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between their view of an object and another’s view of an object, while 
adolescent egocentrism is difficulty differentiating between one’s own 
thoughts and the thoughts of others. Elkind (1967) proposed two spe-
cific consequences of adolescent egocentrism:

1.	 Imaginary audience: The adolescent imagines or believes that 
he or she is the focus of attention in social settings due to a lack 
of differentiation between self and others’ thoughts. For exam-
ple, an adolescent boy may believe that others’ thoughts are 
focused on him, just as his own thoughts are (e.g., “I can’t stop 
thinking about the zit on my chin, and everyone else is looking 
at it too!”). Imaginary audience can manifest itself in two ways:

•• An adolescent girl might be highly critical of herself and 
expect others to judge her negatively as well. Let’s say she 
tries a new hairstyle and is very concerned that it does not 
look good on her. When no one in her group of friends 
comments on the hairstyle, she might ask, “What do you 
think of my new haircut?” and be unconvinced by the 
answer “We didn’t even notice.”

•• An adolescent boy might be self-admiring and assume that 
others also will find his qualities endearing and positive. 
Perhaps he believes that his joking, sarcastic style of class-
room behavior is a flattering and attractive quality. He will 
have difficulty understanding why his parents and teachers 
do not approve of this behavior.

2.	 Personal fable: Adolescents mistakenly believe that they are 
unique, such that no one else can understand their situation. For example, most ado-
lescents do not believe that their teachers can understand the difficulty they might 
have in studying or receiving good grades. They might believe that their friends do not 
experience the same pressure to do well or have the same feelings of disappointment 
(e.g., “None of my friends have this much trouble in math class.”).

Two separate explanations for the rise of the imaginary audience and the personal fable 
during adolescence have been offered. The first, based on Piaget’s theory of cognitive devel-
opment, suggests that imaginary audience and personal fable are negative consequences that 
arise as the individual moves into formal operational thinking (Alberts, Elkind, & Ginsberg, 
2007; Elkind, 1967). The development of formal operational thinking not only enables ado-
lescents to use metacognition but also leads them to think too much about themselves and 
about what others think of them. The second explanation proposes that imaginary audience 
and personal fable are not negative side effects but rather adaptive coping processes that arise 
because of the changing relationship between adolescents and their parents (Lapsley, 1993). In 
the course of adolescence, as the child becomes an adult, the relationship between child and 
parent must be renegotiated to balance separateness and connectedness (Gavazzi & Sabatelli, 
1990; Sabatelli & Mazor, 1985). Imaginary audience helps adolescents maintain their con-
nectedness with others, whereas personal fable helps them maintain their separateness and 
uniqueness. Imaginary audience and personal fable may continue to be used as coping mech-
anisms throughout adulthood, although less often and intensely than during adolescence 
(Frankenberger, 2000; Lapsley, 1993; Quadrel, Fischhoff, & Davis, 1993).

Think of a time when you thought no one could possibly understand your situation 
or emotions.

Imaginary Audience. Adolescents may believe or 
imagine that other people are watching or thinking 
about them, especially about their appearance.

Piaget’s theory of 
cognitive development: 
See Module 6
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