulated, and tolerant of complexity in relation to 
one’s social and physical environment (Loevinger, 
1976). In this way, Loevinger’s conception of psycho-
logical growth in terms of ego development recalls 
Piagetian theories of cognitive development. Indeed, 
later research has suggested that psychological maturity 
and ego development are associated with processes of 
self-exploration, cognitive integration, and change 
(Bauer, McAdams, & Pals, 2008; Bauer, McAdams, & 
Sakaeda, 2005; King, 2001; King & Smith, 2004; Pals, 
2006). These processes are often described using the 
Piagetian (Piaget, 1950) concept of accommodation 
(e.g., Helson & Roberts, 1994). We argue that accom-
modation is the jumping off point for understanding 
the relations among awe’s transformative effects, its 
prosocial effects, and autobiographical authorship. 
Building on Block’s (1982) seminal thesis that Piagetian 
accommodation is an integral part of personality 
change, we argue that the need for accommodation 
elicited by awe-inspiring stimuli may be a key driver of 
self-transformation, personal growth, and psychological 
maturity.

Accommodation has been robustly linked to the self 
and personality at the layer of narrative identity (King, 
2001; King et  al., 2000; King & Hicks, 2007; King & 
Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004; Lilgendahl et  al., 
2013; for a review, see Adler, Lodi-Smith, Philippe, & 
Houle, 2016). Accommodation within the context of 

constructing a narrative identity has been described 
using the term accommodative processing, which refers 
to reflection on the “transformative impact” (Lilgendahl 
et al., 2013, p. 405) of life events that challenge existing 
frames of reference (see also King et al., 2000). Accom-
modative processing has been empirically associated 
with psychological maturity vis-à-vis ego development 
(Helson & Roberts, 1994; King et al., 2000; Lilgendahl 
et al., 2013); these outcomes are specifically associated 
with an appreciation of self–other interdependence (see 
Loevinger, 1976). As we will show, awe may be—to use 
Loevinger’s (1976) terminology—a “pacer,” a psychologi-
cally rich experience that disrupts frames of reference 
in ways that encourage ego development.

Before we discuss this further, though, a brief note 
is required on why identity reconstruction would be 
evoked by the kinds of nonsocial stimuli that are clas-
sically thought to be awe-inspiring. These stimuli may 
not seem immediately relevant to the self. The explana-
tion for why these stimuli do evoke identity reconstruc-
tion is that awe is indeed conducive to self-referential 
thought. The small-self hypothesis itself draws on a 
similar logic given that the small-self mechanism is self-
referential; the perception that a stimulus is vast is 
necessarily based on a comparison of the stimulus to 
oneself. However, even if awe does trigger self-
referential thought, the question remains whether this 
self-referential thinking would necessarily lead to deep 
self-exploration and complex reconstructions of one’s 
identity. The explanation for why it does is that cogni-
tively challenging experiences in general necessitate 
integration into personality (Block, 1982; Helson & 
Roberts, 1994), of which narrative identity is a crucial 
part (McAdams, 1995). Indeed, Danvers, O’Neil, and 
Shiota (2016) theorized that awe temporarily diminishes 
a sense of coherence in life and prompts a search for 
meaning, two issues resolved in the course of construct-
ing a unified and meaningful life story (McAdams & 
McLean, 2013). Danvers et al. (2016) noted that “if this 
search for an explanation is applied to the personal 
problem of living . . . people may be spurred to find . . . a 
sense of coherence among the various strands of one’s 
life, and an explanation of who one truly is” (p. 331). 
This idea suggests that awe may spur deep self-
exploration and processes of accommodative change.

Turning to empirical research on accommodative 
processing and growth, King et  al. (2000) examined 
processes of accommodative change in life transition 
narratives provided by parents recounting the experi-
ence of learning that their child had Down Syndrome. 
Parents who displayed themes of accommodative 
change reported greater subjective stress-related growth 
and demonstrated enhanced ego development prospec-
tively compared with parents who did not show such 
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themes. Lilgendahl et al. (2013) conceptually replicated 
these results within a sample of midlife adults. They 
found that women who narrated challenging life experi-
ences at age 52 using themes of accommodative pro-
cessing demonstrated increased levels of ego 
development between the ages of 43 and 61. Further-
more, they found that accommodative processing was 
correlated with ego level only at age 61, not at age 43, 
suggesting that the causal direction points from accom-
modative processing to ego level and not vice versa. 
Finally, much of the literature on accommodative pro-
cessing and ego development addressed questions 
about what Markus and Nurius (1986) called possible 
selves. This program of research aligns nicely with our 
arguments about awe’s effects on motivated agents 
because it is through narrative that individuals connect 
the valued goals of possible selves to a broader life 
story spanning the past, present, and future—a story 
that describes “who I was, who I am, and who I aim to 
be” (McAdams, 2013, p. 279). King and colleagues (King 
& Patterson, 2000; King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 
2004) found that accommodative processing in narra-
tives of lost possible selves prospectively predicts per-
sonal growth and ego development. King and Hicks 
(2007) argued that

Accommodation is reflected in thoughtful 
examination of lost goals and the reconstruction of 
and reinvestment in new goals. . . . Accommodative 
self-reflection, spurred by goal disruption, may lead 
to increasing levels of understanding. The 
construction of a new future toward which to 
strive—that is, engagement with a new best possible 
self—would then indicate that an individual has 
fully accommodated the loss. (p. 627)

Accommodation, then, is the process by which we 
reflect on disrupted goals and gain self-understanding. 
That is, attention is directed toward deeper, more cen-
tral parts of the self as individuals reflect on their lives 
and engage in self-exploration. In line with these self-
reflections on what the individual feels is valuable and 
important, individuals create a revised life story, chang-
ing their goals and constructing “a new best possible 
self” in ways that are individually contoured. For one 
person (who values religion), this revised life story may 
mean becoming a missionary for their church, whereas 
for another (who values environmental causes), it may 
mean becoming engaged in conservation efforts. For 
both, though, this process leads to ego development 
broadly.

Despite the conceptual overlap between awe’s need 
for accommodation and accommodative processing in 
the life story, accommodative processing has almost 

exclusively been discussed within the context of diffi-
cult life experiences. Researchers have broadly claimed 
that processes of complex identity differentiation (those 
that promote rich self-transformation) and change are 
more likely to be achieved through productively nar-
rating negative episodes as opposed to positive epi-
sodes (Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011; McLean, Pasupathi, 
& Pals, 2007). This claim is made because negative 
experiences are inherently disruptive to a coherent life 
story, whereas positive experiences may accord with 
one’s cultural life script (Berntsen, Rubin, & Siegler, 
2011). However, we argue that awe merits attention as 
a (typically) positive experience that may promote psy-
chological maturity (for a discussion of negatively 
valenced awe, see Gordon et al., 2017). Intensely posi-
tive experiences (see Burton & King, 2004, 2009) may 
require deep exploration, meaning-making, and healthy 
integration into the life story just as negative experi-
ences do. Indeed, King and colleagues (Burton & King, 
2004; Heintzelman & King, 2014; King, 2001) argued 
that it is not only the productive narration of difficult 
experiences that can incur benefits and necessitate 
reconfigurations of the life story. Rather, such recon-
figuration may be needed for any event that exceeds 
the bounds of one’s interpretive capacities for making 
meaning of experience (Heintzelman & King, 2014). 
Given that Burton and King (2004, 2009) based their 
operationalization of intensely positive experiences on 
Maslow’s (1971) construct of peak experiences (a pre-
cursor to the contemporary psychological study of awe), 
awe may qualify as just such an experience requiring 
coherent integration into the life story. This process of 
integration appears to occur most notably through 
accommodation.

In short, awe may spur accommodative processing, 
which is associated with psychological maturity, growth, 
and ego development. But how are these transforma-
tional processes specifically tied to prosocial motiva-
tions? Research has shown that increasingly higher 
levels of ego development are associated with prosocial 
personality characteristics, such as interpersonal integ-
rity. Interpersonal integrity consists of two subcatego-
ries: moral soundness (i.e., honesty, ethical steadfastness, 
and relational responsibility) and interpersonal close-
ness (i.e., affiliative motives); ego development shows 
associations with both subcategories (Westenberg & 
Block, 1993). Westenberg and Block (1993) also found 
that ego development was associated with psychologi-
cal mindedness, which encapsulates personality dimen-
sions of “introspectiveness, self-knowledge, and a 
general awareness and examination of motives in self 
and others” (p. 796). This finding suggests that the 
prosocial tendencies of those high in ego development 
must be congruent with self-reflective tendencies. Thus, 
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if awe transforms via accommodative processing (lead-
ing to ego development), then awe’s prosocial effects 
must not be based solely on attentional shifts to others; 
rather, these prosocial effects may be based on one’s 
deepened understanding of oneself and one’s motives.

This further resonates with Reischer et  al.’s (2019) 
finding that those high in self-transcendence narrate var-
ied life experiences with greater emphasis on deepened 
self-understanding than those low in self-transcendence. 
These diverse findings contrast the view that awe results 
in an attentional self–other dichotomy; clearly, awe can 
result in enhanced self-understanding (involving atten-
tion to the self) in addition to increased concern for 
others, which together reflect an appreciation for inter-
dependence concerns. This idea is in line with theoreti-
cal conceptualizations of ego development that state 
that higher levels of ego development are marked by 
an enhanced appreciation of the deep interdependence 
of self and others, the capacity to integrate multiple 
and complex perspectives into a sense of self, respect 
for the autonomy of both self and others, and identifi-
cation with broad group labels (Bauer, 2008; Helson & 
Roberts, 1994; Loevinger, 1976).

Given the links between awe and the layers of self-
hood described by McAdams’s (2013) integrative model, 
it appears that all layers of the self may be implicated 
in awe’s prosocial effects. Furthermore, these layers each 
address a critique of the small-self hypothesis in its cur-
rent formulation. Given this enriched model of the self, 
though, it is unclear what is meant by the self becoming 
small if smallness is not predicated on diverting atten-
tion away from the self. In the section that follows, we 
reinterpret the small-self hypothesis in light of the more 
nuanced account of the self presented in this article.

What Is Meant by the Self Becoming 
Small?

Thus far, we substantiated several claims that suggest 
insufficiencies of the small-self hypothesis: (a) The self 
is complex, consisting of multiple layers; (b) awe may 
interact with each of these layers of psychological self-
hood in profound ways; and (c) appealing to these 
interactions overcomes several theoretical shortcomings 
of the small-self hypothesis. What is now needed is an 
account of what exactly is going on when awe makes 
the self small—an account that appreciates the complex-
ity of the self. One viable reinterpretation of the small 
self may be Wayment and Bauer’s (2008) notion of the 
quiet ego. By virtue of its conceptual and empirical ties 
to the personality literature and ego development 
(Bauer, 2008; Bauer & Wayment, 2008; Wayment et al., 
2015), the quiet ego avoids the pitfalls of the small-self 
mechanism while still offering a cogent explanation for 

awe’s prosocial effects. Furthermore, the quiet ego has 
been empirically linked to self-transcendence (Wayment 
& Bauer, 2018; Wayment et al., 2015), and so there is 
an empirical basis for linking the quiet ego to awe.

The quiet ego represents a reflexive I constructing 
a dialed-down Me—one that values social harmony, 
attentional balance, growth and transformation, and 
compassion (Bauer & Wayment, 2008). The construct 
of the “quiet” ego contrasts with the “noisy” ego, which 
is a description for the immature and unregulated ego 
that clamors “for attention to the point that it cannot 
hear the voices of others or of one’s own [emphasis 
added] internal dynamics” (Bauer, 2008, p. 199;). Cru-
cially, the quiet ego does not entail a loss of the self. 
Indeed, Bauer and Wayment (2008) noted that the quiet 
ego should be conceptualized as “a self-identity that is 
not excessively self-focused but also not excessively 
other-focused—an identity that incorporates others 
without losing the self” (p. 8). This conceptualization 
directly addresses our first two critiques: The small-self 
mechanism overemphasizes the dichotomy between 
self and other, and the small-self mechanism does not 
account for intrinsic central concerns that lead to indi-
vidualized motivations. Building on these points, we 
argue that the quiet ego’s definitional feature of incor-
porating others into the self (i.e., an expansion of the 
self rather than strictly a diminishment of the self) is 
suggestive of our proposal that interdependent we-
concerns, rather than you-concerns, may be driving 
awe’s prosocial effects. Indeed, two of the four charac-
teristics that constitute the Quiet Ego Scale (QES) are 
perspective taking and inclusive identity, aspects of the 
construct that Wayment and Bauer (2017) conceptualized 
as promoting cooperation. As well, Bauer (2008) stated 
that

A quieter ego interprets the self in more inter
dependent, long-term, abstract, and internal terms. 
In this scenario, the ego never loses its self-identity 
as it becomes increasingly quieter; instead, the ego 
becomes even stronger, more resilient, and more 
assured in its roles. (pp. 199–200)

Each component of this definition accords well with 
our proposal of awe’s effects on the self. First, awe 
enhances interdependence. Second, the self is reflexively 
reenvisioned from a more “long-term” view. Future ori-
entation is a hallmark of McAdams’s (2013) definition of 
the motivated agent striving toward goals. Third, the 
descriptors abstract and internal align with our conten-
tion that awe makes broad motives, central beliefs, and 
valued goals more salient and significant, thus potentially 
enhancing self-concordance. Finally, the last component 
of Bauer’s (2008) definition describes the quieting ego 



302	 Perlin, Li

as growing and transforming, thus addressing our final 
critique regarding the apparent absence of awe’s trans-
formative effects in the small-self hypothesis. To this final 
point, the quiet ego is situated within a life-span theory 
of development and has been theorized as consonant 
with Loevinger’s (1976) theory of ego development 
(Bauer, 2008).

The quiet ego overcomes the shortcomings of the 
small-self hypothesis not only theoretically but also 
empirically. With respect to our first critique (that self-
oriented concerns are not always in conflict with other-
oriented concerns), Wayment and Bauer (2018) found 
that the quiet ego was associated with both self-focused 
values and other-focused values (see Schwartz et al., 
2012). Indeed, even the other-focused value that is most 
strongly correlated with the quiet ego—universalism—
was conceptualized by Schwartz et al. (2012) as con-
sonant with self-expansion. Furthermore, our earlier 
treatment of awe and traits accords with the theoretical 
description of self–other interdependence associated 
with the quiet ego. First, humility is a defining trait of 
the quiet ego (Exline, 2008), and this definition is 
evinced in empirical research demonstrating that the 
QES is correlated with the Honesty-Humility facet of 
the HEXACO trait model (Wayment et al., 2015). Fur-
thermore, experimental investigations of awe and 
humility lend support to a quiet ego interpretation of 
awe’s effects. For example, individuals in an awe condi-
tion, compared with those in a neutral condition, pro-
vided a more balanced appraisal of their strengths and 
weaknesses as measured by tabulating how many 
strengths individuals generated before moving on to 
their weaknesses (Stellar et al., 2018, Study 3). There 
was a significant difference between the awe and neu-
tral conditions only in terms of the number of strengths 
provided, and the mean number of strengths was larger 
than the mean number of weaknesses in both condi-
tions. This finding suggests that individuals are not self-
deprecating after experiencing awe; that is, they do not 
generate more weaknesses than strengths overall. Rather, 
individuals present a more balanced account of them-
selves, a finding that supports the notion that awe pro-
motes interdependence rather than solely you-concerns.

Finally, in terms of trait Openness, Openness is inte-
gral to the quiet ego (Wayment & Bauer, 2008). Not 
only has Openness shown statistical ties to the QES 
(Wayment et  al., 2015), it is also robustly associated 
with ego development (McCrae & Costa, 1980) and 
social-cognitive growth (Bauer et al., 2005). Indeed, as 
stated before, Yaden et al. (2019) found that Openness 
was the only facet of the Big Five to significantly cor-
relate with the accommodation component of the Awe 
Experience Scale. Given the many empirical links 
between accommodation and ego development out-
lined in this article, Yaden et  al.’s (2019) finding 

provides further support for our claims. Although many 
of these relations remain equivocal given the small 
number of studies addressing these issues, they provide 
suggestive evidence that the same dispositional quali-
ties at play in the quiet ego are also constitutive of awe.

With respect to our second critique (that the small-
self hypothesis does not account for motivational prom-
inence), the quiet ego shows empirical associations 
with prosocial motives, thereby providing a source of 
internal motivation for awe’s prosocial effects. At the 
most foundational level, the quiet ego reflects a self-
concordant ego whose goals are intrinsically motivated 
(Hodgins, 2008). Research has found that individuals 
whose goals are both intrinsic and vertically coherent 
(i.e., lower-level goals are consistent with higher-level 
goals and values) are more likely to exhibit cognitive 
empathy (Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). To this point, the 
quiet ego is robustly associated with compassionate 
goal motives (Wayment & Bauer, 2018), and Wayment 
et  al. (2015) also found that the QES was correlated 
with generativity, which involves highly agentic proso-
cial motives (McAdams, 1985).

With respect to our third critique (that the small-self 
hypothesis does not account for awe’s transformative 
effects), the quiet ego is strongly associated with self-
transformation, growth, and ego development. Indeed, 
in the factor analysis used to construct the QES, growth 
possessed the highest loading subfactor out of four total 
factors, and the QES was significantly correlated with 
personal growth initiative (Wayment et al., 2015). This 
growth is, in part, reflective (Wayment & Bauer, 2018). 
Reflective growth and goals (also called integrative 
growth/goals; see Bauer, Park, Montoya, & Wayment, 
2015) have been theoretically tied to processes of accom-
modation and empirically tied to ego development 
(Bauer & McAdams, 2004a, 2004b; Bauer et al., 2005). 
The quiet ego, therefore, may be linked to dimensions 
of psychological maturity and ego development through 
its ties to reflective growth. Empirical verification of this 
link is an important direction for future research.

Tying It All Together: A Revised Model 
Explaining Awe’s Prosocial Effects

Having answered our two guiding questions (What is 
meant by the self? and What is meant by the self becom-
ing small?), we are now in a position to synthesize our 
arguments and answer our overarching question: Why 
does awe have prosocial effects?

We address this question through a revised model 
of the small-self mechanism (see Fig. 1). First, an indi-
vidual experiences awe when he or she perceives a 
stimulus to be vast, which in turn necessitates accom-
modation (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Awe then leads to 
processes of self-transformation (Bonner & Friedman, 
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2011; Chirico & Yaden, 2018; Schneider, 2011), which 
is underlain by accommodative processing (see Block, 
1982; King et al., 2000) spurred by the individual’s need 
for accommodation in the presence of an awe-inspiring 
stimulus. This process of self-transformation is best 
understood in terms of reconfigurations of the life story 
(McAdams, 1985, 2013; McAdams & McLean, 2013) in 
ways that emphasize personal growth and change. In 
the wake of awe, the autobiographical author engages 
in accommodative processing, which has been shown 
in numerous empirical studies to predict ego develop-
ment (Bauer et  al., 2005; Bauer & McAdams, 2004a, 
2004b, 2010; King & Raspin, 2004; King & Smith, 2004; 
Lilgendahl et al., 2013). Higher levels of ego develop-
ment are defined by a sense of interdependence and 
respect for the autonomy of the self and others (Helson 
& Roberts, 1994; Loevinger, 1976; Westenberg & Block, 
1993), which in turn lead to a more balanced perspective 
on the self and others. Therefore, ego development can 
be said to give rise to a quieting of the ego (Bauer, 2008).

Thus, the small self may be better described as a 
quiet ego given that the quiet ego construct avoids the 
theoretical pitfalls of the current small-self hypothesis. 
As a part of the ego’s quieting, abstract motives and 
values pertaining to a sense of interdependent we-ness 
(Tomasello, 2016, 2019) are amplified. This process 
reflects the social actor’s (McAdams, 2013, 2015, 2016) 
embeddedness within social collectives that elide self-
oriented and other-oriented concerns rather than pitting 
them against one another. The enhancement of abstract 
interdependence concerns prompts the self as a moti-
vated agent (McAdams, 2013) to enact the prosocial 
motives inherent in higher levels of ego development. 
Although awe broadly enhances deeply central inter-
dependence concerns and motives, individuals may 
enact these motives in unique ways particular to their 
values, beliefs, and strivings (see Bai et  al., 2017; 
Emmons, 1989; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 2012).

Our theory applies to both positive and negative 
experiences of awe. Although diverging in affect, both 
positive and negative variants of awe involve accom-
modation as an indispensable part of the awe experi-
ence. Therefore, both would be expected to give rise 
to prosociality. This idea is related to what King (2001) 
identified as two pathways to the good life: maturity 
and happiness. Although negatively valenced awe has 
been shown to generate less positive affect than posi-
tively valenced awe (Gordon et  al., 2017; Piff et  al., 
2015), both positive and negative experiences of awe 
have shown comparable degrees of a small self, com-
parable outcomes on prosociality, and comparable 
mediational effects of the small self on prosociality (Piff 
et al., 2015; however, the indirect effect of the small 

self in negative awe was marginally significant, whereas 
the indirect effect of the small self in positive awe was 
significant). These results provide suggestive evidence 
that some aspect of the small-self mechanism beyond 
the effects of positive affect must be responsible for the 
enhancement of prosociality. As we argued, this aspect 
of the small-self mechanism is the psychological matu-
rity (frequently operationalized as ego development; 
e.g., King, 2001) facilitated by processes of accommo-
dative change in self-identity.

Future Directions

Our revised model of awe’s prosocial effects invites 
several exciting directions for empirical inquiry. First, 
it may be interesting to assess awe’s effects in cases of 
explicit interdependence. As stated earlier, cases involv-
ing deep interdependence may not lend themselves to 
neat separations between concerns about self as 
opposed to other. In these cases, what would the small-
self hypothesis predict about the effect of awe? If “sel
fish” motives inherently encompass other-oriented 
concerns (e.g., a mother “selfishly” aims to protect her 
child; I burnish my own reputation to enhance the 
group’s reputation), then would awe’s consequent 
attentional shrinking of the self result in more or less 
prosocial behavior toward the other person? Our 
account—that awe promotes a quiet ego, which inher-
ently encompasses concerns for both self and others—
would predict an increase in interdependence-oriented 
behaviors (Tomasello, 2016, 2019).

Furthermore, one may test whether people who have 
different personal strivings would show qualitatively 
different prosocial effects after awe induction. One 
might expect that the kinds of prosocial behaviors 
exhibited in the wake of awe experiences would cor-
respond to the rank-order of individuals’ personal striv-
ings. Suppose that people with different personal 
strivings are presented with an allocation task of divid-
ing a fixed amount of money between different chari-
ties. The induction of awe may lead participants to 
allocate proportionally more money to the charities that 
correspond to their own specific strivings, even if one 
ensures that both sets of participants have comparably 
heightened we-concerns after awe induction.

Moreover, it would be fruitful to assess possible vari-
ability in accommodative processing within narratives of 
awe experiences. Because narrative identity is a highly 
personalized level of personality (McAdams, 1995; McAd-
ams & Pals, 2006), we may expect to see individual dif-
ferences in the magnitude and quality of accommodative 
processing within narratives of awe even if awe generally 
facilitates accommodative processing in the first place. 
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These individual differences may manifest in ego level 
and prosociality. To this point, Keltner and Haidt (2003) 
acknowledged that awe elicits only a need for accom-
modation, not accommodation itself. Accommodation is 
not solely an encounter with a stimulus that defies exist-
ing mental frameworks; this phenomenon is properly 
called disequilibration in the Piagetian framework. 
Accommodation implies the active integration of the dis-
equilibrating stimulus into a revised worldview. When 
this integration is achieved, Keltner and Haidt argued, 
the awe experience can “involve feelings of enlighten-
ment and even rebirth” (p. 304); in a word, growth. 
Individuals, then, may vary in the extent to which they 
achieve accommodation following awe.

Furthermore, narrative researchers have generally 
examined only negative experiences in relation to pro-
cesses of accommodative change and self-transformation. 
This focus is largely owed to the idea that deep reflec-
tion on positive experiences is not as critical for healthy 
identity construction (Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011), 
and one study indeed found that analyzing positive expe-
riences actually diminished well-being (Lyubomirsky, 
Sousa, & Dickerhoof, 2006). However, this study focused 
on memories of participants’ happiest experiences. 
Other positive experiences (e.g., intensely positive 
experiences; Burton & King, 2004, 2009) may show 
different patterns than suggested by previous research. 
Indeed, Burton and King (2004) found that intensely 
positive experiences yielded emotionally complex nar-
ratives that broadened cognition, which suggests that 
these kinds of experiences may evince many of the 
same features that make negative experiences ripe for 
deep exploration and integration into the life story.

Finally, McAdams’s (2013) multilayered model of self-
hood is ultimately an ontogenetic account. That is, indi-
viduals begin in the world as social actors, become 
motivated agents around midchildhood, and develop 
the capacities for autobiographical authorship in ado-
lescence and emerging adulthood. Although layers 
developed later in ontogeny build on—rather than 
replace—layers developed previously (hence why they 
are called layers rather than stages), the layers do 
appear in an ontogenetic sequence. Thus, we may 
expect to see differences in awe’s effects at different 
times in development. No one to our knowledge has 
assessed the ontogenetic origins and progression of 
awe, yet this would be crucial in understanding its 
anatomy, functions, and prosocial effects.

Conclusion

Why does awe have prosocial effects? Many researchers 
contend that awe makes the self small. But what is 
meant by the self? And what is meant by the self 

becoming small? Awe has been theorized to make the 
self (as a locus of attention) smaller in the sense of 
ceding attention to other-oriented concerns (Bai et al., 
2017; Piff et al., 2015). However, the self is more than 
just a locus of attention, and smallness of the self is 
more than just loss of attention.

Drawing on theories of personality and selfhood, we 
contended that awe makes the self (i.e., the self in the 
elaborated sense spanning the social actor, the moti-
vated agent, and the autobiographical author) small in 
the sense of undergoing accommodative processing, 
ego development, and the enhancement of a quiet ego. 
These theories about selfhood and personality change 
enable us to elaborate on awe’s effects, namely (a) how 
awe may actually promote interdependent we-concerns 
(rather than just subordinating self-oriented concerns 
in favor of other-oriented concerns); (b) how awe 
engages motivational processes such as directing atten-
tion to central goals, values, and beliefs (thereby bridg-
ing awe’s effects on attention to awe’s effects on 
motivation); and (c) how awe’s prosocial effects are 
tied to its self-transformative effects (thus linking awe’s 
prosocial effects to an enriched and dynamic model of 
the self). Overall, our argument represents only a first 
attempt at the much needed task of grounding the 
small-self hypothesis in previous research on the self, 
and much more remains to be done. Undoubtedly, 
research on awe and its effects on prosociality may 
benefit appreciably by linking awe to previous theory 
and research on the self.
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