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Self-Consistency Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Personality Theory

Proponents: Prescott Lecky

1. Historical Development

Self-Consistency Theory emerged in the 1920s, primarily through the work of American

psychologist Prescott Lecky, gaining prominence in the interwar period when psychology was

shifting away from strict behaviorism toward more phenomenological and humanistic approaches.

Lecky articulated his ideas most fully in his posthumously published work, Self-Consistency: A

Theory of Personality (1945), though the core concepts were developed earlier. The theory

represents an early and influential attempt to place the self-concept at the center of personality

organization and behavioral motivation. Lecky's model provided a strong counterpoint to prevailing

mechanistic views by positing that human behavior is fundamentally guided by an internal, unifying

drive: the maintenance of ideational consistency. This focus on internal regulatory processes

helped lay the groundwork for later cognitive and self-theories that dominated the latter half of the

20th century.

The intellectual milieu of the 1920s and 1930s saw increasing interest in how individuals structure

their subjective experience. Lecky observed that individuals often clung tenaciously to certain

beliefs or patterns of behavior, even those that appeared detrimental or irrational from an objective

viewpoint. He concluded that this adherence was not random but served a crucial purpose:

preserving the integrity of the individual's existing psychological structure. Unlike theories that

emphasize drives related to pleasure or survival, Lecky proposed that the primary motivational

force is the need for constancy. This consistency is not just desirable but essential for normal

mental functioning, providing the stability necessary for a person to navigate the complexities of

their environment successfully.

Self-Consistency Theory is often credited as a precursor to the broader group of cognitive

consistency theories, which include Balance Theory (Heider) and Cognitive Dissonance Theory

(Festinger). While these later models focused heavily on the tension arising from conflicts between

specific cognitions, Lecky's approach was holistic, emphasizing the consistency of the entire

structure of self-referent ideas. His work established the framework that personality is not merely a

collection of traits or responses, but a unified system striving toward equilibrium. The development

of this theory marked a significant turning point in personality psychology by conceptualizing the

self not as a passive recipient of external stimuli, but as an active, self-regulating agent.

2. Core Principles: The Master Motive
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The foundation of Self-Consistency Theory rests on the concept of a "master motive," which is the

overarching psychological imperative to maintain consistency among all the ideas, attitudes, and

values that constitute the self-system. Lecky argued that every individual possesses an organized

system of ideas, and the overriding goal of the organism is to integrate any new experience or

thought into this existing structure without causing conflict or disintegration. This drive for

ideational consistency is considered the fundamental regulator of human thought and behavior,

eclipsing other specific drives when the integrity of the self is threatened.

Lecky posited that the self-concept functions similarly to an organization's constitution or a

scientific theory's paradigm: it dictates acceptable actions and interpretations. Thoughts and

behaviors are deemed acceptable and integrated if they harmonize with the existing self-concept;

conversely, ideas that contradict the core self-structure are actively resisted, rejected, or

reinterpreted in order to neutralize their disruptive potential. This mechanism explains why

individuals sometimes exhibit rigid or irrational behaviors; these behaviors, though maladaptive

externally, are internally functional because they successfully defend the consistency of the self-

system. The individual is not striving for external perfection or pleasure, but for internal

psychological coherence.

The centrality of the self in this model cannot be overstated. The self is the organizing principle, the

frame of reference against which all experiences are measured. If the individual's self-concept

includes the idea that they are "competent in mathematics," any evidence suggesting

incompetence will create systemic pressure. The individual will then engage in self-helping

measures--such as rationalizing poor performance, attributing failure to external factors, or

dismissing the validity of the test--to ensure that the core idea of being mathematically competent

remains constant. This active self-regulation ensures psychic stability, allowing the person to

function normally within the parameters defined by their established self-definition.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Self-Consistency Theory utilizes several distinct concepts to explain the dynamics of personality

structure and regulation. These components describe both the static organization of the personality

and the active processes employed to maintain its equilibrium. The personality, according to Lecky,

is not a loose assortment of habits but a hierarchy of organized ideas, all of which must align with

the primary motive of consistency.

A fundamental element is the Self-Concept, which is the totality of the individual's ideas about

themselves. This concept is highly organized and hierarchical. At the top are core, deeply held

beliefs (e.g., "I am a moral person," "I am intelligent"), which are the most resistant to change.

Ideas further down the hierarchy are more specific (e.g., "I am good at driving") and are easier to

modify if they conflict with experience, provided that their modification does not threaten the core
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beliefs. The system's overarching goal is to protect these central organizing ideas, as their

disintegration would lead to severe psychological fragmentation.

The active process of Consistency Maintenance involves various cognitive and behavioral

strategies. When a new idea or experience (e.g., receiving negative feedback) threatens the self-

system, psychological defenses are immediately activated. These defenses operate to filter,

interpret, or reject the conflicting information. Lecky emphasized that these are not necessarily

pathological defenses in the Freudian sense, but necessary mechanisms for the functioning of an

integrated personality. The persistence of ideas, even those that seem negative, underscores the

theory; if an individual holds the belief that they are "unlucky," they will unconsciously seek out or

interpret events that reinforce this self-definition, prioritizing consistency over happiness.

The Organizing Principle: The recognition that the personality system is unified and functions as

a whole, rather than a fragmented collection of responses. All ideas are subordinate to the master

motive of maintaining the integrity of this whole.

Selectivity of Perception: Individuals selectively attend to and interpret information in ways that

support their existing self-concept. Conflicting evidence may be ignored, distorted, or quickly

forgotten.

Resistance to Change: Core beliefs about the self are highly resistant to modification. Significant,

sustained psychological pressure or therapeutic intervention is typically required to restructure

these central, consistent ideas.

Ideational Structure: The organization of all thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs into a cohesive,

hierarchical system where specific ideas derive their meaning and justification from the core self-

concept.

4. Mechanisms of Consistency Maintenance

Lecky's theory details the active measures individuals take to ensure the constancy of their

psychological structure. These mechanisms are largely unconscious and automatic, designed to

filter incoming data and ensure that the self-concept remains stable, thus reducing internal tension.

The primary mechanism involves selective integration, whereby new experiences are either

incorporated seamlessly or aggressively rejected based on their compatibility with the established

self-image.

When an individual encounters an idea or event that is inconsistent with a core self-definition, the

system experiences disequilibrium. To restore balance, the person employs behavioral or cognitive

defenses. Behaviorally, this might manifest as avoiding situations where the inconsistent idea

could be challenged (e.g., a person who believes they are bad at public speaking avoiding all

presentations). Cognitively, the individual might engage in rationalization, reinterpreting the

conflicting information so that it appears consistent with the existing self-view. For example, if a
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self-defined moral person commits an unethical act, they might rationalize the act as justifiable

under the circumstances, rather than admit the failure of their moral self-concept.

Furthermore, Lecky suggested that behavior is often an attempt to confirm or validate the self-

concept. If a person views themselves as a "troublemaker," they may unconsciously provoke

conflict not because they enjoy the negative consequence, but because the act of causing trouble

validates their pre-existing self-image. This validation cycle reinforces the consistency, even if the

resulting behavior is socially undesirable. The ultimate goal is not necessarily positive outcomes,

but predictable, internally coherent outcomes that confirm who the person believes they are. This

mechanism highlights the powerful, often self-defeating, lengths to which individuals will go to

maintain psychological order.

5. Therapeutic and Clinical Applications

Self-Consistency Theory provides a unique lens through which to view maladjustment and

therapeutic intervention. Psychological distress and neuroses, according to Lecky, arise not from

repressed instinctual urges (as in psychoanalysis) or faulty learning (as in behaviorism), but from

internal inconsistency--the individual holds incompatible ideas within their self-system, or they

are forced by external reality to confront ideas that shatter their core self-definition. Conflict is the

primary symptom of inconsistency.

The therapeutic goal within this framework is not simply symptom removal, but the restructuring of

the self-concept to achieve a more unified and adaptive whole. Lecky viewed counseling as a

process of helping the client identify the specific ideas that are conflicting and recognizing the

inherent consistency in the seemingly maladaptive behaviors. If a patient is anxious, the therapist

might explore the self-idea that anxiety is protecting--perhaps an idea related to avoidance of risk

or fear of failure.

Therapeutic success, therefore, hinges upon helping the client recognize and replace inconsistent

or detrimental ideas with new, integrated, and more functional ones. Once a core idea is

successfully restructured--for instance, changing the self-concept from "I am fundamentally

incapable" to "I am a person capable of learning and growth"--the related peripheral ideas and

behaviors (such as avoidance and dependency) will automatically fall into line, requiring no direct

intervention, because they no longer serve the purpose of maintaining a consistent, but flawed,

self-definition. This emphasis on internal reorganization makes the theory highly relevant to client-

centered and cognitive therapies.

6. Relationship to Other Consistency Theories

While Self-Consistency Theory established the foundation for consistency models, it differs

significantly from later, more mechanistic theories like Cognitive Dissonance Theory (CDT).
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Lecky's model is primarily a theory of personality structure and motivation, focused on the global,

hierarchical consistency of the enduring self-concept. CDT, developed by Leon Festinger in the

1950s, is primarily a theory of attitude change, focusing on the tension (dissonance) arising from

conflicts between two or more specific, isolated cognitions (e.g., "I smoke" and "Smoking causes

cancer").

In Lecky's framework, inconsistency is viewed as a threat to the entire personality system,

triggering deep, structural defenses intended to preserve the master motive. In CDT, dissonance is

a psychologically uncomfortable state that motivates the resolution of the specific cognitive conflict,

often through the least effortful path (e.g., changing one attitude). A key distinction lies in scope:

Lecky deals with the self-system as a whole, while Festinger deals with the relationships between

discrete cognitive elements. However, both theories share the core belief that the human psyche is

motivated to seek and maintain a state of internal equilibrium, and that the discomfort of

inconsistency is a powerful driver of thought and behavior.

7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its historical significance, Self-Consistency Theory has faced several academic criticisms.

One major critique is its lack of empirical testability in its purest form. Lecky's focus on a

singular, global "master motive" is difficult to operationalize and measure rigorously using

experimental methods. While cognitive dissonance proved highly amenable to laboratory testing,

Lecky's emphasis on the unconscious, holistic defense of the entire self-system made specific

prediction and falsification challenging.

A second limitation stems from the theory's overemphasis on consistency at the expense of

other adaptive motives. Critics argue that human behavior is often driven by the need for mastery,

growth, self-enhancement, or affiliation, which sometimes necessitate radical inconsistency or the

abandonment of old ideas. Lecky's model struggles to fully account for spontaneous and positive

changes in personality that involve breaking from established, consistent patterns. If the primary

goal is always constancy, then profound psychological growth, which requires tolerance for

temporary inconsistency, is difficult to explain.

Furthermore, the theory is often criticized for being overly circular. If all behavior is explained as

serving the need for consistency, and inconsistency is defined as the cause of all maladjustment,

the theory risks becoming tautological: people seek consistency because they seek consistency.

Later theories refined Lecky's ideas by incorporating motivational conflicts and differentiating

between various types of self-concepts (e.g., ideal self vs. actual self), providing a richer,

multidimensional view of personality regulation than the singular, consistency-driven system

proposed by Lecky.
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