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Understanding the intricacies of human cognition and identity involves exploring different facets of
self-knowledge. Among these, the concepts of the declarative self and the procedural self stand out
as fundamental distinctions in how individuals process, store, and utilize information about
themselves. Recognizing the key differences between these two aspects of the self can deepen our
comprehension of personal behavior, memory, learning, and self-awareness.

Defining the Declarative Self

What Is the Declarative Self?

The declarative self refers to the aspect of self-knowledge that involves conscious, explicit awareness
of facts and information about oneself. It encompasses autobiographical memories, personal beliefs,
traits, experiences, and factual data that individuals can consciously recall and articulate. This form of
self-knowledge is accessible through introspection and verbal expression.

Characteristics of the Declarative Self

- Explicit Memory: The declarative self relies on explicit memory systems, primarily involving the
hippocampus and related medial temporal lobe structures.

- Conscious Awareness: Individuals are aware of their declarative knowledge and can reflect upon it.
- Verbalizable: Information about oneself stored in this system can typically be expressed through
language.

- Flexible and Modifiable: Since it involves conscious thought, declarative self-knowledge can be
updated or revised with new experiences and insights.

Examples of the Declarative Self

- Remembering your name, age, or birthplace.

- Recalling a childhood memory.

- Believing that you are a compassionate person.
- Knowing your favorite hobbies or interests.

Understanding the Procedural Self



What Is the Procedural Self?

The procedural self pertains to the aspect of self that governs automatic, habitual behaviors, skills,
and routines. It involves implicit knowledge—know-how rather than know-what—that guides actions
without the need for conscious awareness. This form of self-knowledge is embedded in procedural
memory systems.

Characteristics of the Procedural Self

- Implicit Memory: Depends on brain regions such as the basal ganglia and cerebellum.

- Automaticity: Actions and behaviors are performed automatically, often without conscious thought.
- Non-verbalizable: It is difficult or impossible to fully articulate how to perform certain skills or
behaviors.

- Resistant to Change: Once established, procedural habits tend to persist and are less susceptible to
conscious modification.

Examples of the Procedural Self

- Riding a bicycle or driving a car.

- Typing on a keyboard without looking.

- Playing a musical instrument.

- Habitual ways of reacting in social situations.

Key Differences Between The Declarative Self and The
Procedural Self

Nature of Knowledge

- Declarative Self: Involves explicit, conscious knowledge about oneself—facts and personal
experiences.

- Procedural Self: Involves implicit, unconscious knowledge—skills and habits performed
automatically.

Memory Systems Involved

- Declarative Self: Relies on declarative memory systems, primarily involving the hippocampus and
medial temporal lobes.

- Procedural Self: Depends on procedural memory systems, involving structures like the basal ganglia
and cerebellum.

Accessibility and Verbalization

- Declarative Self: Easily accessible and expressible through language; individuals can articulate their
beliefs, traits, and memories.



- Procedural Self: Difficult to verbalize; actions are performed without conscious awareness of the
underlying rules or steps.

Consciousness and Awareness

- Declarative Self: Highly conscious; individuals are aware of their declarative knowledge.
- Procedural Self: Often unconscious; individuals may not be aware of the processes guiding their
habitual behaviors.

Flexibility and Change

- Declarative Self: Flexible; beliefs and self-concepts can be updated with new information.
- Procedural Self: More rigid; habits and skills tend to persist unless intentionally altered through
practice or intervention.

Learning and Acquisition

- Declarative Self: Acquired through conscious learning, instruction, or reflection.
- Procedural Self: Developed through practice and repetition, often without explicit awareness.

Implications of the Differences

Self-ldentity and Behavior

Understanding whether a behavior or trait stems from the declarative or procedural self can influence
approaches in therapy, education, and personal development. For example:

- Changing a self-belief (declarative) may involve reflection and evidence-based reasoning.

- Modifying habits (procedural) often requires repeated practice and behavioral interventions.

Psychological Disorders and Self-Knowledge

- Certain disorders, such as amnesia, can impair declarative memory while leaving procedural
memory intact. This explains why individuals with amnesia might forget personal facts but still
perform learned skills.

- Conditions like obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) can involve maladaptive procedural habits
resistant to conscious change.

Learning Strategies

- To learn new declarative information about oneself (e.g., understanding personal strengths),
reflective exercises and journaling are effective.

- To develop or change procedural habits (e.g., adopting healthier routines), consistent practice and
behavioral cues are essential.



Interplay Between The Declarative and Procedural Self

While distinct, these two aspects of the self are interconnected. For instance:

- Declarative knowledge can influence procedural behaviors; believing oneself to be confident can
impact one's habitual responses.

- Procedural habits can shape one's beliefs and self-concept over time. For example, repeatedly
engaging in kindness can lead to a self-image as a compassionate person.

Understanding their interaction helps in designing comprehensive approaches for personal growth
and behavioral change.

Conclusion

The key difference between the declarative self and the procedural self lies in the nature of the
knowledge they encompass—explicit versus implicit—and the systems of memory and consciousness
they involve. The declarative self is characterized by conscious, verbalizable knowledge about
oneself, such as personal facts and autobiographical memories. In contrast, the procedural self
consists of automatic, habitual behaviors and skills that are performed without conscious awareness.

Recognizing these distinctions enriches our understanding of human behavior, memory, and self-
awareness. Whether in therapy, education, or self-improvement efforts, appreciating the roles and
differences of these two selves can enhance strategies for change and growth. Ultimately, a
comprehensive understanding of the self involves acknowledging both the conscious narratives we
tell about ourselves and the automatic routines that guide much of our daily life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main distinction between the declarative self and
the procedural self?

The declarative self involves conscious, explicit knowledge about oneself, such as personal facts and
experiences, whereas the procedural self pertains to unconscious, automatic behaviors and skills that
are performed without conscious awareness.

How does memory differ between the declarative and
procedural selves?

The declarative self relies on explicit memory systems, allowing individuals to consciously recall
personal information, while the procedural self depends on implicit memory, enabling skills and habits
to be performed automatically without conscious recall.

In what way do the declarative and procedural selves



influence behavior?

The declarative self guides behaviors based on conscious beliefs and knowledge about oneself,
whereas the procedural self influences actions through ingrained habits and skills that are often
performed automatically, without deliberate thought.

Can the declarative and procedural selves operate
independently?

Yes, they can operate independently; for example, someone may consciously know their personal
history (declarative self) while executing complex motor skills or habits automatically (procedural self)
without conscious awareness.

Why is understanding the difference between the declarative
and procedural selves important in psychology?

Understanding the difference helps in diagnosing and treating conditions related to self-identity and
behavior, such as in therapy for memory disorders, habit formation, or self-concept development, by
targeting the specific self-system involved.

Additional Resources
What Is A Key Difference Between The Declarative Self And The Procedural Self?

Understanding the nature of human identity and consciousness involves exploring various frameworks
that describe how we process, store, and utilize information about ourselves. One pivotal distinction in
psychological and philosophical discussions is between the declarative self and the procedural self.
These two concepts encapsulate different ways our minds encode and operate with our self-
knowledge, shaping our behavior, self-perception, and sense of identity. Grasping the key difference
between these two selves offers profound insights into human cognition, personal development, and
the mechanisms underlying decision-making and self-awareness.

Defining the Declarative Self

The declarative self refers to the aspect of our identity that involves conscious, explicit knowledge
about ourselves. It is the part of us that we can articulate, describe, and reflect upon intentionally.
When you answer questions like “Who am I?” or “What are my strengths and weaknesses?”, you are
engaging your declarative self.

Characteristics of the Declarative Self:

- Conscious and explicit: This self involves awareness and deliberate reflection.

- Memory-based: It relies on facts stored in long-term memory.

- Verbalizable: Information about oneself can be expressed in words or symbols.

- Flexible and adaptable: Since it's based on conscious knowledge, it can be updated with new
information or insights.



- Examples include:

- Personal facts (“I am a teacher.”)

- Past experiences (“I studied psychology at university.”)
- Future aspirations (“I want to become a novelist.”)

Role in Self-Perception

The declarative self forms the foundation for self-concept and self-identity. It influences how
individuals interpret their experiences and construct narratives about themselves. For instance,
someone who identifies strongly as a dedicated athlete will incorporate this into their declarative self-
knowledge, shaping their behavior and choices.

Defining the Procedural Self

In contrast, the procedural self encompasses the unconscious or automatic aspects of self-related
behavior. It involves the skills, habits, and learned routines that operate without conscious control or
deliberation.

Characteristics of the Procedural Self:

- Unconscious and automatic: It governs actions that are performed without active awareness or
effort.

- Skill-based: It involves procedures or routines learned through practice.

- Non-verbalizable: Often difficult to describe explicitly; it's better understood through demonstration.
- Resilient to change: Habits and skills tend to persist even when conscious knowledge changes.

- Examples include:

- Riding a bicycle

- Typing on a keyboard

- Developing social habits or mannerisms

- Subtle emotional responses developed through experience

Role in Self-Behavior

The procedural self influences everyday actions and social interactions that have become habitual.
For example, a person may automatically respond with kindness in social situations because of
ingrained social habits, even if they are not explicitly aware of the underlying self-knowledge guiding
that behavior.

The Key Difference: Consciousness and Flexibility

The key difference between the declarative self and the procedural self hinges on the level of
consciousness involved and the manner in which self-related information is processed and utilized.

| Aspect | Declarative Self | Procedural Self |

| Consciousness | Explicit, conscious | Implicit, automatic |
| Knowledge type | Factual, descriptive | Skills, routines, habits |




| Verbalizability | Easily articulable | Difficult to articulate |
| Changeability | Easily updated with new information | Resistant to change; refined through practice |
| Role in decision-making | Involved in reflective judgments | Guides habitual actions and reactions |

In essence, the declarative self is the “what | know about myself,” while the procedural self is “how |
automatically behave or act based on learned routines.”

How These Two Selves Interact

While distinct, the declarative and procedural selves are deeply interconnected in shaping human
behavior.

- Learning and development: Declarative knowledge can influence procedural skills. For example,
learning about healthy eating (declarative) can lead to habits of choosing nutritious foods
(procedural).

- Habit formation: Repeated behaviors (procedural) can eventually become automatic, often shifting
from conscious awareness to unconscious routines.

- Self-awareness and change: Awareness of maladaptive habits (procedural) can lead to deliberate
efforts to change behaviors, involving the declarative self.

This interaction underscores the complexity of human selfhood, where conscious reflection and
unconscious routines coexist, sometimes reinforcing each other and sometimes conflicting.

Practical Implications

Understanding the difference between the declarative self and the procedural self has numerous
practical implications in areas like psychology, education, therapy, and personal development.

In Psychology and Therapy

- Behavior change: Therapies such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) target the declarative self by
challenging beliefs and thought patterns, while habit reversal techniques focus on altering procedural
behaviors.

- Self-awareness: Developing conscious awareness of automatic habits can facilitate behavioral
modification.

In Education and Skill Acquisition

- Teaching strategies: Effective teaching leverages explicit instruction (declarative) and practice
(procedural) to foster both knowledge and skill mastery.

- Expertise development: Moving from conscious effortful performance to automatic skill execution
involves transitioning from declarative to procedural memory.

In Personal Development

- Self-reflection: Recognizing the difference allows individuals to identify whether a behavior is a
conscious choice or an automatic habit.



- Behavioral change: To adopt new habits, one must often consciously override existing procedural
routines, gradually replacing them with healthier alternatives.

Examples Highlighting the Difference

1. Learning to Drive

- Declarative self: Knowing the rules of the road, understanding how to operate a vehicle.

- Procedural self: The automatic response to traffic signals, changing gears, steering, and braking
without conscious thought after practice.

2. Public Speaking

- Declarative self: Knowing the content of your speech and understanding your audience.

- Procedural self: The automatic gesture, tone, or pacing that develops through rehearsal and
becomes second nature.

3. Emotional Responses

- Declarative self: Beliefs about oneself, such as “lI am confident.”

- Procedural self: Subtle emotional reactions and habits, like smiling or maintaining eye contact, that
occur automatically.

Final Thoughts: The Symbiotic Relationship

While the key difference lies in their level of consciousness and flexibility, it is important to recognize
that the declarative self and the procedural self are not isolated entities but parts of an integrated
system that shapes our identity and behavior.

- The declarative self provides the narrative, beliefs, and explicit knowledge that inform our self-
concept.
- The procedural self governs the automatic routines and skills that allow us to function efficiently.

Achieving personal growth often involves a dynamic interplay between conscious reflection and
unconscious routine change. For instance, becoming aware of a negative habit (declarative) is the
first step toward modifying it, which then involves practicing new behaviors until they become
automatic (procedural).

Conclusion

What is a key difference between the declarative self and the procedural self? The core distinction
centers on consciousness and explicitness. The declarative self involves conscious, articulate
knowledge about oneself — the stories we tell about who we are. Conversely, the procedural self
encompasses the automatic, habitual behaviors and skills that operate beneath conscious awareness.
Recognizing this difference not only enriches our understanding of human cognition but also provides
practical guidance for personal development, therapy, and learning. By understanding how these two
facets of self operate and interact, we can better navigate self-awareness, behavior change, and the
ongoing construction of our identity.
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