International Journal of Interdisciplinary and Multidisciplin&tydies (IJIMS), 2015, Vol 2, No.3, 41- 52. 41

Available online at http://www.ijims.com
ISSN:2348- 0343

‘Self-Fulfilling Prophecy’: A Literature Review
Nidhi Sharma* and Keshav Sharma
Department of Commerce, Delhi School Of Economics, UniversiDetifi

*Corresponding author: Nidhi Sharma

Abstract

The power of positivity is one of the hottest emerging topfdbe time. People today are becoming more and moresawar
about the power of human mind and thoughts. Psychologistdhenkers have increasingly focused on the importance of
positive thinking in human life. Though it is not a nemncept according to the Indian mythology. Indian sagestossay
that a person’s destiny is in his’her own hands. Their intension was to make people aware about the tremendous power
possessed by the human mind and the need to channelizag¢hgy for the upliftment of the mankind. Even the modern
psychologists and scientists have found a significant positive relation between a person’s mental beliefs and situations
he/she encounters in life. It is said that whatevethivek and spend our mental energy on, manifests itselfyaiqdd form

in our lives. This phenomenon is the essence of the concept known as “self-fulfilling prophecy”. The aim of this paper is to
study the meaning of this term and the implementationegso This paper also highlights the interplay of séfiiing
prophecy with the concepts like- stereotyping and expentatiThis paper intends to study the step by step impletioenta
of this concept in real life as suggested by various reserarahd talk about the factors impacting it.
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Objectives of the study
1. To understand the concept of Self-fulfilling Prophecy

2. To study some of the famous models and stereotypes whjthin the phenomenon of self-fulfilling prophecy.
3. Tofind out key factors which impact self-fulfilling propty

Introduction
Understanding Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

The English word "prophecy” (noun) in the sense of "fumctiba prophet" appeared in Eurdpem about 1225, from Old
Frenchprofecie (12th century), and from Late Latpmophetia, Greekprophetia "gift of interpreting the will of god".

By dictionary meaning, the word ‘Prophecy’ means ‘the foretelling or prediction of what is to come’.

The term ‘SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY’ was introduced by Robert Merton (1948)". A sociologist, Merton proposed
that the self-fulfilling prophecy was capable of cregtiarge-scale social problems such as social inequalittee effects

of self-fulfilling prophecy can become very significantdiwgh the process of accumulation.

He explained it as "a false definition . ., evoking a neshavior which makes the originally false conceptiome
true"(p.195). In essence, Merton (1948) believed that false expeastdly people could come true or create their own

reality by causing other people to change their behawarstch and fulfill the initial expectations.(Don Pugh 1889)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_French
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_French
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_French
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Merton's concept of the self-fulfilling prophecy emerdesm the Thomas theorem, which says that "If men defin
situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” According to Thomas, people’s reaction not only comes for the
situations or circumstances they face but, often maiahthe way they perceive those circumstances anthéomeaning
they relate to those perceptions. Therefore the iehalvpeople, up to a large extent, is determined by theaepé&on and
the meaning they attach to the circumstances they fattesr than by the circumstances themselves. Thisgsrehows
that a person’s mentality is the result of the opinions and inferences that person derives out of a circumstance which further
creates impact on the person’s way of doing things.

Thomas (1928)defined a self-fulfilling prophecy as people defining sitr to be real, in which case the situations
became real in their consequences because of the tiediethe people themselves had placed in the chancédsmtof t
situation occurring.

When people hold accurate or inaccurate beliefs abbet gieople, there is a significant power in their beliefsreate
self-fulfilling prophecies. As Watzlawick says that “A self- fulfilling prophecy is an assumption or prediction thmtrely as

a result of having been made, causes the expettpredicted event to occur and thus confirms its own ‘accuracy’”
(Watzlawick, 1984: 392)

According to Willard J. also, selfulfilling prophecies occur when people’s false beliefs about others become true through
social interaction. Ethnic and racial stereotypes, whenlhefteople in authority, may be particularly likely to cestitese
false beliefs. (Willard J. et. al. 2008, pg. 1215)

According to an article in INTERNATIONAL ENCYCLOPEDIA OF THHSOCIAL SCIENCES, 2ND EDITION,

“The self-fulfilling prophecy is a quintessential process of this perspective because it involves people’s beliefs changing
social reality. A self-fulfilling prophecy occurs wheneoperson causes her or his own false belief about amhson to
become true.”

A self-fulfilling prophecy includes three steps:

Step 1.

One person must hold a false belief about another person.

Step 2:

The person holding the false belief must treat thergberson in a manner that is consistent with it.

Step 3:

The person about whom the false belief is held musgsponse to the treatment she or he receives, cotiferariginally
false belief.

Through this sequence of events, people have the poterdiatially construct reality.

Impact of Self-Fulfilling PropheciesEven though it is well-established that self-fulfilii prophecies have only a small

influence on people’s behaviors, for some people and under some conditions, the power of self-fulfilling prophecies may be
large. These conditions include the favorableness of people’s beliefs, individual characteristics, situational and motivational
factors, and the accumulation of self-fulfilling prophetfects.

Models and Stereotypes

In order to understand how the concept of self-fulfillingghecy works, a lot of models have been given by thoughtful

people of the society during various points of time. Therefeeewill be discussing some of the models to seethiav
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phenomenon takes place, what are the various importaotSaetd some of the stereotypes seen in outadgy life
which clearly show the unavoidable existence of tifefgiilling prophecy.

THE EXPECTANCY-DRIVEN MODEL OF BEHAVIORAL CONFIRMATION EFECTS

The model, given by CHEN AND BARGH (1997)emphasizes on the widely accepted steps involved iprieess

underlying behavioral confirmation of stereotypes.

1. The group stereotype is the source of expectancies or can be called as “‘provisional hypotheses’” (Darley & Gross,

1983) about individual members of that group.

The observer then starts behaving toward the targetrasse beliefs were true.

Then these (generally negative) expectancies affect the observer’s behavior toward the target person in various
ways.

4. And the target responds to the observer’s behavior accordingly (e.g., with hostility and coldness generating
hostility and coldness) or even actively comply with the observer’s perception rather than disrupting the interaction
(e.g., playing the *‘stupid foreigner’” in order to get one’s visa approved; see Jones, 1990% Snyder, 199%.

5. Finally, the observer finds the target’s behavior in line with the expectancy and concludes it as another instance of

stereotype-consistent behavior.

Thus, it can be inferred that the behavioral confirnmatimdel presents a strong mechanism which helps in uaddirsg
the instruments by which stereotypes, expectanciepmajadices are maintained and propagated. (CHEN AND BARGH,
1997§

This model has been criticized on the following two geemas given by CHEN AND BARGH, 1997

1. Proper motivations can modify the passive social-percepttiaities of the observer regarding the target.
2. The basic assumption for the phenomenon seems taulty fas it depends on giving participants false

expectancies, whereas in real life these expectancieberaccurate.
A MODEL OF THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY AT WORK BY DO¥DEN 1984°

This model combines various concepts of managerial andipagianal psychology. It is supported by causally categobri
experiments from Pygmalioatwork and other research findings. The model includes fargables that form a closed

causal chain:

1. The first link in the chain is thgupervisor's expectancy Eden and Shani (1982found that one impact of high
supervisory expectancy is betteadership (arrow 1).

2. Eden and Ravid (198%)have shown that, for instilling higheelf-expectationsin subordinates,supervisors use
differential treatment (arrow 2).

3. According to the expeatcy theory of motivation, the motivation to perform is directly proportion to one’s level of
self-expectancy (Campbell & Pritchard, 1876/room, 1964%. Eden and Shani (1978have shown that overall
motivation to do well rises due to high expectations. Bseaof the special treatment being given to the
subordinates, they feel motivated and put (Eden & Ravid, 198ffprts to justify the high reward and reduce
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differences by improving performance. The combinatiothe$e expectancy and equity processes aroused by high
expectations increases the ovenaditivation (arrow 3).

4. The enhanced motivation encourages subordinates to putierge#fort, boostingerformance (arrow 4).

5. The chain is completed and the loop is closed by positing Icatfsats of performance on the supervisor's

expectancy (arrow 5).

In non-controlled situations i.e. in real life, theergence of expectancies is a natural process. Such natpedtancies
are plausibly are shaped by the supervisor's knowledge of tloedsdie's past performance record. Managers usually
expect more in the coming future from the high performing glibates. According to Dov, there are different factors
which influence the causal chain depicted in Figure 1 &rdiit points. Classical Pygmalion manipulates the siguoety
expectancy, whereas Eden and Ravid talk about the selftarpgof the trainee. But Schrank (196&)nd Crawford et al.
(1980)" manipulated simultaneously both supervisory and self-eapegt Leadership studies typically step in by
considering leadership as the starting point in the pspe@sl on the other hand, motivation often has beeimdependent
factor in studies designed to enhance effort and perforn{@azepbell & Pritchard, 1978) Whatever the entry point, the

causal sequence of events is hypothesized to follow tlie ichgigure 1.

This "second generation" Pygmalion effect enforces yipethesis that, once the high performance track hasdetaip by
supervisor’s positive leadership with high expectations, subordinates sustain high performance on their owas,Tthe
Pygmalion effect, which is started by manipulating superéspectancy and triggering the five variable causal chain in
Figure 1, may be self-continuing by recycling through theekariable loop consisting of subordinate self-expectancy,

motivation, and performance (see arrow 6 in figure 1).

A Model of the Self-Fulfilling Prophecy at Work can federred fronfigure 1.

A MODEL FOR THE OPERATION OF SELF-FILLING PROPHECY BYaN PUGH

An overview of the operation of self-fulfilling propheisydemonstrated below. The model is based on ideas ingdeS&
Swann (1984§ combined with Brophy (198%)

Stage 1.1 Social Contexthe model operates within a social context. In aegpcthe social norms, social identity and

common practices might define the attitudes, and beliats pkople. Basically, norms are pressures upon grougbatem
to meet the group’s expectations. Within this situation social norms may be understood as stereotypes, discrimination,

racism and prejudice.

Stage 1.2: InteractierDuring this stage the individual or actor interactwvather individuals (targets) who show clearly

visible and distinctive characteristics such as gendeialstass, disability, occupation or race. Grady (197DQeaux and
Wrightsman, 1988 has found that gender and race are always immediatelgdaticd remembered. The individual may

also get influenced by gossips, past experiences or culturdilgéd stereotypical predispositions.
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Stage 2: Expectation&irst impressions formed by these highly visiblerelteristics are based on assumptions about these

characteristics influenced by the individual's past expegi@rcby conformity to group norms and stereotypes. These
preconceptions are termed as schema by cognitive psychslogiieese are presented as ways for simplifying decision
making by modifying the perception and memory to confirm thueleh (Fiske & Taylor, 1984). The individual may
imagine future interactions by recalling past scenaiflibgse beliefs represent expectations about the tyipehafvior given

by the other person. Actually, these social beliefsaatigipated situations for the target person.

Stage 3: Behaviors TesteBehaviors are formed based on a strategy to verifyalidity of the beliefs or expectations.

The individuals’ behavior towards their targets is consistent with thdiefse might be in a rigid and stereotyped manner.

Many factors influence the degree of impact of expectation the target (Blease, 1983)Some factors include the
consistency of behaviors based on expectations, titemsity, the duration for which they are held, the eegf proper
communication of expectations and the number of peopléviedyan the whole process of holding and communicating their
expectations.

Stage 4: InteractioBehaviors Communicate Expectations, Target developse§eittations. The individual’s behavior

communicates to the target expectations about how he istedge behave or perform. If the individual is consiste his
behavior, then the intermediate outcomes include themsalje development, self-expectations, motivation, aspirs,
attitudes, conduct and performance of the target. DaneyRazio (198CY note that the targets will come to expect

stereotyped behavior consistent with expectations asotie n

Stage 5: Target displays behavioFestinger (1954 has explained that people try to find a balance betweén the

behaviors and beliefs to avoid the discomfort of cognitigsatiance. In order to reduce the discomfort, it may be #gpec
that behavior and performance should be matched withséffexpectations created by the individual’s entrenched

expectations. The target's beliefs are translated ppmariate and mutual behavsor

Stage 6: Behaviors interpretated as confirming belief® individual observes the behavior of the targéténlight of his

or her own expectations. Attribution theorists usingiadocognition processing models have verified the perceptual
distortions or attribution biases which occur during theodimgy and processing of these observations. When expestation
are fulfilled in a desired way, the individual attributeafaonation to the personality of the target. Otherwibe,individual
may attribute disconfirmation.

In contrast, if undesired expectations, confirmed by an outpgrare attributed to the disposition of the group. Othreerwi
the attribution is to transitory factors in the stiom (Pettigrew, 1978j. As Miller and Turnbull (19885 conclude,
behaviors are interpreted consistently with expectarariésthe individual may believe that his or her expectancies have

been confirmed even if it is not so.
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THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY AND STEREOTYPE

Self-fulfilling prophecy can take on many forms. Steypotg implies that the expectations from a particular group of
people to act in a certain way based on race, religiordegeage and much more, would gradually result in the saighgr
of people imitating the stereotype. If one member of gnaup acts in one way then it is assumed that otherbaes of

that group share that feature. Labels can come atmutdertain stereotypes.

This concept explains that when a specific label is appptiea particular person, he begins to see himseffahway only
and believes that he is expected to behave in a speeificHe actually starts to behave in exactly thag.vAnd it happes
because of the label given to that person. As suchlitapelan have positive and negative aspects, the selfifigfi

prophecy can be good as well as bad according to thetyakel given.

This whole process is also known as the Pygmalitactefbased upon the play Pygmalion, whereby the strongrege

accented Eliza is treated like a woman, and so becorveman.
Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968)

Merton and social scientists have considered thatfigéifting prophecies’ possibility to have their effect in a wide variety
of domains and these studies can be classified accordihg tonit of analysis at which the self-fulfilling dynims are

thought to take place: namely, individual, dyadic, and colie¢Biggs 20087F.

The self-fulfilling prophecy and crime

As an extension to the earlier explanation, the selfdinidilprophecy says that antisocial behavior may afiae observer
expects others to behave in antisocial ways. Thedtigred beliefs of the observer affect the way theroes interacts
socially and consequently the antisocial actions are dstrated. For example, teachers at a school may thatlka new
boy is going to be a trouble-maker, and so come down on hitrelsasoon as possible. The boy sees that he is beitegtre
differently from the other children and so reacts hadhe teachers’ initial response to him triggers his subsequent

antisocial behavior. (Jahod)

The self-fulfilling prophecy and effect of the Name

Jahoda (1954). The study of Jahoda is a useful study for investigatingtieets on behavior from labels. He studied a
Ghanaian ethnic group, the Ashanti, noting boys were nanceddirtg to the day on which they were born. It is tradai
for the Ashanti to believe ‘Monday’ boys, for example, are quiet and placid, and are called Kwadwo, and ‘Wednesday’ boys

are thought to be aggressive and short-tempered, aradiéed Kwadku.

The selffulfilling prophecy and parent’s expectations

Research has shown that parents have the strongefitlfiiixg effects on their children’s alcohol use when both hold
false and unfavorable beliefs about their child’s likelihood of drinking alcohol (Madon et al. 2004)%.

Aim: Madon et al. (2003j set out to look at the self-fulfilling prophecy in a matisituation outside the educational setting

with naturallyeccurring false expectations. Questions included whether mothers’ expectations about their children’s future
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alcohol use would reflect aml alcohol use. The researchers also looked at whether the accuracy of the mothers’

expectations would limit the self-fulfilling prophecy

The researchers also assume that the mother’s expectations can also affect their children’s future alcohol use due to the self-
fulfilling prophecy, and by definition, only inaccurateegdictions can be self-fulfilling (so not based on vélatkground

variables) and therefore alcohol use is due to théditgpe

Overall, Madon et al. concluded that 52% of the correlation between the mother’s expectation and the actual alcohol use of
the child is down to maternal expectations, whereas 48%atfrelationship is due to the self-fulfilling effectsher
relationship was stronger for children with high ssdfeem than those with low self-esteem. Positive éxtiees (those

that underestimated children’s alcohol use) had stronger self-fulfilling effects than those of negative expectations.

Conclusions: Madon suggests that people with higheselm are more likely to be affected by their parents’ predictions
and she suggests that social class is not a factorethemhthe parent-child relationship leads to the propkeciological
theories link crime, labelling and the self-fulfillinggmhecy— but they consider wider issues rather than labellingnat

individual level. Self-fulfilling prophecies were morelpful than harmful.

The selffulfilling prophecy and teacher’s expectations

Researchers have explored the effects of teacher expestaticstudent outcomes (Rosenthal and Jacobsori’1968sim
and Harber 200%)

A study where teachers were told arbitrarily that rangdtudents were "going to blossom". Oddly, those random students
actually ended the year with significantly greater improents. Studies have shown that the expectationsabfetefrom
Madon the students have a great impact on their learnhgl@velopment process. Because of the positive expectation
which teacher has, he starts to give more attentitimose students and motivates them time to time. Thigvimhmakes
students feel that they are special, as a result thelyvgdrking hard and eventually perform well in exams witbater

signs of overall improvements.

The self-fulfilling prophecy and placebo effect

A placebo is anything that looks like a "real" medicahtimeent but it isn't. It could be a pill or some other tgpé&fake"

treatment. Placebos do not contain an active substarare toeaffect health.

At the level of the individual, for example, a substarti@y of work has explored the placebo effect on health mesp
that is, whether, and under what conditions, individualsegence improved health outcomes that are attributable
receiving a specific substance, but that are not dueetintferent powers of the substance itself (Stewartiafvib and
Podd 2004%.

Study about the placebo effect focuses on the relation§imiyind and body. One of the most common theories istttea
placebo effect is due to a person's expectations. If a pexpacts a pill to do something, then it's possible thabdag's
own chemistry can cause effects similar to what a medicenight have caused.


http://www.webmd.com/drugs/index-drugs.aspx
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For instance, in one study, people were given a placebtolthit was a stimulant. After taking the pill, their pelrate
sped up, their blood pressure increased, and their reagiaus improved. When people were given the same pitblhd
it was to help them get to sleep, they experiencedpgpesite effects.

There is a relationship between the degree of expectatiba person to have certain results and whether aresotts
occur. The stronger the expectations, the more likely flhat a person will experience positive effects antfillifod the

prophecy.

The self-fulfilling prophecy and the economy

Sociobgists have explored the “performativity” of economic theory (Callon 1998)*, including whether the predictions of
economic models lead people to change their behavioudéh a way as to make the original prediction come true
(MacKenzie and Millo 20035. A separate body of work by economists, meanwhile, x@lsred self-fulfilling prophecies
with regard to financial panics (Calomiris and Mason 1¥97jivestment bubbles (Garber 1989)and even business
cycles (Farmer 199%)

Let’s share an example given by Merton, in his book Social Theory and Social Structure.

Merton talked about a bank run at the fictional Lastiddal Bank, by Cartwright Millingville. It was a typical bk, and
Millingville had run it honestly and quite properly. Liké ather banks, it had some liquid assets (cash), but nfdss
assets were invested in various ventures. One dayga humber of customers came to the bank at-ettoe exact reason
was never known. Customers, finding so many others dtahk, began to worry. It lead to false rumors that Soimgt
was wrong with the bank and more customers rushed to theiarder to get some of their money out whatever they
could. The number of customers at the bank increaseglhas their annoyance and excitement. As a resstitahgthened

the false rumors of the bank's insolvency and upcomingrbptcy, causing more customers to come and try to withdr
their money. At the beginning of that day, the bank watsimsolvent. But the rumors of insolvency caused adend
demand of withdrawal of money by too many customers, whatlid not be answered, causing the bank to become

insolvent and declare bankruptcy.

The self-fulfilling prophecy and managers

This concept also plays a vital role when a managtreoteam lead is managing his subordinates or team regbgclilie
expectations, a manager holds for his team is the determnohdrow his team will perform in various situationssH
expectations will mould his behavior towards his teanmesiafThere can be two sides to this; one he wastsutiordinates

to perform well and show great results; second he jastsato take all the credit by himself.

In first case, his expectations to achieve greater resilltdrive his behavior to support his subordinates, proviaggr
guidance, appreciating them and raising their moralewlemotivate his subordinates to perform and provitlethee
relevant resources his subordinates would require. Such aonrenent will support the subordinates to grow and perform

to achieve good results.


http://www.webmd.com/hypertension-high-blood-pressure/guide/blood-pressure-causes
http://www.webmd.com/sleep-disorders/default.htm
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In the second case, he will abstain from sharing all if@mation. He will not appreciate their efforts; ratter will
criticize them always and will try to take all theedit. This attitude will spread a negative energy andtirdinates will

not perform.

SOME CRITICAL FINDINGS/FACTOR S highlighted byCliff Grimes, (2008}

Self-fulfilling prophecy effects are also more powerfuttie presence of certain situational. For example, pewplenore
likely to create self-fulfilling prophecies when theiatsis is high (e.g., teacher, parent, and therapist) verautudent,
child, and client) and when they are confident versus douhtititheir false beliefs are accurate.

The occurrence of a sdififilling prophecy can also depend on people’s motivations. In some instances, people may be
particularly motivated to have others see them as seeythemselves. People with this motive are lessiisie to
confirming other people’s false beliefs about them.

Self-fulfilling prophecy effects also have the potentialbecome powerful through processes of accumulation. Self-
fulfilling prophecies may accumulate in two ways: overetiamd across people.

Accumulation over time is a process in whicheason’s self-fulfilling influence becomes stronger over time. delfilling
prophecy effects can accumulate if people are repeatedbgectpo the same false belief over time

Self-fulfilling prophecy effects can also accumulate ssnoeople. In a given day, a person may interact with manyetitfe
people, each of whom may hold a false belief about hirheor If these beliefs are similar (e.g., all favorateall
unfavorable), then their individual self-fulfilling effactan combine to have a largffect on the person’s behavior. The
effects elicited by those who hold unfavorable beliefy tm@come stronger as the number people holding similafdel
increases

Correlation between expectations and performance

High expectations lead to higher performance; low expentatead to lower performance.

Better performance resulting from high expectations leads like someone more and vice-versa.

We tend to be comfortable with people who meet our expectations, whether they’re high or low and vice-vers.

Forming expectations is natural and unavoidable and fammed expectations about ourselves tend to besssiaining

Good managers produce employees who perform well and feeladgpoodl themselves. Bad managers produce employees
who perform poorly and feel badly about themselves.

The best managers have confidence in themselves dheiiirability to hire, develop and motivate people; lardelgause

of the selfconfidence, they communicate high expectations to otlfenmianager increases or decreases initiative by

the frequent or infrequent use of praise, criticism, faektinformation etc.

Conclusion

The concept of self-fulfilling prophecy seems to bepalivasive be it society, economy or an individual. Its irhpaEght
be either less or more but its existence cannot be ddnibédsically works through the belief system of a peraod

converts in to reality depending upon the consistencyrgeadsity of the belief.
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It is also important to note that the self-fulfillingophecy may result in both types of outcomes; positivavels as
negative. Therefore, it becomes even more crucidhi®observer to understand his/her expectations froatet.

Although the observer and the target may or may na@wage about this phenomenon taking place but itagtilurs. The
positive thing about this amazing concept is that it cannkelligently used to improve performance and efficjem
various fields of life like by parents, teachers, supervjis@sders, economists and managers towards their children
students, subordinates, followers, economic institutiods@am members respectively.

The occurrence and the impact of self-fulfilling prophecgemhels on various factors like status difference between the
observer and the target, level of motivation, duratiomnoéperiod for which the expectations exist, number of oleserer
targets, self-confidence of the observer.

The key take away is to realize that this concept @muded in a good way in different aspects of life in fesil
businesses, social setups and individual relationshipmalt effectively help in improving personality, incregsi

performance, enhancing efficiency and creating coagigironment.
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