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Re: Final Report ESCON2 Expert Meeting on “Meaning-Regulation in Times of Doubt and Loss” in Limerick from May 11th to 14th
Dear Colleagues,

I will first summarise the expert meeting’s procedure and outcome. This will be followed by the description of the scientific content and discussions of the event, the assessment of the results and the impact of the meeting, and the final programme.

Summary

The conference took place in the Castletroy Park Hotel in Casteltroy, Co. Limerick (Republic of Ireland), from May 11th to May 14th in 2011. The general purpose of the meeting was to discuss basis self- and meaning-regulation processes, and to explore how much the understanding of meaning-regulation processes explains people’s behaviour before and during the current economic crisis. To this end, we invited scholars with expertise in self- and meaning-regulation processes, personal defensiveness and growth, and perceptions and narratives of social and economic changes. The more specific objectives of this meeting were to discuss basic meaning-regulation processes, to identify how these processes relate to psychological threats and societal developments, to establish a forum in which experiences and concepts of different disciplines (psychology, economics, sociology) are exchanged and refined in order to develop a broad and yet integrative framework for the explanation of basic and externally valid meaning-regulation of people in everyday life. Further, the meeting was designed to enable collaborations among the international experts that would participate.

On May 11th, the organisers, Dr. Eric Igou and Dr. Timothy Ritchie, welcomed the group of international experts in the Castletroy Park Hotel. This reception was followed by discussions of recent developments in psychological research on meaning-regulation processes. On the next morning, Dr. Timothy Ritchie gave his talk on the relationship between autobiographical memory and constructions of meaning. Professor Constantine Sedikides gave a presentation about his and his colleagues’ research on nostalgia and perceptions of meaningfulness. Dr. Travis Proulx then discussed basic meaning regulation processes contributing to moral and political beliefs followed by  Dr. Arnaud Wisman’s presentation of his latest research on individual differences in coping with the threat of one’s mortality. On the same day, Professor Abdolhossein Abdollahi spoke to anxiety buffer disruption theory in relation to post-traumatic stress experiences. Dr. Philip Cozzolino then presented his research on the effects of near-death experiences and the differences to mortality salience effects. The first day then ended with a very long and in-depth discussion of meaning-regulation processes, similarities and the process assumptions across the different approaches and differences to well-established theories in psychology (e.g., consistency theories). 
The next morning, Professor Sander Koole presented his research on how anxiety affects perceptions of similarities and interpersonal attraction. Dr. Giner-Sorella then discussed with us his research on the emotional experience of disgust and how it is related to reasoning. Afterwards, Dr. Liam Delaney spoke to the economic crisis in Ireland and the consequences for individuals. His talk was followed by a presentation of Dr. Carmen Kuhling on meaning making processes in globalized economies. Professor Denis Hilton concluded the talks for the day with his presentation on social representations of history, identity and moral emotions during the Second World War. The formal academic part of the day was concluded by an in-depth discussion of the relationship between basic psychological processes and societal developments and economic crises. Afterwards, the group engaged in the social event, a trip to the Cliffs of Moher and dinner in Lisconnor. 
The next day, Dr. Eric R. Igou presented recent research on perceived meaningfulness of life, and on psychological meaning-regulation processes in responses to the experiences of loneliness and boredom. Afterwards, the group discussed similarities and differences of the approaches that were presented, themes in research, relevance of these approaches for the explanation of meaning making processes in everyday life and perceptions of meaningfulness when people are confronted with personal and societal crises.
Throughout, all participants were enthusiastic about the first meeting of this kind, bringing researchers in Europe together that are working on similar topics. Importantly, this enthusiasm has already materialised in multiple collaborations between various experts. 

Description of the Scientific Content, Discussions at the Event
The talks were structured in a particular order, starting with basic cognitive and affective processes in meaning-regulation, then relating to them to interpersonal relationships and to various emotions, and finally linking meaning-regulation to broader societal events and developments.

The first presentation at the Expert meeting, entitled “Autobiographical Events Provoke Meaning and Purpose in Life in the Present: A Valence Effect, Mediation and Moderation”, was given by Dr. Tim Ritchie (University of Limerick) on the relationship between autobiographical memory and people’s life stories. Specifically, research on autobiographical memory converges on a basic pattern: in memory, good is stronger than bad, generally. The presented research was based on the idea that phenomena that are associated with autobiographical events from a person’s life story tend to be laden with a variety of positivity that overshadows the negative information in memory. The sources span a wide landscape of mental structures and activity, from the affect prompted by the recall of events (flashbulb, everyday), event valence (positive, negative), self-concept definition (continuity, clarity) to a sense of belonging (bonds, trust), and to the directive function of the past imbuing a sense of meaning to and purpose in the present. The presented research tested the hypothesis that both positive and negative autobiographical events sometimes provoke a sense of meaning in life, however, positive events reliably provoke more meaning than negative events. Across cultures and age groups using different research methods, results from five studies supported this valence effect for meaning. 
Professor Sedikides (University of Southampton) then presented research findings on the relationship between nostalgia and meaning in his talk entitled “Nostalgia as Source of Meaning”. The research tested the proposition that nostalgia serves an existential function by bolstering a sense of meaning in life.  As the researchers predicted, (1) nostalgia is positively related to perceptions of meaning in life; (2) nostalgia serves a meaning function; (3) social connectedness mediates the salutary effect of nostalgia on meaning; (4) threatened meaning increases nostalgia; (5) nostalgia reduces defensiveness following a meaning threat; and (6) nostalgia disrupts the link between low meaning and compromised psychological well-being.  The results suggest that the provision of existential meaning is a pivotal function of nostalgia. 

Dr. Travis Proulx (Tilburg University) then presented his findings on meaning maintenance processes in a talk entitled “Beyond Mortality and the Self: Meaning Maintenance Following Any Anomaly?”. Dr. Proulx outlined how meaning threats have been conceptualised in philosophy and psychology. Following from Kierkegaard in the 19th century, existentialist theorists have argued that any anomalous experience may constitute a meaning threat and provoke compensatory affirmation other, unrelated meaning frameworks. These meaning maintenance efforts might follow from a breakdown of personal identity, contemplation of a finite human existence… or ‘finishing a beer and finding a live frog at the bottom of the mug’ (Kierkegaard, 1846). In a series of experiments following from the Meaning Maintenance Model (Proulx & Heine, 2010), Dr. Proulx supported this existentialist claim by documenting equivalent meaning maintenance efforts (e.g., affirmation of moral and political beliefs) following from a variety of unrelated meaning threats - whether they are profound (threats to identity and reminders of mortality) or relatively trivial (anomalous playing cards, nonsense words, absurdist art, literature and humor). These studies broaden the scope of what may be considered a meaning threat in the social psychological literature.

Dr. Arnaud Wisman (University of Kent) then gave a presentation entitled “Facing Death: The Roles of Dispositional Self-Esteem and Self-Related Cognition in Terror Management”. According to terror management theory (TMT), the need for self-esteem allows people to cope with the awareness of personal mortality. Although self-esteem is a central concept within TMT, it is unclear whether dispositional levels of self-esteem affect how people regulate awareness of personal mortality. Dr. Wisman tested the hypothesis that people with lower dispositional levels of self-esteem regulate awareness of personal mortality by reducing self-related cognition. In line with the hypothesis, nine studies showed that, among those with lower dispositional levels of self-esteem, reminders of personal mortality predicted lower self-related cognition, lower memory performance, lower levels of hope, and higher alcohol consumption. Overall, then, support was found for the idea that people with lower dispositional levels of self-esteem employ functionally different cognitive strategies than those higher in dispositional levels of self-esteem in regulating awareness of personal mortality. Implications of these findings were discussed.
In a talk entitled, “Terror Management in Times of Trauma:  Introducing Anxiety-Buffer Disruption Theory (ABDT)”, Professor Abdolhossein Abdollahi (University of Limerick) presented a new theory, explaining dissociations as a function of disruptions of anxiety buffers. Specifically, Anxiety-Buffer Disruption Theory (ABDT) posits that Posttraumatic Stress Disorder is associated with a disruption of normal anxiety-buffer functioning produced by traumatic events that produce high levels of dissociation. Two experiments conducted among survivors of the 2005 Zarand earthquake in Iran supported four hypotheses derived from ABDT: (1) dissociation predicts atypical responses to death- and trauma-related thoughts, (2) dissociation predicts stronger affective responses to death- and trauma-related thoughts, (3) PTSD symptom severity 2 years after the event is associated with continued disruption of anxiety-buffer responses, (4) the relationship between dissociation 1 month post-trauma and post-traumatic symptoms 2 years later is mediated by disrupted anxiety-buffering functioning. The role of anxiety-buffer disruptions in socially problematic responses to traumatic events were discussed.

Dr. Philippe Cozzolino (University of Essex) spoke on “In Pursuit of Existential Liberty: Differential Effects of Mortality Salience and Death Reflection on Desires for Freedom”. Four studies explored the liberty-seeking consequences of considering death in a specific and individuated manner, as part of a new theoretical framework derived from the dual-existential systems model, positing that unspecific reminders of  death (mortality salience; MS) focus attention on external representations of the self, facilitating adherence to external control; alternatively, individuated mortality reminders (death reflection; DR) focus attention internally on self-specific structures, activating desires for self-direction. A series of four studies demonstrate that DR participants expressed greater interest in playing computer programs that promised self-direction, compared to MS and control participants; that, when provided options, DR participants more often chose for themselves an opportunity that promised self-direction, whereas MS participants chose the other-directed opportunity; that the effect is not simply indicative of a single choice or preference, as DR participants evidenced a greater willingness to determine their own path in game that offered numerous opportunities to be controlled by an external source; and the model was confirmed across different environment. Afterwards, the discussion centred on theoretical and practical implications of considering the psychological consequences of specific and abstract forms of mortality awareness in a broader context of existential liberty.

On the next day, Professor Sander Koole (Free University Amsterdam) presented his talk entitled “When Anyone Will Do: The Role of Anxiety in Interpersonal Attraction”.  People often respond to real or symbolic threats of their existence by seeking out the company of others, for example when they experience existential threats (Wisman & Koole, 2003). The author and his colleagues have recently extended this line of work by considering how anxiety influences people's well-established preference for others who are similar rather than dissimilar to themselves (Byrne, 1970). Professor Koole discussed four studies showing that anxiety can reduce or even eliminate the similarity-attraction effect. Combining literatures on interception and embodied social cognition (IJzerman & Koole, 2010), it was suggested that anxiety may lead individuals to focus more on their bodily responses, which may overwhelm symbolic meanings such as similarity to self. In line with this, finger temperature was associated significantly more strongly with interpersonal attraction among high-rather than low-anxious individuals. Moreover, high-anxious individuals again displayed evidence of a similarity-attraction effect after holding a cold (rather than warm) cup in their hands. In contrast to terror management (Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997) and meaning maintenance theories (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006), these findings suggest that existential threats may reduce the psychological importance of symbolic meaning and that existential threats may promote certain forms of social receptivity.
Dr. Giner-Sorella’s (University of Kent) presentation “Disgust is Unreasoning, and We Need It That Way” consisted of two part. First, the author briefly reviewed research showing that disgust, as a moral emotion, is particularly unreasoning in comparison to moral anger. Disgust is unreasoning in the sense that a) people do not find it easy to come up with complex reasons why they are morally disgusted by a sexual norm violation (although they can do it when provided with plausible-looking reasons); b) it is not influenced by many appraisals, and possibly not any appraisals; and c) it is more influential under cognitive load. The kind of disgust that shows more complex reasoning also shares many characteristics with anger and tends to be about fairness more than about violations of moral rules about the body. Then the author elaborated on a functional conflict view of emotions to explain why people hold on to unreasoning disgust. One of the adaptations of disgust and other unreasoned associative emotional attitudes allows people to gain existential certainty in the face of self-awareness. They serve the purpose of absolute, invariable moral negatives that let us defend a certainty that might otherwise be threatened by self-regulatory feelings. One implication among many is that the expression and social communication of emotions is as much linked to this function as to moral flexible appraisal functions.

Dr. Lima Delaney (Geary Institute, University College Dublin) presented a talk on “Psychological Well-Being and the Great Irish Recession”. This presentation examined the implications of the Irish recession for life satisfaction and suicide. A growing literature on the economics of well-being argues for a great focus on subjective measures of welfare. The Irish economy is a particularly interesting test-case given the large peak-to-trough adjustment of the economy. The author and his colleagues found substantial effects of unemployment on well-being, effects that rival chronic illness and divorce. These effects hold for the general population, as well as for recent graduates. The findings were discussed, especially focusing on the potential psychological processes that may explain the effect of unemployment.
Dr. Carmen Kuhling (University of Limerick) talked about “Dislocated subjectivities and pathologies of globalisation: The Irish Economic Crisis as a Case Study”. This presentation examined the phenomena of neo-liberal globalisation as it has been experienced in Ireland in recent years from a sociological perspective. It seems that there has been a shift in recent years towards increasing levels of fragmentation of our sense of self and connections with meaningful communities (e.g., Taylor), including the continued extension of consumer lifestyles; social and geographic mobility; outsourcing and downsizing by corporations; new family patterns, particularly the growth of the two-income household, with the resulting overwork and burnout; suburban spread, whereby people often live, work and shop in three separate areas; the rise of television and others. Recent sociological work demonstrates how processes of fragmentation, consumption, and individualisation which are central to globalisation are linked to the breakdown of collective bases of solidarity and reciprocity in contemporary society, and collective structures of meaning claim that the new, highly segmented or fragmented labour market characteristic of flexibilized ‘lean production’ results in an ‘erosion of the accomplishment principle’ whereby opportunities for collective identity formation and individual self realisation are no longer possible (Petersen & Willig, 2004). Growth in the service sector in postindustrial society results in the growth of a more temporary, insecure, short- term job sector  and strongly curtails the possibilities for self-realisation in workers, since this sector lacks clear criteria for economic efficiency and therefore lacks possibilities for receiving recognition. It seems that globalised capitalist modernity tears us from the close ties to family, culture and traditional spirituality of pre-modern life, and subjects us to individualism, competition, and rapid change, rendering us vulnerable to dislocation and addiction (Alexander, 2008). While certain key actors clearly more to blame than others, an important psychological factor underpinning this crisis seems to have been a collective need to escape the reality of an increasingly complex and vulnerable global world and find an illusory refuge in the ownership of money and property.  
Professor Denis Hilton (University of Toulouse) spoke on “Social Representations of History, Identity and Moral Emotions: The Example of the Second World War”. He reviewed work on social representations of history, and discussed the concept of "charter" whereby groups use key historical events to make sense of their history and to legitimate their current way of doing things. WW2 constitutes a "charter" which justifies nations' different ways of doing things in the face of challenges. For example, the difference between the British and French responses to Libya and that of the Germans can be easily understood in terms of the different historical narratives that WW2 has bequeathed  these countries. I then turn to how young Germans deal with the identity threat posed by WW2, and what kinds of moral emotions predict desire for rapprochement with the broader world. Finally, I discuss a study that shows how reminders of positive or negative ingroup history in WW2 affects national and European identification in young French adults.

Dr. Eric R. Igou’s (University of Limerick) talk was entitled “Establishing and Re-Establishing Meaningfulness: Some Cognitive and Self-Regulatory Processes”. The presentation started with the general assumption that perceiving one’s actions and existence as meaningful is a central human need, and similar to other approaches is it assumed that people are strategic in creative in pursuing this central goal (e.g., Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006). One series of studies suggested that thinking about life (life salience) may, under certain conditions, increases worldview adherence, a source of meaning. These studies indicate an important cognitive mechanism for establishing meaningfulness. In other sets of studies, it was examined how people respond to threats of meaningfulness. As meaning threats we focused on the experience of boredom and the experience of loneliness. As meaning repair strategies, the research focused on pro-social behavior, aggression, social identification, and nostalgia. It was observed that people are highly pragmatic in using any source of meaning in order to re-establish meaningfulness. That is, as long as a particular meaning re-establishment strategy is available - when meaning is threatened - and useful in order to serve as a source of meaning, people are inclined to engage in these meaning-repair strategies. Ironically, the effects of a particular meaning threat (e.g., boredom) may seem at times contradictory (pro-social versus anti-social behavior). However, from a meaning-regulation perspective these responses are highly consistent. The results and the proposed underlying cognitive and motivational processes were discussed.
Besides the impressive talks, the experts spent much time on discussing the findings, the proposed psychological processes of meaning repair, which was the focus of discussion on May 12th. These discussions enabled us to detect themes in meaning-regulation research and how they relate to other research areas in social and cognitive psychology. In addition, we discussed the relationship of these psychological processes to particular psychological and societal crises, and the implications for the current economic crisis, which was in particular the focus of our discussions on May 13th and 14th. Especially the concluding discussion, chaired by Timothy Ritchie and Eric R. Igou, highlighted the usefulness of meaning regulation research to explain in part the dynamics of people’s behaviour when they face threatening situations.
The meeting was an ideal forum for an exchange of ideas and the start of new collaborations, which are very likely to materialise in joint conference presentations and publications. In a sense, this meeting was the beginning of forming a research group in Europe that examines the underlying processes of meaning-maintenance and repair strategies. Hence, we concluded the meeting with the focus on follow-up meeting. In part, this has already happened in November when Travis Proulx organised a meaning conference in Tilburg (The Netherlands). At this conference we often referred back to the ideas that were generated at the Expert Meeting.

The location and the venue were very well received. The closeness to the west coast of Ireland enabled a trip to the Cliffs of Moher as the social event. The Castletroy Park Hotel was well equipped for the conference, the meeting room was spacious, and the service was good.

Overall, the meeting was evaluated very positively by all experts, and recent conversations among each other indicate that this meeting brought researchers together, with potential long-term effects for the understanding of meaning-regulation processes. Collaborations have started, and additional meetings are likely to follow.
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Castletroy, Co. Limerick, Ireland

Castletroy Park Hotel, ROSL Ross Lewin Room

“Meaning-Regulation in Times of Doubt and Loss”

Schedule of Events

	Wednesday 11
	

	
	Arrivals

	4:00

4:30

6:00 
	Welcome 
Opening Address, Eric R. Igou & Tim Ritchie
Dinner

	
	

	Thursday 12
	

	
	

	9:30 – 10:10
	Tim Ritchie

	10:15 – 10:55
	Constantine Sedikides

	10:55 – 11:15
	Tea/Coffee Break (in Conservatory)

	11:15 – 11:55
	Travis Proulx

	12:00 – 12:40
	Arnaud Wisman

	12:50
	Lunch

	2:00 – 2:40
	Abdolhossein Abdollahi

	2:45 – 3:25
	Philip Cozzolino

	3:30 - 3:50

3:50 –4:30
	Teac/Coffee Break (in Conference Room)

Open Discussions about the Day’s Presentations

	6:00
	Social Event: Dinner & Music at Dolan’s Pub in Limerick

	
	

	Friday 13
	

	
	

	9:30 – 10:10
	Sander Koole

	10:15 – 10:55
	Roger Giner-Sorolla

	10:55 – 11:15
	Tea/Coffee Break (in Conservatory)

	11:15 – 11:55
	Liam Delany

	12:00 – 12:40
	Carmen Kuhling

	12:50
	Lunch

	2:00 – 2:40
	Denis Hilton

	3:30
	Social Event: Trip to Cliffs of Moher

	6:30
	Dinner in Lahinch Area

	
	

	Saturday 14
	

	
	

	 9:30 – 10:00

10:00 – 10:30
	Eric R. Igou

Perspectives: Tim Ritchie & Eric R. Igou

	10:30-11:00

12:00
	Concluding Discussions

Departures




Eric R. Igou & Timothy Ritchie
Department of Psychology, Computer Science Building, Room CS2-025

University of Limerick, Castletroy, Co. Limerick, Ireland

Phone: +353 61 234657, Fax: +353 61 233 211, Email: eric.igou@ul.ie
Homepage: http://igou.socialpsychology.org
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