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PSYCHOLOGY Self-esteem lose s it s lu str e
BY KIRK JOHNSON

The New Yor k Time s

S
ELF-ESTEEM had it all, onc e. Com mon sense and res earch
sh owe d that people who did best in life fel t good about them -
selves, and it seeme d a sho rt leap to con clu de that the rev erse

mu s t also be true: If successful people enj oye d high self-est e em,
then hig h self-est e em wou ld fos ter success.

Students woul d do better if they had more self-est e em. Emplo y-
ees wou ld wor k harder. Gir ls who fel t infer ior becau se of poor
body image or mat h phobia wou ld gain from self-est e em train ing.

By 1986, when Califor nia cre ated a com missio n to bol ster self-im-
ag e as a statewide goa l, the con cep t ha d beco m e a popculture phe -
nomen on. Celeb r ated in the media, in poli tics and in school s, self-
est e em had become an end in its elf – a com modity, like exp ande d
memo ry for a personal computer, that cou ld be ins talled in a do-it-
yourself upgr a de.

Bu t self-est e em is hav ing image problems thes e days .

Re search is indicating that it is not in and of its elf a strong pre dic-
to r of success. Criminals and juvenile delin que n t s , it tur ns ou t, often
have hig h self-est e em. New mov ements in edu cation hav e blame d
the empha sis on self-est e em for students’ failu r es in learning.

"Self-est e em became mixe d up in a whole ser ies of issues, and peo -
ple want e d it ove r", says Arthu r Levi ne, pre sid e n t of Teache rs Col lege
at New Yor k’s Columbia Unive rsity.

Bu t self-est e em is by no means dea d, res earche rs say. The deep
tradit ion of indivi d ualism guarant e es that est e em or one of its many
variants – from posit ive thinking to self-effic acy – will persi st. What
ha s change d is that self-est e em as an idea and a socie tal force has
lo st its unifie d champi ons and to a great deg ree its ability to be suc-
ci nctly defi ned .

of Mar yla n d, that the idea really took root. The scale, base d on 10
qu estio ns, cre ated what eve ry aca demic crave s – num erical measur-
ability.

At the same tim e, some seg m e n t s in socie ty, especia l ly the fem inist
move ment, sei zed on the idea that low self-est e em among many gir ls
and women cou ld and shoul d be raise d throug h train ing.

Bu t the zenith for self-est e em, often identifie d as the Califor nia pro -
je ct, was probably als o the beginning of its undoing.

Conf ron ted with the fact that self-est e em had become a goa l fo r
public school s and socie ty, rat her than a res ult of achieve ment, res ear-
che rs realized they had no proof that the pat h of logi c re a l ly wor ked
that way. If you improve d a person’s self-image, did that transla te
in t o bett e r behaviour? By con trast, did life’s los ers really hav e poor
self-est e em?

"The idea of self-est e em is so ing raine d in our cul ture, it’s pre sum ed
to be a real thing insid e the hum an con d ition," says Tim othy Owe ns,
an associat e profes sor of sociology at Indiana Unive rsity. "Bu t it got
ov erblown on bot h ends – socie ty’s and the aca demy’s ."

In psychology, the idea has gaine d gr oun d that the re is no cohe rent
self at all as people gen erally think of it, but rather a ser ies of selves,
li ke mir rors that reflect different aspects of an indivi d ual’s conne c-
tion to the world.

"The criti c a l notion of the unifie d self whose lev els can be fixe d –
that idea has ende d," says Kenneth Ger gen, a psychology profe sso r
at Swarthmore Col lege in Pennsylvania.

At the same tim e, the idea that hig h self-est e em is the exc lusiv e pro-
vi nce of those wit h admir able achieve ments has been rej ect e d as
si mply wrong. Studies of gang members and criminals fou nd their
self-est e em – rei n forced by peers or law les sness – to be as hig h as
that of any ove r achieve r.

Li ke IQ tests and SAT sco res, self-est e em
ha s beco m e but one gau g e to indicate suc-
cess in col lege or life.

"A dozen years ago, res earch was showing
heavi ly posit ive things about hig h self-est e em,"
says Roy Bau mei ster, a psychology profe sso r
at Cleve l and’s Case West e rn Res erve Unive r-
sity. "Si nce then, que s tion s have been raise d
abou t the size of effects, the direction of effects
and whether in fact it’s a mixed ble ssi ng to
ev en hav e high self-est e em."

Even before Wil lia m Ja m e s , the Harvard pro -
fe sso r, philo s opher and psychologi st, inv ent e d
the ter m self-est e em in the lat e 1800s, peo -
ple hav e wo rship ped the con cep t of self.
The wil l to do, to achieve, to improve, was
st aine d in t o the cul ture along wit h it s icon s –
Ho r atio Alg er, Dale Car negie, rag s to riches.

There were other idea s of psychology, such
as ali enation, wit h it s darker, more Eur opean
nu ances. But it was bright-eye d, optim istic
self-est e em that cau ght on.

It was not until the 1960s, when new ana -
ly tic tool s we re dev elo ped to mea s ure self-es-
teem, par ticularly the Ros enber g scale, dev el-
oped by Mor ris Ros enber g at the Unive rsity

The Ros enber g Self-Esteem Scale is base d on 10 que s tion s. Re spondents are aske d to
strongly agree, agree, disag ree or strongly disag ree with thes e it ems.

1. On the whole, I am satisfie d with mys elf.
2. At tim e s I think I am no good at all.
3. I fe el that I hav e a number of good quali tie s.
4. I am able to do things as wel l as mos t ot he r people.
5. I fe el I do not have much to be proud of.

6. I cer tainly feel usele ss at tim e s.
7. I fe el that I am a person of wor th, at lea st the equ al of others.
8. I wish I coul d have more respect for mys elf.
9. All in all, I am incli ned to feel that I am a failu r e.

10 . I take a posit ive attitude toward mys elf.

Half the que s tion s are phrase d posit ive ly and half negative ly. For the posit ive ly
phrase d qu estio ns – numbers 1, 3, 4, 7 and 10 – sco re as fol low s : St rongly agree, 4
poin t s; ag ree, 3; dis agree, 2; strongly dis agree, 1. For ne gative qu estio ns – numbers 2,
5, 6, 8 and 9 – rev erse the sco ring so that strongly agree is wor th 1poi nt, and so on.
The maximum is 40 poi nts, the minimu m 10 .

Mo st people in the gen eral popula t ion sco re in the 30-to -40 range. A mu ch sma l ler
number are in the 20s. A score of 10 to 20 is often associat e d with cli nical depres -
si on, according to Tim othy Owe ns of Indiana Unive rsity.

Sour ces: Conc eiv ing the Self by Mor ris Rosenberg (Basi c Books, 1979); Timothy
Owen s.
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An othe r study crush e s the idea that welfare women become preg-
nant to boost their self-est e em. Other studies fou nd dis t ortio ns in
how self-est e em statis ti cs hav e been gat hered .

People, res earche rs con clu de, are not the sim p le calcula tors of wor th
that the Ros enber g scale mig ht indicate. Some people achieve gre at
things in life while gripped by feeli ngs of wor thle ssn ess. Others set
low standards and feel gre at.

In the end, says Alber t Ba n dura, a psychology profe sso r at Stan-
fo r d Un ive rsity, in his 1997 book Self Efficac y: The Exercise of Con-

tr ol, "self-est e em affects neit her personal goa ls nor per for manc e."

Self-est e em became a cor nerstone of the fem inist critique of socie ty
begi nning in the 1960s. But many fem inist thinke rs now say that try-
ing to raise the self-est e em of gir ls and women may be self-defeating.

"Early fem inism went in the direction of sayi ng, ‘Give eve ry gir l
asse rtive nes s train ing so she can get in the re and compete,’ and that
ma de some sense at the tim e," says Judith Jordan, a psychologi st at
Harvard Medical School and directo r of train ing at the Stone Cent e r
fo r women’s studies at Wel lesle y College. "No w we say, ‘Why are
we accep ting that as the nor m, why not change the nor m?’"

Ju dit h Bu tle r, a profe sso r of rheto ric and comparative lit e r ature at the
Un ive rsity of Califor nia at Berkeley, adds: "If you take an 11-ye ar-ol d
gi rl who’s got faili ng self-est e em becau se her friends hav e name
cl othes or fanc y haircu ts, the real issue is to get that 11-ye ar-ol d gi rl
to think criti c a l ly about how fem ininity is defi ned in the culture."

One of the great paradoxes of self-est e em is that, in poli tics at lea st,
cons ervative s are the people who came to oppos e it. An idea that
ha d, in earli er incarnation s, been draped wit h all the trappings of
bootst r apping indivi d ual self-improve ment became, ins tea d, associt e d

with liberal value s and poli tical cor rectnes s, perhaps becau se of its
surge to prominenc e in the unr uly 1960s.

When edu cation came unde r att ack in the 1990s becaus e of decli n-
ing achieve ment, says Columbia’s Prof. Lev ine, con ser vative s le d the
charge aga inst "all the things that looke d different, whether thos e
things were ele ctive cur riculu m or whole langu age, or self-est e em or
mu lti c ultur ali sm – all became items to be att ack ed becau se they rep-
re sent e d departure s fr om the tried and true of years past."

The mov ement in edu cation toward hig her standards – visib le eve ry-
where from New Yor k Ci ty pub lic school s to effor ts in Washington
to cre ate U.S. edu cation standards – has shifted the empha sis toward
achiev ement. The new vie w look s toward the world, rat her than the
self, and toward res ult s rather than motiv ation.

Richard Elm ore, a profe sso r of edu cation at Harvard who has been
wo rking wit h the New Yor k Ci ty pub lic school sys tem , says self-es-
teem – origi nally posit e d as a way to hel p un d erpriv ile g ed students –
mu t ated into a kin d of crutch that exp lain ed and eve n reinforced low
achiev ement and low per for manc e.

"F or mos t teache rs, self-est e em is a theor y they inv ent to cov er the
fact that they hav e low expectation s fo r kids ," he says . By con trast,
the premise of an exper iment al prog ram in a dist rict that inclu des
mu ch of Manhatt an’s poor Lowe r East Sid e, is to train teache rs to
"accep t no exc u ses" and to expect the same lev el of achieve ment
requ ire d of any middle-cl ass student.

Deanna Bur ney, a for mer princip al who helped put the Lowe r East
Si de progr am toge the r, says : "We’v e le d a lot people ast r ay about self-
est e em – chil dre n fe el good about themselves when they can rea d
and write."

A maj or statis ti c a l them e of the article EM9810 reprint e d ov erleaf on pag e 8.41 and above is measur ing – in this inst anc e, a
hu man characer istic (i.e., a resp onse var iate) des cribed as se lf-estee m. A mea s uring in strumen t is the qu est i onnai re give n ov er-
le a f at the lowe r right; what (at lea st fo rma l ly) are the oth er thre e co mponents of the measuring process unde r discus sio n?

• Which two components of this mea s uring process are likely to be the sa m e entity in practic e? Dis cus s br ief ly how this
id e n tity mig ht affect the per for manc e of the measuring process.

1

Discus s cr iti c a l ly the que s tionnaire giv en at the lowe r right ove r leaf on pag e 8.41 from the perspective of obtaining truthful
re spons es.

• To whi c h catego ry of error wou ld untr uthful respons es giv e rise?

−− Outlin e whet her, unde r conc eptual repetit ion, unt ruthful respons es wou ld be likely to lea d to measuring inaccurac y or
mea s uring impre c isi on or bot h.

2

Comp are and con trast the statis ti c a l is s ues raise d by measuring processes base d on que s tion ing hum ans to quantify lev el of:

• a psychologi c a l charact e ris ti c (s uch as self-est e em) ;

• know ledge of a sub ject are a (s uch as scie n ce or geogr aphy – see als o Figure s 1.4 and 2.1 4);

• a par ticular cla s s of activ ities (su ch as lei sure pursuit s or sex ual beh aviour);

• cons ume r spending on:

−− du rable hou seh old items;
−− alco h ol and tobacco;
−− food;

• an unaccep table beh aviour (su ch as illega l dr ug use, theft or cheating on tests).

3

An othe r st atis ti c a l is s ue in the article EM9810 reprint e d in this Fig ure 8.8e is that of ca usa tion; outli ne how this issue
aris es here.

• Which (two) parag raphs of the article best capture the causal issue? Exp lain brief ly.

4

The newsp aper article EM9810 (or its que s tionnaire) reprint e d in this Fig ure 8.8e is als o us ed in Fig ure 13.1 of the STAT 231
Course Mat e ria ls , in Fig ure 3.5e of the Cou rse Mat e ria ls fo r STAT 332 (1995 cur riculu m) and in Statis ti c a l Highlig hts #2 and #42.
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