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PREFACE

Researchers have been studying self-esteem for decades. It is quite clear
that there are important individual differences in self-esteem, and that
these can be measured in reliable, valid ways. It is also clear that self-
esteem is one of the central, most important aspects of the self-concept
(Greenwald, Bellezza, & Banaji, 1988).

But once one begins to look more closely at the large mass of pub-
lished data about self-esteem, it becomes clear that many things are not
clear. Do people with low self-esteem hate and disrespect themselves?
Do they seek failure and humiliation? Or are they similar in many re-
spects to people with high self-esteem? Are they willing to gamble reck-
lessly in order to gain some esteem, or are they supremely cautious? Is
their low self-esteem well-founded in a widespread incompetence and
unattractiveness, or is it merely a self-critical attitude? These and similar
questions have confused and misled theorists over the years.

It should be emphasized that interest in self-esteem is not confined
to academic research laboratories. Beginning, perhaps, with Nathaniel
Branden (1974), a flood of popular psychologists have exploited the
general public’s large and growing interest in self-esteem as a promising
key to health and happiness. Perhaps the epitome of the general public’s
interest in the benefits of self-esteem was embodied in the California
Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Respon-
sibility. The high hopes of this task force are reflected in the assertion
that self-esteem “is the likeliest candidate for a social vaccine” which, it
was hoped, would inoculate individuals and society “against the lures of

vii



viii PREFACE

crime, violence, substance abuse, teen pregnancy, child abuse, chronic
welfare dependency, and educational failure.” The task force’s final re-
port went on to assert that “the lack of self-esteem is central to most
personal and social ills plaguing our state and nation” (1990, p. 4).

Indeed, California State Assemblyman John Vasconcellos, the driv-
ing force behind the self-esteem initiative, was initially stimulated by
concern over California’s multibillion-dollar budget deficit. He eventu-
ally reached the conclusion that raising self-esteem would solve Califor-
nia’s economic problems and produce a balanced budget. “People with
self-esteem produce income and pay taxes,” he said. “Those without
[self-esteem] tend to be users of taxes” (Winegar, 1990).

Although research typically focuses on differences between people
with high versus low self-esteem, the truly puzzling questions and is-
sues are nearly all linked with low levels of self-esteem. People with
high self-esteem are no mystery. They generally want and expect to
succeed, and they generally want and expect other people to like them,
even to admire them. They approach new situations with a confident
optimism that helps them to thrive.

Rather, it is people with low self-esteem who are the puzzle. Low
self-esteem is usually established on the basis of a questionnaire mea-
sure, on which these individuals describe themselves less favorably than
people with high self-esteem. But why do these people say bad things
about themselves on a questionnaire? Do they really believe themselves
to be inferior and inadequate? Are they trying to manipulate the reader
into feeling sorry for them, or into something else? If so, what could
they hope to gain in their social and work lives? After all, it is unclear
what one can hope to accomplish once one portrays oneself to others as
inept and unattractive. At one conference I attended, an eminent re-
searcher considered this aspect of low self-esteem and concluded, “Well,
these people are just stupid.” In his view, it simply made no sense for
people to start off by presenting themselves in unfavorable terms.

About seven years ago, I began to think that what the field needed
was a volume, like this one, that would bring together the leading re-
searchers on self-esteem and ask them to summarize their views and
findings. If the contributions by the various personality and social psy-
chologists could be juxtaposed, some clear insights and conclusions
might emerge about the nature of self-esteem. When I examined the
current literature in 1986, however, I concluded that although there
were interesting ideas available, research had not yet progressed to a
point where the findings were conclusive. And so I decided to postpone
the project.

Finally, after years of waiting and watching the research literature, I
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concluded that the time was ripe. The series of important, influential
research articles on self-esteem that were published in the late 1980s and
early 1990s confirmed the wisdom of my initial decision to wait. Those
articles provided enough pieces of the jigsaw puzzle that it seemed
appropriate to try, at last, to put them together. The result is this book.

To put this volume together, I contacted the leading researchers in
self-esteem. Naturally, people may disagree as to who exactly the lead-
ing researchers are, but my goal was to include those who were actively
conducting and publishing empirical work on self-esteem. It is therefore
not surprising that the majority of contributors to this book are relatively
young researchers. This relative youth is also a reassuring sign of the
enduring appeal of the topic of self-esteem. Although empirical work on
self-esteem was already moving into high gear in the 1950s, the topic
continues to attract the ideas and energies of bright young scholars just
entering the field now.

I asked these researchers to provide brief overviews of their re-
search programs. Some readers may be surprised that certain chapters
fail to integrate large amounts of other work in developing their argu-
ments, but this is because I encouraged authors to focus on their own
contributions. This strategy enabled us to produce short chapters with
minimal overlap; each researcher summarizes what he or she has con-
tributed. To pull things together, the book ends with three commentaries
from different perspectives. Howard Tennen, a clinical psychologist and
editor of the Journal of Personality, provides a perspective on the implica-
tions of this work for clinical theory and practice. Joel Brockner, who first
bridged social, personality, and organizational psychology in his book
Self-Esteem at Work (1988), here offers a management/organizational per-
spective on how these contributions fit together. Finally, my own com-
mentary is rooted in social and personality theory.

I began reading the literature on self-esteem in 1973, and my very
first empirical research project was on self-esteem. I have remained
active in the area, publishing a series of studies in the 1980s and an
ambitious literature review in 1989 (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989).
Because of that long involvement, I thought I knew the self-esteem
literature very well. It was, however, a pleasant surprise to discover that
there was plenty I did not know; I learned something from each and
every chapter in this book. The other two contributors of commentaries
had similar reactions. They also had cause to think that they knew the
literature very well, and yet each of them also remarked on how much
they learned from reading these chapters. It is my hope and expectation
that readers of this work will have the same experience.
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CHAPTER 1

WHO AM I?

THE ROLE OF SELE-CONCEPT
CONFUSION IN UNDERSTANDING
THE BEHAVIOR OF PEOPLE WITH

LOW SELF-ESTEEM

JENNIFER D. CAMPBELL AND LORAINE F. LAVALLEE

Research on self-esteem has had a long, prolific history in psychology.
Although several reasons could be cited for the topic’s popularity, the
most important, in our view, is that self-esteem has been shown to have
a pervasive and powerful impact on human cognition, motivation, emo-
tion, and behavior. Research has demonstrated, for example, self-
esteem effects in such diverse areas as competition, conformity, attrac-
tion, causal attribution, achievement, helping, and coping with stressful
life events (DeLongis, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988; Wells & Marwell, 1976;
Wylie, 1974, 1979). Despite decades of empirical and theoretical activity,
however, little consensus has been achieved with regard to the locus of
these effects. In particular, as reflected in the title of this volume, there is
still considerable debate surrounding the specific characteristics of peo-
ple low in trait self-esteem that somehow cause them to respond in ways
that are often detrimental to their psychological well-being (Taylor &
Brown, 1988).

JENNIFER D. CAMPBELL AND LORAINE F. LAVALLEE * Department of Psychology, University
of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada V5A 1S6.

Self-Esteem: The Puzzle of Low Self-Regard, edited by Roy F. Baumeister. Plenum Press,
New York, 1993.
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In this chapter, we will argue that an important concomitant of self-
esteem is the clarity of the self-concept. Whereas people with high self-
esteem have positive, well-articulated views of the self, the prototypical
person low in self-esteem does not, in contrast, have a well-defined neg-
ative view of the self. The self-views of low self-esteem individuals are
in fact evaluatively neutral and, more importantly, are characterized by
high levels of uncertainty, instability, and inconsistency. We will further
argue that these differences in clarity of the self-knowledge structure are
particularly useful in understanding the pervasive effects of self-esteem
on social functioning. To accomplish this, we first distinguish evaluative
and knowledge components of the self and define our use of the terms
self-esteem and self-concept clarity. Then we briefly review empirical evi-
dence for the suggestion that people low in self-esteem have more poor-
ly defined self-concepts. Next, we outline two broad differences in the
social behavior of low and high self-esteem people in order to highlight
the utility of self-concept confusion in enhancing our understanding of
self-esteem differences in behavior. Finally, we discuss the possible caus-
al mechanisms underlying our portrait of low self-esteem people and
then address some limitations of the portrait.

EVALUATIVE AND KNOWLEDGE COMPONENTS
OF THE SELF

The self-concept is broadly defined as an organized schema that
contains episodic and semantic memories about the self and controls the
processing of self-relevant information (Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1983;
Kihlstrom et al. 1988; Markus, 1977). In order to make a theoretically
useful distinction between self-knowledge (“Who am I?”) and self-
evaluation (“How do I feel about who I am?”), we use the term self-
concept here to refer only to the knowledge aspects of the self-schema—
that is, the beliefs that an individual holds about his or her attributes.
The evaluative component of the self-schema is conceptualized here as
self-esteem; a self-reflexive attitude that is the product of viewing the
self as an object of evaluation.

Both components of the self, evaluative and knowledge, can be
treated as states or traits. That is, feelings of self-regard can certainly
fluctuate over situations, roles, and events (Burke, 1980; Campbell &
Tesser, 1985; Wells & Marwell, 1976), but it is also true that trait self-
esteem or global judgments of self-worth remain remarkably stable over
time (Epstein, 1983; Mortimer, Finch, & Kumka, 1982; O’Malley & Bach-
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man, 1983). Similarly, self-knowledge can refer to the configuration of
self-beliefs that are currently accessible or salient to the individual (the
dynamic or working self-concept, Markus & Wurf, 1987; or identity im-
ages, Schlenker, 1985), or to a set of relatively stable beliefs about one’s
global attributes.

Are the knowledge and evaluative components of the self related to
one another? With respect to state views of the components, there is
now a large literature demonstrating the systemic interplay between
affective or evaluative states and the accessibility or salience of compati-
ble self-beliefs (Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984; Kihlstrom & Cantor, 1983).
Our focus is on describing the relations between trait conceptualizations
of self-esteem and the self-concept. Later, however, we will discuss how
the global self-concept of low self-esteem people interacts with the social
environment to affect the working self-concept and temporary feelings
of self-regard.

The self-concept or knowledge component of the self can be de-
scribed in terms of both its contents and its structure. The traditional
self-esteem literature assumes that self-esteem is related to the self-
concept only via the positivity of its contents; that is, people low and
high in self-esteem differ only in the positivity of their self-beliefs. That
people high in self-esteem describe themselves with more positive attri-
butes is well-known; indeed, it is such a well-established phenomenon
that positivity of self-descriptions has sometimes been used to define
self-esteem operationally (e.g., Sherwood, 1962; reprinted in Robinson
& Shaver, 1973). There is increasing evidence, however, that self-esteem
may also be associated with the structure of the self-concept. For exam-
ple, self-esteem appears to be positively related to the number of self-
beliefs (Greenwald, Bellezza, & Banaji, 1988) and to the complexity of
the knowledge structure (Campbell, Chew, & Scratchley, 1991).

Our concern here is with the clarity of the knowledge structure—
the extent to which the contents or self-beliefs are clearly and confi-
dently defined, temporally stable, and internally consistent. Although
self-concept clarity has some obvious overlap with the more traditional
construct of identity, identity is typically accorded a much richer (but
less empirically tractable) set of elements than those conveyed by self-
concept clarity. Nonetheless, given the overlap, it is important to ac-
knowledge that the suggestion that people low in self-esteem have more
poorly articulated self-concepts is not a particularly new one. Classic
and contemporary personality theorists (Adler, 1959; Allport, 1961; Erik-
son, 1959; Marcia, 1980) have typically assumed that higher levels of
identity (achievement, integration, status) are associated with higher
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levels of self-esteem. Tests of this assumption, however, have been
mostly limited to correlating two self-report measures of the constructs
(e.g., correlating a self-esteem scale with an identity diffusion scale).

EVIDENCE FOR THE SELF-ESTEEM-SELF-CONCEPT
CLARITY RELATION

To provide some evidence for a relation between self-esteem and
self-concept clarity, we briefly review studies that have examined the
relations between self-report scales of self-esteem and indirect or unob-
trusive indicants of self-concept clarity. Specifically, the studies exam-
ined the relations between self-esteem and the extremity, confidence,
temporal stability, and internal consistency of self-descriptions. In all of
the studies, subjects were pretested on self-esteem—either the Rosen-
berg (1965) scale, the Revised Janis-Field scale (Eagly, 1967), or the Texas
Social Behavior Inventory (Helmreich, Stapp, & Ervin, 1974)—at least 1
month prior to the study and were unaware that self-esteem was a focus
of investigation.

ARTICULATION OR EXTREMITY OF SELF-BELIEFS

Campbell (1990, Study 1) reasoned that if people low in self-esteem
have more poorly defined self-concepts, they should exhibit less extrem-
ity in their self-descriptions. That is, to the extent that people are uncer-
tain of their standing along some descriptive dimension, they should
tend to give more intermediate ratings on the dimension. Subjects rated
themselves on 15 bipolar trait scales such as predictable-unpredictable,
tactful-candid, cautious-risky, and unconventional-conventional. The bi-
polar pairs were specifically chosen to have anchors that were roughly
equal in terms of social desirability, a feature that is important in order
to avoid confounding any differences in extremity with the well-
established self-esteem differences in positivity that we noted above.
Three different measures of extremity showed that people lower in self-
esteem gave ratings that were, on average, nearer the midpoint of the
scales. That is, low-self-esteem subjects tended to describe themselves in
noncommittal, middle-of-the-road terms.

CONFIDENCE OF SELF-BELIEFS

More poorly articulated self-knowledge structures should also be
associated with self-descriptions that are accompanied by lower levels of
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subjective confidence. Subjects in Study 1 were also asked to rate how
confident they were of each bipolar rating. Self-esteem was positively
correlated with average self-reported confidence. A subsequent study
(Study 4, described below in the section on internal consistency) exam-
ined self-esteem differences in reaction times on a self-descriptive task,
an unobtrusive measure of subjective confidence. Subjects lower in self-
esteem exhibited longer response latencies.

Baumgardner (1990) reported conceptually similar results. Her sub-
jects were asked to rate themselves and their friends on a set of traits
and then to bracket each rating with a subjective confidence interval.
Low self-esteem subjects exhibited significantly broader confidence in-
tervals (Studies 1 and 2) and longer reaction times (Study 3) than high
self-esteem subjects when rating their own traits, but not when rating
the traits of their friends. Taken together, these results indicate that,
compared to people high in self-esteem, people low in self-esteem are
vague and uncertain, particularly when asked to describe their own
attributes.

TEMPORAL STABILITY OF SELF-BELIEFS

If, at any given point in time, the self-schemas of low self-esteem
people are more equivocal and uncertain, their self-schemas should also
exhibit less stability across time than those of high self-esteem people.
That is, to the extent that one is uncertain about the “correct” answer on
one occasion, he or she should be more likely to give a different answer
on another occasion. Campbell (1990, Study 2) asked low and high self-
esteem subjects to provide trait descriptions (how they generally behave
in social situations) on a set of 20 unipolar adjectives (e.g., considerate,
confident, friendly, assertive, defensive, shy, rude, awkward). Three
months later, they were asked to make the same ratings again. The
temporal stability of these two sets of self-descriptions was opera-
tionalized in four different ways, and self-esteem was reliably associated
with each of the four measures. Low self-esteem people’s beliefs about
their general behavioral tendencies or traits exhibited less absolute sta-
bility and less relative stability than did those of people with high self-
esteem,

A subsequent study (Campbell, 1990, Study 3) tested two variations
of the temporal stability hypothesis. First, rather than measuring the
congruence (stability) between trait perceptions at Time 1 and Time 2, it
measured the congruence between perceived traits at Time 1 and beliefs
about behaviors in a specific social situation at Time 2. It was anticipated
that the self-concept (trait beliefs) measured at Time 1 would be less
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predictive of subjects’ beliefs about their subsequent situation-specific
behavior for subjects low in self-esteem than for subjects high in self-
esteem. Subjects rated their social traits on the same 20 adjectives used
in the previous study (the self-concept measure). Three months later,
they participated in a 15-minute getting-acquainted interaction with an-
other naive same-sex subject. Following the interaction, subjects rated
how they believed they and their partner had behaved “during the
interaction” on the same 20 adjectives. High self-esteem subjects exhib-
ited more congruence between their self-concept ratings and their sub-
sequent ratings of situation-specific behavior than did low self-esteem
subjects.

This higher congruence on the part of subjects with high self-
esteem could derive from one of two mechanisms, both of which are
consistent with the overall argument that high self-esteem people have
more clearly defined self-concepts. First, high self-esteem subjects may
have given more biased interpretations of their current behavior. That is,
holding well-articulated schemas about how they generally behave, high
self-esteem people may simply ignore or be insensitive to their actual
behavior in a particular situation. It is also possible, however, that the
better-defined self-schemas of high self-esteem people either reflect or
direct situational behavior that is in fact more consistent with their self-
schemas. Although the issue of “accuracy” could not be rigorously ex-
amined with our data, a comparison of subjects’ interaction ratings with
those given by their interaction partners suggested that high self-esteem
subjects were not less accurate in their descriptions of their interactional
behavior. Indeed, high self-esteem subjects’ ratings were marginally
more congruent with their partners’ ratings of their behavior than were
those of low self-esteem subjects. Therefore, the higher congruence be-
tween the self-concept ratings and ratings of situation-specific behavior
exhibited by subjects with high self-esteem was not achieved at the
expense of reduced agreement with their partners’ views of their situa-
tional behavior (see Campbell & Fehr, 1990, for additional research on
self-esteem differences in the accuracy of self-perceptions).

The second variation of the temporal stability hypothesis focused
on self-esteem differences in the extent to which the self-schema would
bias self-relevant memory. Cognitive research has consistently shown
that schemas are used as default mechanisms to “fill in” forgotten infor-
mation, and that well-articulated schemas are more likely to serve that
function than poorly articulated schemas (Millar & Tesser, 1986; Taylor &
Crocker, 1981). To examine the impact of subjects’ self-schemas on mem-
ory errors, Study 3 subjects were recontacted 2 weeks after their interac-
tion and asked to recall, as accurately as possible, the self-ratings they
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had given during the interaction. Generally, all subjects remembered
their previous ratings quite accurately, and there were no self-esteem
differences in the overall accuracy of recalled ratings.

There were, however, reliable self-esteem differences in the direction
of the recall errors that were made. The recall errors of high self-esteem
subjects were systemtically biased or pulled in the direction of their self-
schemas (i.e., initial self-concept ratings), whereas the recall errors of
low self-esteem subjects were more or less random with respect to their
initial self-concept ratings. Stated differently, the recalled ratings of high
self-esteem subjects were significantly more congruent with their self-
schemas than were their interaction ratings. Low self-esteem subjects’
recalled ratings and interaction ratings both exhibited lower congruence
with their self-schemas than did those of high self-esteem subjects, and
their recalled and interaction ratings did not differ in the extent to which
they were congruent with the self-concept ratings.

INTERNAL CONSISTENCY OF SELF-BELIEFS

Finally, we examine evidence for the hypothesis that the self-beliefs
of people with high self-esteem are more internally consistent than
those of people with low self-esteem. Campbell (1990, Study 4) asked
subjects to make me/not-me decisions for a set of adjectives. The adjec-
tives were presented by a microcomputer in a randomized order, but
embedded within the adjective set were 25 pairs that anchored opposite
ends of a descriptive dimension (e.g., nervous-calm, proud-humble,
impatient-patient, disorganized-organized). Internal consistency was
measured by the number of consistent response patterns, where an
internally consistent response pattern was defined as responding “me”
to one adjective and “not me” to its descriptive opposite. Low self-
esteem subjects gave fewer consistent response patterns than did high
self-esteem subjects, indicating that people lower in self-esteem are
more confused or ambivalent with respect to their standing along de-
scriptive dimensions.

There is also evidence that low self-esteem people are less eval-
uatively consistent in their self-descriptions. When Campbell and Fehr
(1990) examined how subjects rated themselves on sets of adjectives that
were either uniformly positive or uniformly negative, subjects with low
self-esteem not only gave ratings that were (on average) less positive or
more negative, but their ratings within each set exhibited more individu-
al scatter or greater variance. High self-esteem subjects strongly and
consistently endorsed the positive adjectives and rejected the negative
adjectives. Low self-esteem subjects did not, in contrast, strongly and
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consistently endorse the negative adjectives and reject the positive ad-
jectives. Rather, they gave more intermediate ratings and more variable
ratings to both types of adjectives. Therefore, it appears that low and
high self-esteem individuals differ not only in the average positivity of
their self-views, but also in the extent to which their self-views are
evaluatively and descriptively consistent with one another.

SELF-CONCEPT CONFUSION AND LOW
SELF-ESTEEM BEHAVIOR

Having presented evidence that people low in self-esteem have
more poorly defined self-concepts, we now examine the utility of self-
concept confusion for increasing our understanding of the behavior of
low self-esteem people. To accomplish this, we outline some evidence
for two very broad differences in the social functioning of people who
are low and high in self-esteem. Specifically, we attempt to show that
people low in self-esteem are (a) generally more reactive to external self-
relevant cues in the social environment, and (b) more conservative or
cautious in their orientation to this environment. We highlight these
particular differences because they are ones that we believe cannot be
readily understood in terms of self-esteem differences in the positivity of
self-beliefs, but are quite directly implied by self-esteem differences in
the clarity of self-beliefs.

Low SELF-ESTEEM REACTIVITY TO THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

Space limitations preclude a detailed review here (see Campbell,
1990; Campbell, Chew, Scratchley, 1991), but the existing self-esteem
literature supports the proposition that people low in self-esteem are
generally more dependent on and more susceptible to external cues that
carry self-relevant implications. Of particular relevance is the research
that has examined self-esteem differences in reactions to self-relevant
feedback or information (see Jones, 1973; Shrauger, 1975; Swann, Pel-
ham, & Krull, 1989, for reviews). The current interpretation of this lit-
erature, predicated on self-esteem differences in the positivity of
self-beliefs, is that affective reactions to feedback adhere to a self-
enhancement formulation and that cognitive reactions to feedback ad-
here to a self-consistency formulation.

The self-enhancement formulation of affective reactions (pleasure/
displeasure, moods, preferences) to feedback has two versions, a weak
version and a strong version. The weak version states that everyone
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prefers or responds with more pleasure to positive feedback than to
negative feedback. The strong version further suggests that because low
self-esteem people have more negative self-views, they have greater
needs for self-enhancement and therefore show more pronounced dif-
ferences in their affective responses to positive and negative feedback.
Studies show that people generally exhibit pain in response to negative
feedback and pleasure in response to positive feedback, and that when
self-esteem differences are found, the differences indicate that subjects
low in self-esteem show more pronounced affective reactions. The fact
that low self-esteem people tend to be more threatened by negative
feedback and more gratified by positive feedback is, of course, also
congruent with our claim that such individuals are more reactive to their
social environment.

Cognitive reactions to feedback (acceptance measures such as per-
ceived accuracy, attributions, or diagnosticity) have been interpreted as
conforming to a consistency formulation that states that people are more
cognitively accepting of external information that is consistent with their
self-schemas. The consistency formulation predicts that people with low
self-esteem, having more negative self-views, will exhibit greater accep-
tance of or susceptibility to negative or threatening feedback than will
high self-esteem people. This difference is reliably and consistently sup-
ported by the research evidence. The consistency formulation, however,
also predicts that low self-esteem people should be less accepting of or
susceptible to positive feedback than high self-esteem people. This latter
prediction is not well supported; self-esteem differences in the accep-
tance of positive feedback are generally weak or unreliable (Zuckerman,
1979). More importantly, studies that have included the critical no-
feedback or control condition indicate that low self-esteem people accept
and are affected by both positive and negative information, in contrast
to high self-esteem people, who accept and are affected by only positive
(i.e., consistent) feedback (e.g., Campbell & Fairey, 1985).

In Brockner’s review (1984) of the self-esteem literature, he noted
that people with low self-esteem are also more susceptible to influence
attempts, anxiety-provoking stimuli, and evaluatively neutral stimuli
such as suggestibility, expectancy, and self-focus manipulations. Com-
bining this evidence with the reactions-to-feedback results, he con-
cluded that the empirical self-esteem literature was best characterized as
revealing a pattern of “low self-esteem plasticity,” that is, people low in
self-esteem are generally more susceptible to self-relevant social cues
than high self-esteem people.

Although the research reviewed above is consistent with our de-
scription of low self-esteem reactivity to environmental cues, it consists
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mostly of laboratory experiments. This method has been criticized on
the grounds that experimenter-manipulated (i.e., false) feedback may
elicit different responses from high and low self-esteem subjects because
the feedback is differentially discrepant from the cues that people low
and high in self-esteem normally encounter in their daily lives. Camp-
bell, Chew, and Scratchley (1991) recently tested the low self-esteem
reactivity hypothesis in the natural ecology by examining naturally oc-
curring events, appraisals of these events, and moods. Subjects kept a
daily dairy for 14 consecutive days in which they rated the overall pleas-
antness of their mood five times each day and, at the end of each day,
provided objective descriptions of what they perceived to be the most
positive and negative events of the day. These events were rated on six
scales assessing subjects’ appraisals of the events (attributions, per-
ceived impact on mood, personal importance).

We reasoned that if low self-esteem people are generally more reac-
tive to the self-relevant implications of daily events, they should exhibit
more fluctuations in their daily moods (i.e., their moods should tend to
be pushed around more by the winds of changing circumstances). The
results showed that the moods of subjects low in self-esteem were less
pleasant on average than those of subjects high in self-esteem. More
importantly, the moods of subjects low in self-esteem also exhibited
more variability; that is, they changed more frequently than did the
moods of subjects high in self-esteem.

Furthermore, subjects’ appraisals of their daily events replicated the
low self-esteem plasticity effects obtained in experimental designs.
Whereas high self-esteem subjects cognitively accepted the self-relevant
implications of their positive events and rejected the self-relevant impli-
cations of their negative events, subjects low in self-esteem were equally
accepting of both types of events. For example, high self-esteem subjects
made more characterological (internal, stable, and global) attributions
for their positive daily events than for their negative daily events, where-
as low self-esteem subjects made characterological attributions for both
types of daily events. In short, the results were consistent with the view
that people low in self-esteem are more reactive to their social environ-
ments.

Parenthetically, it is interesting to note that when we asked a new
sample of subjects to read the event descriptions provided by low and
high self-esteem diary subjects and rate them on the same six appraisal
measures, these subjects were generally unable to distinguish between
the daily events that had occurred to low and high self-esteem diary
subjects. This latter result suggests that although people low and high in
self-esteem differ substantially in their cognitive and affective reactions
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to daily events, the daily events that they experience may not be objec-
tively different.

The low self-esteem plasticity pattern described above is not easily
or parsimoniously accounted for by reference to self-esteem differences
in the positivity of the contents of the self-concept. For example, pos-
itivity differences cannot account for the fact that low self-esteem people
are more susceptible to evaluatively neutral cues such as self-focus, or
for the fact that the moods of low self-esteem people fluctuate more
frequently than do those of high self-esteem people. On the other hand,
low self-esteem plasticity is quite directly implied by self-concepts that
are poorly articulated, confused, and uncertain. Low levels of perceived
expertise, competence, or confidence in any domain substantially in-
crease people’s susceptibility to external influence in that domain. For
example, the conformity literature demonstrates that people conform
more to the judgments of others when they lack confidence or perceived
competence in the judgment domain (e.g., Campbell, Tesser, & Fairey,
1986). Similarly, when people lack clear and confidently held internal
standards of self-definition, they must be more dependent on, and
hence more susceptible to, external cues that convey self-relevant infor-
mation.

Low SELF-ESTEEM CONSERVATISM AND CAUTION

A second pervasive difference between people low and high in self-
esteem is that low self-esteem people are more conservative or cautious
in their responses to the social environment. Again, we cannot under-
take a detailed review here, but we will attempt to show that where-
as the cognitive and behavioral responses of high self-esteem people
are overtly (and probably overly) positive and motivated by self-
enhancement, the responses of low self-esteem people are not overtly
negative and motivated by self-derogation. Rather, the responses of
people low in self-esteem are more appropriately characterized as con-
servative or cautious, and as motivated by self-protection.

First, it is important to note that within normal populations, people
classified as low in self-esteem are low only in a relative sense. Self-
esteem is typically assessed via subjects’ endorsements of structured
evaluative questions about the self. Subjects are then classified as low or
high in self-esteem based on a median split of self-esteem scores. With
this procedure, it can be shown that people classified as high self-esteem
are those who strongly endorse the positive and strongly reject the
negative items in self-esteem scales. In contrast, however, people classi-
fied as low self-esteem do not strongly endorse the negative and strong-
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ly reject the positive scale items. Indeed, the modal response of those
identified as low in self-esteem is in fact near the theoretical or concep-
tual midpoint of the scale (Bachman & O’Malley, 1984; Baumeister, Tice,
& Hutton, 1989). Also, as noted earlier, low self-esteem people tend to
give ratings near the scale midpoint when asked to rate themselves on
valanced trait adjectives (Campbell & Fehr, 1990). Therefore, the proto-
typical self-evaluations of low self-esteem people are best characterized
as being neutral or intermediate, not overtly negative.

A second type of evidence that low self-esteem people exhibit a
cautious orientation comes from the literature on biases and illusions.
The evidence clearly indicates that people high in self-esteem exhibit
robust positive illusions or biases about themselves and the world (Tay-
lor & Brown, 1988). There is little evidence, however, that low self-
esteem people exhibit robust or reliable negative biases. The perceptions
of people low in self-esteem are better described as evenhanded, less
exaggerated or optimistic, or perhaps even more realistic (Taylor &
Brown, 1988). For example, Campbell (1986) found that in general, indi-
viduals overestimate the percentage of people who share their opinions
and underestimate the percentage of people who share their abilities, a
self-enhancing pattern that exaggerates the consensual validation for
one’s opinions and the uniqueness of one’s abilities. This self-serving
pattern was very pronounced and highly significant among subjects
high in self-esteem. Low self-esteem subjects did not, however, exhibit
a reliable self-deprecating pattern. In fact, they exhibited the same pat-
tern as high self-esteem subjects, but in their case, the pattern was
attenuated and unreliable. In other words, the consensus estimates of
subjects low in self-esteem were conservative, cautious, and relatively
evenhanded.

Finally, Baumeister et al. (1989) recently summarized evidence that
people low and high in self-esteem tend to adopt different self-
presentational styles. The evidence suggests that people high in self-
esteem employ self-enhancing styles, characterized by a willingness to
take risks, focusing on their outstanding qualities, engaging in strategic
ploys, and calling attention to themselves. In contrast, low self-esteem
people utilize self-protective strategies, characterized by unwillingness
to take risks, focusing on avoiding their bad qualities, avoidance of
strategic ploys, and reluctance to call attention to the self. In other
words, the self-presentational styles of people with low self-esteem are
not self-derogatory but self-protective, cautious, and conservative.

The phenomena we have described are again not well understood
when self-esteem is viewed as simply reflecting differences in the pos-
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itivity of people’s self-beliefs. Differences in positivity anticipate a pat-
tern of behaviors, thoughts, and feelings that reflect average differences
in the direction of people’s orientation but do not anticipate the pervasive
differences that exist in the confidence or certainty of the orientations
displayed by people low and high in self esteem. A cognitive-behavioral
orientation to the social environment that is cautious, conservative, and
self-protective is, however, directly implicated by a self-concept charac-
terized by confusion and uncertainty.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

We have drawn a portrait of the prototypical low self-esteem person
as an individual whose global self-evaluation is neutral, whose self-
concept is uncertain and confused, who is highly susceptible to and
dependent on external self-relevant cues, and whose social perceptions
and behaviors reflect a cautious or conservative orientation. In this last
section, we first discuss the causal relations among these characteristics
and then address some potential limitations of this portrait.

CAUSAL RELATIONS

The research we presented suggests that self-esteem is correlated
with self-concept clarity, but it is mute with respect to the causal direc-
tion of the association. One could argue that low self-concept clarity
could cause low self-esteem; indeed, classic personality theorists have
usually assumed that higher levels of identity somehow cause higher
levels of self-esteem (Erikson, 1959; Marcia, 1980). In support of this
causal direction, Baumgardner (1990, Study 4) reported that manipu-
lated self-certainty increased temporary feelings of positive affect and
self-regard.

It also seems plausible, however, that low self-esteem or temporary
negative affect could cause people to experience self-uncertainty and
confusion. We recently tested this possibility in a study that examined
the joint effects of trait self-esteem and manipulated mood on the inter-
nal consistency and the temporal stability of self-descriptions. Subjects
pretested on self-esteem participated in a two-session laboratory experi-
ment. In the first session, they underwent a mood manipulation (Eich &
Metcalfe, 1989) designed to place them in either a happy or sad mood,
and then made me/not-me judgments regarding 25 pairs of opposite
traits presented in a randomized order. Two days later, half of the sub-
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jects were placed in the same mood state (happy/happy and sad/sad
subjects) and the remainder in the opposite mood state (happy/sad or
sad/happy subjects), followed by the identical judgment task.

The internal consistency of subjects’ self-descriptions in the first
session was examined as a function of mood (happy vs. sad) and self-
esteem (low vs. high). The only reliable effect was a main effect for
mood; subjects in the happy-mood condition gave more consistent re-
sponses than did subjects in the sad-mood condition. The temporal
stability of subjects’ self-descriptions (across the two sessions) was af-
fected by both self-esteem and the mood manipulations. High self-
esteem subjects exhibited higher temporal stability than did low self-
esteem subjects. In addition, subjects in the same-mood conditions
showed higher temporal stability than did subjects in the changed-mood
conditions. These results suggest that negative mood states and fluctu-
ating mood states, both of which are more characteristic of people low in
self-esteem (see Campbell, Chew, and Scratchley, 1991, described ear-
lier), can cause increases in self-concept confusion and uncertainty.

Having presented some evidence that both causal directions of the
relation between self-esteem and self-concept clarity are plausible, we
argue more broadly that the causal relations among self-evaluation, self-
concept clarity, susceptibility to the social environment, and a cautious
orientation are probably all reciprocal and systemic. For example, if one
assumes that all daily lives in fact contain a mixture of positive and
negative self-relevant cues, people who tend to accept these environ-
mental cues indiscriminately are more likely to acquire a self-schema
characterized by lower levels of positivity and clarity. It also seems rea-
sonable to postulate that although the adoption of cautious self-
presentational strategies may serve to protect the self from embarrassing
or humiliating experiences, they also limit the possibility of attaining
outcomes, such as gaining visible prestige or acquiring diagnostic feed-
back, that might increase the positivity or clarity of self-beliefs.

The notion of affective-cognitive crossfire advanced by Swann
(Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987) describes the process that
we believe underlies these systemic relations. This process assumes that
(a) everyone desires or is motivated to hold positive beliefs about the
self, but that (b) people will tend cognitively to accept information that is
more consistent with their current self-view. When the current self-view
is a confidently held positive one (e.g., for people high in self-esteem),
there is no problem; people cognitively accept only those environmental
cues that convey the affectively preferred positive information. But
when the current self-view is less positive or uncertain, people are
caught in an emotional-cognitive crossfire between what they want to
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believe is true of them and what they think just might be true of them.
These conflicting cognitive and emotional reactions to social cues can
lead, in turn, to increased self-concept uncertainty. For example, studies
have shown that when people are led to believe that they might possess
some negative attribute, they seem to prefer or seek uncertainty in that
they actively avoid acquiring certain or diagnostic information about the
attribute (Berglas & Jones, 1978, Campbell, Fairey, & Fehr, 1986; Flett,
Vredenburg, Pliner, & Krames, 1987). Therefore cognitive-affective
crossfire is not only elicited by a self-concept that is evaluatively neutral
and uncertain, but also may serve to maintain a self-concept that is
characterized by intermediate levels of evaluation and a lack of clarity.

LIMITATIONS OF THE PORTRAIT

Because our research program has not studied clinical or dysfunc-
tional samples, there is a possibility that the relation between self-
esteem and self-concept clarity is in fact curvilinear; that is, perhaps
people with very low self-esteem hold negative beliefs about the self
with high certainty. Our own data (based on college samples) have
provided no reliable evidence for a curvilinear relation, despite the fact
that we have studied some subjects whose self-esteem scores were well
below the theoretical midpoint on the self-esteem scale. Nonetheless,
this possibility raises the issue of whether or not the dysfunctional ef-
fects of increased negativity might somehow be offset by the “improve-
ment” in self-concept clarity. There is little empirical evidence regarding
this issue, but the existing evidence and theory suggest that holding
negative beliefs with certainty can be highly detrimental to psychologi-
cal health. For example, Andersen and Lyon (1987) provided experimen-
tal evidence for the suggestion by Garber, Miller, and Abramson (1980)
that the absolute certainty of expectancies about being unable to avoid
negative outcomes (or obtain positive outcomes) may be a potent com-
ponent of depression.

Even if the positive relation between self-esteem and self-concept
clarity is limited to “normal” populations, we believe that the theoretical
benefits of highlighting the self-concept confusion and uncertainty of
people low in self-esteem are substantial. Self-esteem has been shown to
have robust and pervasive effects on thoughts, feelings, and behavior,
and most of these effects have been demonstrated in normal samples
(Wells & Marwell, 1976; Wylie, 1979). We attempted to demonstrate here
that our ability to understand these effects is greatly enhanced by know-
ing that the self-concepts of people low in self-esteem are relatively
confused and uncertain.
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Despite our claim that self-concept uncertainty provides a more
coherent explanation for some self-esteem phenomena than negativity,
however, we do not believe that it would be a useful enterprise to
attempt to compare or weigh the relative impact of negativity and uncer-
tainty in accounting for self-esteem effects. Recent studies aimed at de-
veloping and validating a self-report measure of self-concept clarity
(Campbell, Katz, Lavallee and Trapnell, 1991; Campbell, Trapnell, Katz
and Lavallee, 1992) indicate that clarity scores are substantially corre-
lated with self-esteem, as well as related scales, including negative and
positive affectivity, anxiety, and neuroticism. Furthermore, when the
scales are used to predict subsequent behavior, self-esteem and clarity
scales often exhibit very comparable effects, a result that probably de-
rives from the fact that the causal relations between self-esteem and self-
concept clarity are reciprocal and systemic. Therefore, rather than ask-
ing whether the evaluative component or the knowledge component of
the self is the better piece of the low self-esteem puzzle, it seems more
reasonable to view them as one interlocking piece that we hope will be
joined with other pieces in this volume to bring the portrait of low self-
esteem people into sharper focus.
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CHAPTER 2

LOW SELF-ESTEEM

THE UPHILL STRUGGLE FOR
SELF-INTEGRITY

STEVEN J. SPENCER, ROBERT A. JOSEPHS, AND
CLAUDE M. STEELE

SELF-ESTEEM AND RESILIENCY TO SELF-IMAGE THREATS

I have wondered why it is that some people are less affected and torn by the
verities of life and death than others. Una’s death cut the earth from under
Samuels’s feet and opened his defended keep and let in old age. On the other
hand Liza, who surely loved her family as deeply as did her husband, was
not destroyed or warped. Her life continued evenly. She felt sorrow but she
survived it. (Steinbeck, 1952, p. 258)

Like Steinbeck, we have wondered why some people are more resilient
to the vicissitudes of life than others, that is, why their sense of worth
and the psychological states that vary with it (e.g., defensiveness, effi-
cacy, positive affect) are less affected by particular threats to their self-
image. They have “thicker skins.” Clearly all of us fluctuate in this
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respect; sometimes and in some settings, we are more resilient than at
other times or in other settings. But personal experience suggests there
are reliable individual differences in this capacity. For example, one of
the authors was presented with an option to buy a particularly risky
stock by his brother. Like most such stocks, there was a good chance of a
high payoff, coupled with.a good chance of a big loss. The author’s
brother, thick of skin, was eager to buy. If the stock failed, he may have
calculated, he had lots of esteem cushioning, a happy family, a good
career as a lawyer, and so on. But the author, who had a thinner skin
(perhaps because he was a poor graduate student at the time), was wary
of the gamble. He focused on the possibility that the stock might lose
value, and how foolish he would feel if he gambled away his tenuous
financial security.

We would like to set forth a theory of individual differences in
resiliency to self-image threat based on the idea that such resiliency may
be related to self-esteem. We reason that high self-esteem people have
more resources (i.e., positive aspects of their self-concepts) with which
to affirm their overall sense of self-integrity, and therefore, like Stein-
beck’s Liza and the author’s brother, are less disturbed when a particular
threat arises. Conversely, low self-esteem people with fewer such re-
sources are, like Samuel and the author, more distraught by and wary of
each threat.

This theory is derived from theories of self-esteem maintenance
(e.g., Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Rosenblatt, 1990; Rosenblatt,
Greenberg, Solomon and Pyszczynski, 1989; Tesser, 1988) and partic-
ularly from self-affirmation theory (Liu & Steele, 1986; Steele, 1988;
Steele & Liu, 1983), which assumes a self-system for maintaining an
image of self-integrity, that is, overall moral and adaptive adequacy. This
theory assumes that the process of self-affirmation is begun by a threat
to this image. Such threats can arise form negative life events, negative
judgments of others, or even one’s own behavior (e.g., a contradiction
of one’s values or a failure). In response, this system interprets and
reinterprets one’s experience and the world so as to restore this image.
Importantly, the goal of the system is a global sense of self-integrity, not
necessarily refutation of each specific threat. A particular threatening
event, even an important one, might be left unrationalized if one could
affirm a valued aspect of the self that reinforces one’s overall image of
self-adequacy, even when that self-aspect is unrelated to the threat. The
individual thus has substantial flexibility in responding to specific self-
image threats. For example, the college student who fails a test may deal
with the inherent self-image threat by arguing herself into a higher
grade or derogating the test. Or she might do something that does
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nothing to deflect the specific threat but affirms her overall self-integrity,
such as working harder for a good cause.

Maintaining a sense of self-integrity may be especially difficult for
low self-esteem people. These individuals have fewer and less distinct
positive aspects of their self-image (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989;
Brown, 1986; Campbell, 1990), and therefore fewer specific self-aspects
with which to affirm a sense of global self-integrity. Thus, when they are
threatened, it may be more difficult for them to restore feelings of ade-
quacy by recruiting valued self-aspects. Compared to high-esteem peo-
ple, they may be forced to restore a sense of integrity more by rationaliz-
ing the threatening event or by dismissing its self-image implications.

This is our working hypothesis of how the level of self-esteem mod-
erates resilience to self-image threat. In the remainder of this chapter,
we present research testing this formulation in paradigms selected to
show, as a first step in this program of research, the importance of this
functioning in basic social psychological processes and everyday life.

Di1sSONANCE AND SELF-ESTEEM FUNCTIONING

We begin with an examination of the implications of this model for
basic dissonance processes. To put our reasoning in terms of an exam-
ple, consider the student in a classic dissonance experiment whose self-
image is threatened by freely writing a public essay favoring a tuition
hike at his university, something he deeply opposes. He can rationalize
his action by changing his attitude about the tuition hike, as has been
shown in many such experiments (Cooper & Fazio, 1984), or he can
access some other centrally important aspect of his self-image that re-
stores a sense of self-integrity, as has been shown in a number of self-
affirmation experiments (Steele, 1988). If the student has high self-
esteem, he should have numerous self-aspects capable of affirming a
sense of global self-integrity and thus may recruit them to counter the
threat. But if the student has low self-esteem, he will likely have few
such self-aspects, and therefore will be more pressured to cope with his
actions by changing his attitude about the tuition hike.

But the relationship between self-esteem and self-affirmational pro-
cesses may not be quite so simple. A central proposition of self-
affirmation theory is that after a self-image threat, people will affirm
their self-adequacy through whatever means is most available or salient
(Steele, 1988). It may be that after a self-image threat, one’s attention is
focused on the threat, and all people (regardless of their level of self-
esteem) will try to affirm themselves by deflecting or diminishing the
threat. That is, the threat itself may draw their attention and make them
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less mindful of their affirmational resources, thus preempting any effect
of individual differences in these resources.

If this reasoning is correct, self-affirmational resources may have to
be salient, or “on line,” in what Markus and Wurf (1987) have called the
“working self-concept” in order for there to be reliable individual differ-
ences in the use of these resources. In real life, a variety of factors may
conspire to make one’s characterological resources more salient and thus
part of the affirmation process. Anything that diverts attention toward
the self—a question from a friend, or the mere passage of time without
having dismissed the threat—may focus attention on one’s charac-
terological resources, bringing them on line and thus into the affirmation
process. For a person with many esteem resources (i.e., a high self-esteem
person), this awareness is likely to help restore a favorable self-image,
making it less important to resolve the provoking threat. For a person
with fewer or less secure esteem resources (i.e., a low self-esteem per-
son), this awareness will be less restorative, and in fact may motivate the
person to gain affirmation through some dismissal of the provoking
threat. Returning to our example, recall the student who was induced to
write a counterattitudinal (and thus self-threatening) essay. Were he
allowed to leave the laboratory so that other events and conversations
could make salient different self-knowledge, he would be likely to re-
bound rather quickly if this knowledge affirmed his overall adequacy. But
if it did not, he might suffer a bit and begin rationalizing the essay, thus
changing his attitude, as his most promising means of restoring self-
integrity.

Accordingly, we reasoned that if people are not focused on their
affirmational resources following a self-image threat, both high- and
low-esteem people will attempt to rationalize or dismiss the threat per
se; however, when something does focus them on their resources, high-
esteem people (being cognizant of a broader set of affirmational re-
sources) will rationalize the threat less than low-esteem people.

We tested this prediction by examining subject’s responses to the
self-image threat inherent in the classic free-choice dissonance paradigm
(Brehm, 1956). In our view, this paradigm is self-threatening because
choosing between closely valued alternatives challenges the subject’s
competence as a decision maker. In the version of this paradigm that we
used (Steele, Spencer, & Lynch, in press), subjects rated and ranked 10
compact discs, ostensibly as part of a marketing survey. They were then
given a choice between their fifth and sixth-ranked discs. After a 10-
minute delay, they were asked to rerate the discs. Self-justifying ratio-
nalization is measured as the extent to which subjects raised their rating
of the chosen disc and lowered their rating of the nonchosen disc at the
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time of the second rating, thus “spreading the alternatives,” as this
measure of rationalization is called in the dissonance literature.

To manipulate self-focus, approximately half of the subjects in each
esteem condition completed the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965)
when they arrived for the experiment, just prior to the free-choice proce-
dure. The items on this scale require subjects to access directly their
global self-esteem, as well as many constituent self-concepts, and thus
should make their self-evaluative resources more salient.

We expected that when subjects were not self-focused, both high
and low self-esteem subjects would show the standard dissonance ef-
fect. They would be focused on the threatening possibility that they may
have made a bad decision and thus will spread the alternatives in justi-
fication and self-affirmation. But when they were focused on their affir-
mational resources (via the earlier self-esteem scale), we expected little if
any rationalizing spread of alternatives among high self-esteem sub-
jects, but significant rationalization among low-esteem subjects.

The results conformed to these predictions. Indeed, when subjects
were focused on their self-images, there were reliable self-esteem differ-
ences. Low self-esteem people showed marked rationalization of their
decisions, whereas high self-esteem people showed none. But when
subjects were not so focused, both high and low self-esteem subjects
showed moderate rationalization of their decisions.

SELF-ESTEEM AND DOWNWARD SociaL COMPARISON

Up to this point, we have emphasized the difficulty that low self-
esteem people may have in recruiting positive self-aspects with which to
restore a sense of global self-integrity after it is threatened. For this
reasoning we suggested that low self-esteem people may feel more pres-
sured to restore this sense of integrity by rationalizing away the provok-
ing threat. But there is a further alternative: Low self-esteem people
might also recover from a threatened sense of self-integrity by engaging
in downward social comparisons.

Social comparisons are contacts between people in which perfor-
mances or opinions are made known. Festinger (1954) has argued that in
general, people have a tendency to compare themselves with others
who are doing slightly better than themselves—that is, to make upward
social comparisons—in order to gain more information about a task. Yet
considerable research has shown that people often make comparisons
with others who are performing poorly, that is, make downward social
comparisons (Brickman & Bullman, 1977; Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Wills,
1981). This research suggests that people make downward social com-
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parisons to bolster their self-image and thus, we speculate, to recover a
threatened sense of self-mtegnty Focusing on the negative aspects of
another’s performance puts one’s own performance in a relatively posi-
tive light. Thus, in social comparison situations, people may sometimes
make upward comparisons, presumably to gain more information about
a task, or they may make downward comparisons, presumably to bol-
ster their self-image.

From this standpoint of our resource model of psychological re-
siliency, we reason that people will make upward comparisons in social
comparison situations to maximize information gain, unless they are
focused on their self-image. Then we expect an esteem difference: Low
self-esteem individuals, now mindful of their relatively negative self-
concept, may strive to bolster their self-image by engaging in downward
social comparisons, whereas high self-esteem people, now mindful of
their positive self-image, should be freed from the need for downward
social comparisons and compare upward.

We tested this prediction by investigating social comparison in an
interview setting (Spencer, Fein, & Steele, 1992). All subjects were told
that they would be engaging in an interview in which they should try to
make a favorable impression. But, ostensibly to familiarize them with
the procedure, subjects were asked to listen to two brief excerpts of
previous interviews. After listening to the excerpts, subjects were asked
to choose one interview to listen to in its entirety. The two excerpts
portrayed very different interviews. In one interview a respondent
made a very favorable impression; in the other, a respondent made a
negative impression. The dependent variable was which tape the sub-
ject chose to listen to in its entirety. Did the subject choose the good
interview (making an upward social comparison), which should provide
the more useful information, or the bad interview (making a downward
social comparison), which presumably would bolster the subject’s self-
image? As in the previous experiment, approximately half of the sub-
jects in each self-esteem condition completed the Rosenberg Self-Esteem
Scale (1965) when they arrived for the experiment, just prior to the social
comparison task. This manipulation served to focus subjects on their
self-evaluative resources.

We predicted that without the self-focus manipulation, subjects
would focus on the social comparison task, and both high and low self-
esteem subjects would listen to the good interview, making upward
social comparisons; however, when subjects were self-focused, low self-
esteem subjects would tend to listen to the bad interview to boost their
self-image through downward comparison, whereas high self-esteem
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subjects would have the resilience to listen to the good interview. As
illustrated in Table 1, the result conformed to our predictions.

Taken together, these two studies provide good initial support for
our resources model of resiliency to self-image threats. When people are
focused on their self-image, high self-esteem people seem to utilize posi-
tive self-aspects to cope with the threat by affirming an overall sense of
self-integrity. Low self-esteem people seem to have difficulty using this
route to affirmation; instead, they appear to utilize affirmational oppor-
tunities that do not require self-resources. They are more likely to ratio-
nalize and dismiss provoking threats and to engage in downward social
comparisons.

Importantly, though, the findings also suggest that people may not
immediately access esteem resources in the effort to recover from a self-
image threat. Both high and low self-esteem subjects, when not explic-
itly focused on the self, attempted to resolve the threat presumably
without consulting their standing esteem resources. For these resources
to affect the affirmation process, they had to be primed. In everyday real
life, such factors as the elapse of time or the failure to resolve the pro-
voking threat eventually direct people to use standing esteem resources
in affirmation. But the present findings establish that once they become
salient, esteem resources can influence the affirmation process, and thus
that such resources may be an important source of individual difference
in resilience to self-image threat.

On a more speculative note, we assume that resolving the provok-
ing threat and engaging in downward social comparisons are not the
only means available for low self-esteem people to restore a sense of self-
integrity. Our primary hypothesis has been that low self-esteem people
may have particular difficulty recruiting positive aspects of their self-
concept that confer a sense of moral and adaptive adequacy. Yet there
must be other routes to self-affirmation that do not require access to
esteem resources. One strategy that may be of particular importance is
engaging in stereotypic and prejudiced behaviors. Like social compari-

TABLE 1. Type of Interview Chosen Most Often

Self-Focus Condition No Self-Focus
High self-esteem GOOD GOOD
Low self-esteem BAD GOOD

NortE: Interviews provided social comparison information such that choosing
the good interview led to upward comparison and choosing the bad interview
led to downward comparison.
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sons, these negative views of others may serve to bolster one’s self-
image. If this reasoning is correct, then when low self-esteem people are
focused on their self-image, they may be more likely to use stereotypes
and to display prejudice.

LOW SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-CONSISTENCY: AVOIDING
SELF-IMAGE THREATS

In uncertainty, I am certain that underneath their topmost layers of frailty
men want to be good and want to be loved. (Steinbeck, 1952, p. 367)

Our model suggests that both high and low self-esteem people
strive to maintain an overall sense of self-integrity. The only difference is
that high self-esteem people have more positive aspects of their self-
image than low self-esteem people that they can use to affirm self-
integrity. This position seems to be in conflict with a large body of
research suggesting that at times, low self-esteem people prefer to act
and obtain information that is consistent with their negative self-image
(i.e., they seem not to strive to maintain a sense of moral and adaptive
adequacy). The 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s saw the birth of several promi-
nent consistency and balance theories (Aronson, 1969; Festinger, 1957;
Heider, 1958; Lecky, 1945; Secord & Backman, 1965). An important im-
plication of these theories, as described by Swann, Pelham, and Krull
(1989), is that self-verifying information “acts like the rudder of a ship,
bolstering people’s confidence in their ability to navigate through the
sometimes murky seas of everyday social life” (p. 763).

Self-verification theory (Swann, 1983) paints the individual as one
who desires a world that is both predictable and controllable, and thus
provides stable self-conceptions. To this end, there is evidence that peo-
ple choose interaction partners who support their self-views (Swann,
Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990), and that they regard self-
consistent information as more accurate, credible, and diagnostic (e.g.,
Crary, 1966; Korman, 1968, Markus, 1977; Shrauger & Lund, 1975;
Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987).

These results might seem to suggest that people pursue self-
consistency, even heroically—as when low self-esteem subjects, given a
choice between a roommate who likes them and one who doesn’t like
them, prefer the one who doesn’t like them, or when after an important
performance, low-esteem subjects prefer to hear negative rather than
positive evaluations of their work. We think that if one looks “under-
neath their topmost layers of frailty,” however, this may not be the case.



STRUGGLE FOR SELF-INTEGRITY 29

Although we admire the quality and replicability of these effects, we
argue that such sacrifices for consistency are more apparent than real.
These people are simply foregoing self-enhancement for another self-
integrity motive that in these situations is more powerful (e.g., avoiding
a roommate who may expect them to be someone they don’t believe
they can be, or getting an evaluation that, though negative, may help
them perform better in the future).

A central proposition of self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988) is that
people consider the costs and benefits of different routes to self-
affirmation and prefer modes of affirmation that have favorable cost-
benefit ratios. We argue that because of individual differences in self-
affirmational resources, routes to self-affirmation may differ in their
costs to high and low self-esteem people. In particular, modes of affir-
mation in which the individual’s self-image might be further threatened
should have greater costs for low than high self-esteem people. If high
self-esteem people choose routes to self-affirmation that may impeach
the self, they have many positive aspects of their self-image to fall back
on and therefore should be more likely, barring any better alternatives,
to do so. Conversely, if low self-esteem people choose a route that
threatens their self-image, they will have few affirmational resources to
counteract this threat; such a mode of affirmation would therefore have
a higher potential cost for them than for high-esteem people.

For example, if a person chooses a roommate who likes her, but the
roommate eventually decides that this person is a slob and an awful
roommate, a high self-esteem person could recruit self-affirmational re-
sources to counteract this threat. She may react by saying, “Oh well, I
am a good student, and I have lots of other friends. I will get by this
year, and everything will be all right.” But a low self-esteem person who
may not have these self-evaluative resources must face this threat each
day without an easy way to counter it. He may say, “Try as I may I just
can’t get this person to like me. It really gets me down.”

If this reasoning is correct, then manipulating the presence of future
self-image threats (i.e., manipulating the cost to low self-esteem people)
should affect the strategies that low self-esteem people use to maintain
an overall sense of self-integrity. Low self-esteem people will likely
avoid a route to self-affirmation that includes the possibility of future
self-image threat, as the costs will be relatively high. If the possibility of
self-image threat is removed, however, they will use this strategy. High
self-esteem subjects, on the other hand, will use routes to self-
affirmation without worrying about the self-image threat that may occur.
To them, these self-image threats are small costs because they have other
aspects of their self-image that can counteract the threat.
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SELF-ESTEEM AND ESTIMATES OF PERFORMANCE

We tested this reasoning by investigating high and low self-esteem
people’s estimates of their performance on a difficult intelligence test
(Spencer & Steele, 1992). We manipulated self-image threat by giving
subjects different amounts of feedback about their performance. In one
condition, subjects were told that they would find out their actual per-
formance immediately after they made their estimates. In a second con-
dition subjects were told that their performance would be anonymous,
under the guise that they were being sent to another department. Lastly,
some subjects were informed that the machine that scores the intel-
ligence test was broken, but that they could see their score in a couple of
days.

We hypothesized that when subjects expected immediate feedback
on the intelligence test, the potential humiliation stemming from the
possibility that they might overestimate their test score would have
different effects on high and low self-esteem people. High self-esteem
people, knowing that they had many positive aspects of their self-image
to fall back on, would be relatively undaunted by this threat. Converse-
ly, low self-esteem people would be concerned with this threat, as they
had few self-evaluative resources to counteract it, and so they would
lower their estimates of their performance to protect against the threat.
For subjects not receiving immediate feedback, either when the results
were anonymous or delayed, the threat that they might embarrass
themselves by overestimating their performance was removed; here we
expected that low self-esteem subjects would not lower their estimates.
The results confirmed these predictions.

These results suggest that even though high self-esteem people
report higher estimates of their performance than low self-esteem peo-
ple when they expect feedback, they are not simply being consistent
with their self-image. Both high and low self-esteem people may be
trying to maintain a sense of self-integrity, but the costs of pursuing a
self-enhancing strategy may be different for these two groups of people.
For high self-esteem people, restoring self-integrity is relatively easy;
they can affirm themselves without worrying about possible self-image
threats. But for low self-esteem people the task is harder; they face the
possibility of incurring a self-image threat that they will not be able to
overcome. If this threat is removed, these low self-esteem people will
also pursue self-enhancement.

SELF-ESTEEM AND Risky DECISION MAKING

Spencer & Steele (1992) provided a useful first step in showing that
routes to self-affirmation may have different costs for high and low self-
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esteem people if these routes include possible self-image threats. Jos-
ephs, Larrick, Steele, and Nisbett (1992) extended these findings to the
domain of risky decision making. Low self-esteem people may avoid
risk more than high-esteem people because the cost of losing a gamble
may be higher for low-esteem people, as they have fewer self-evaluative
resources to counter such a threat. This reasoning is consistent with the
literature on risk taking and self-esteem, which finds that generally high
self-esteem people are more risk seeking, whereas low self-esteem peo-
ple are risk averse (see Baumeister et al., 1989, for a review).

In these experiments, subjects were asked to choose between pairs
of monetary gambles. In each pair, there was one gamble in which there
was a certain payoff (100% chance) and one gamble in which there was
an uncertain payoff (20% to 80% chance). Thus, subjects were forced to
choose between an option where they knew the outcome and an option
where the outcome would be determined by chance. Sometimes these
pairs were framed in terms of gains, in which subjects were given a
choice between a sure win and a chance of winning a greater amount of
money; sometimes they were framed as losses, in which subjects were
given the choice between a sure loss and a chance of losing a greater
amount of money.

We argued that the threat in this gambling task arises from the
regret associated with choosing the probabilistic gamble and finding
later that the gamble did not pay off. It is in this situation that the subject
must contend with the knowledge that a poor decision was made. In
essence, the subject can kick himself or herself for passing up a certain,
albeit modest, sum for a larger sum that carries with it the risk of not
paying off. Presumably, by eschewing the bird-in-the-hand logic, the
subject opens himself or herself up to the possibility that he or she will
wind up with nothing.

Our resources model suggests that the threat that one’s choices will
not pay off will have different effects on high and low self-esteem sub-
jects. High-esteem subjects should be able to withstand this threat, be-
cause they can counter with many positive aspects of their self-image.
Low self-esteem subjects, on the other hand, have fewer self-evaluative
resources to dispel such a threat; for these people, the threat will incur
greater costs. Therefore, we expected that low self-esteem people would
be more likely to choose the certain payoff than high self-esteem people.

This reasoning is true as long as subjects know the outcome of their
gambles. We reasoned that if one did not expect to know the outcome of
various gambles chosen, the threat that one’s gambles might not pay off
(and thus result in feelings of regret and foolishness) would be greatly
diminished. In this situation, we would expect low self-esteem subjects
to behave similarly to high self-esteem subjects. In the experiment, we
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removed this threat of regret by telling subjects that they would not be
informed as to the outcome of any of the gambles they were about to
choose. Thus subjects would not be threatened by the possibility that
their gambles would not pay off. A subject could choose a risky gamble
and imagine a successful outcome, resulting in a profitable payoff, with-
out ever worrying about reality interfering to dispel the fantasy. As a
result, we expected subjects high and low in self-esteem not to differ in
their choice of gambles. The results confirmed this prediction.

SELF-ESTEEM AND INFORMATION SEEKING

In Spencer and Steele (1992) and Josephs et al. (1992), the costs that
strategies of self-affirmation entail were manipulated by varying wheth-
er subjects were informed about the outcomes of possible self-image
threats. When they learned the outcomes of these threats, high and low
self-esteem people incurred different costs. High self-esteem people
were faced with a relatively small cost, as they have many positive
aspects of their self-concept to counteract the self-image threat. The self-
image threat posed a much bigger cost, however, for low self-esteem
people, who have fewer self-evaluative resources. But when subjects did
not learn of the outcomes of these self-image threats, the cost of using a
route to self-affirmation was the same for high and low self-esteem
people.

In Steele, Spencer, and Josephs (1992), rather than manipulating
whether people learn the outcomes of self-image threats, we manipu-
lated the nature of these threats. In these experiments, using a proce-
dure developed by Swann and Read (1981), subjects completed a ques-
tionnaire that ostensibly measured aspects of their personality; it was
supposedly evaluated by two graduate students in clinical psychology.
The subjects were then presented with preliminary evaluations of their
personality, purportedly from each of the graduate students. One of
these students ostensibly evaluated the subject favorably, and the other
negatively. In addition, subjects were told that the aspects of personality
being evaluated were either changeable or stable. Subjects were then
asked which complete evaluation they wanted to read, the favorable one
or the negative one.

We reasoned that when subjects were told that the aspects of per-
sonality being evaluated were changeable, they would face the follow-
ing self-image threat: In order to choose the self-enhancing positive
feedback, they would face the threat that the positive evaluation might
be proven wrong, thus passing up the opportunity to get feedback that
might help them improve themselves. Further, these threats would have
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higher costs for low self-esteem people than for high self-esteem people.

Therefore we predicted that in this situation, low self-esteem people
would be more likely to pick the negative evaluation, and high self-
esteem people the positive one—a finding obtained many times by
Swann and his colleagues (Swann, 1983; Swann et al., 1989; Swann,
Pelham, Hixon, & De La Ronde, 1990; Swann & Read, 1981; Stein-
Seroussi, Giesler, & Swann, 1992). But when the aspects of personality
that were being evaluated were purportedly stable, then the self-image
threat that a positive evaluation might be proven wrong would seem
unlikely, and hope for self-improvement would be prohibited. In this
condition, we expected that both high and low self-esteem subjects
would choose the positive evaluation. As illustrated in Table 2, these
predictions were confirmed.

CONCLUSIONS

Taken together, these results provide strong support for our reason-
ing that some routes to self-affirmation may entail costs that may not be
equal for high and low self-esteem individuals. If these costs are self-
image threats, high self-esteem individuals will be able to recruit posi-
tive aspects of their self-concept to counteract these threats. Low self-
esteem individuals may have more difficulty accessing such positive
self-images; therefore, the cost of strategies of self-affirmation that entail
self-image threats will be higher for low self-esteem than for high self-
esteem people.

Although at times it may appear as if low self-esteem people are
acting to maintain self-consistency, we would argue that they are simply
striving for self-affirmation through a route that offers them the few-
est costs and the largest benefits. It is important to keep in mind that
the motive for perceived self-integrity is not just a motive for self-
enhancement, as is sometimes implied, but a motive to perceive the self
as morally and adaptively adequate. We readily concede that subjects
can be induced to forgo self-enhancements (especially the rather trivial

TABLE 2. Type of Feedback Chosen Most Often

Changeable Trait Stable Trait
High self-esteem GOOD GOOD
Low self-esteem BAD GOOD

Norte: The feedback provided subjects with an evaluation of their
performance on a supposed personality test that measured either
changeable or stable personality traits.
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ones offered in research) to fend off more profound threats to their self-
integrity.

These findings and those reviewed earlier suggest that high and
low self-esteem people do not differ dramatically in their motivations to
affirm themselves: Both strive to maintain a sense of self-integrity. The
difference is that high self-esteem people have a relatively larger number
of positive self-concepts that they can recruit to counter self-image
threats. Low self-esteem people face the difficult challenge of maintain-
ing a sense of moral and adaptive adequacy with few self-evaluative
resources that may dismiss such a threat.

To summarize our theoretical position, we argue the following;:

1. People strive to maintain a sense of self-integrity, that is, a sense
of moral and adaptive adequacy. When this sense of self-integrity is
threatened, people are motivated to restore it, either by dismissing the
provoking threat or by affirming their overall sense of worth by access-
ing a valued aspect of the self. The strategy of self-affirmation that
people use will depend on what strategies are available and what strate-
gies have the best cost-benefit ratio.

2. Because high self-esteem people have more positive aspects of
their self-image (self-evaluative resources) than low self-esteem people,
they can respond to self-image threats by accessing self-evaluative re-
sources. This strategy is more difficult for low self-esteem people, how-
ever, because they have relatively few resources.

3. In order for self-evaluative resources to be utilized, they may
have to be accessible in thought and memory; that is, they may have to
be brought “on line” in the working self-concept.

4. Some routes to self-affirmation may have different costs for high
and low self-esteem people. In particular, self-affirmational strategies in
which people’s self-image might be threatened may have relatively small
costs for high self-esteem people, as they have many self-evaluative
resources to counter such a threat; however, the potential cost is greater
to low self-esteem people, who have few such resources.
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CHAPTER 3

THE SOCIAL MOTIVATIONS
OF PEOPLE WITH LOW
SELF-ESTEEM

DiANNE M. TicE

Low self-esteem people have always been a puzzle to researchers. For
years, many theorists began with the plausible yet probably false as-
sumption that people with low self-esteem were generally the opposite
of those with high self-esteem; by this reasoning, if people with high
self-esteem want to succeed and be liked, then people with low self-
esteem must want to fail and be disliked. More recent theorists (e.g.,
S. Jones, 1973; Shrauger, 1975) have suggested that the notion that low
self-esteem people desire failure and rejection is false. The question
remains, however: What do these people want?

The purpose of this chapter is to address the issue of motivation.
What do the data tell us about people with low self-esteem? By examin-
ing studies on self-handicapping, allocation of free-choice time, task
persistence, self-presentation, and responses to feedback, it will be pos-
sible to furnish a picture of the motivations and goals of the typical
person with low self-esteem. To anticipate my conclusions, the picture is
as follows: People with low self-esteem would very much like to suc-
ceed, to win love and admiration, to become rich and famous, and so
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forth, but such goals seem out of reach to them and are not part of their
ongoing concerns. Instead, their first goal in most situations is to avoid
failure, humiliation, rejection, and other disasters. Well acquainted with
and sensitive to the costs and pains of failure, they focus on protecting
themselves against such distressing outcomes. They lean toward neu-
tral, noncommittal self-presentations and in fact find it difficult to pre-
sent themselves in either a highly negative or a highly positive fashion.
They focus on their shortcomings and try to remedy them. They show
little interest in strategic ploys (such as self-handicapping) designed to
enhance credit for potential success, but they may use similar strategies
in order to protect themselves from the implications of failure.

SELF-PROTECTION, SELF-ENHANCEMENT,
OR SELF-HATRED?

EARLY THEORIES

Current thinking about the motivational side of self-esteem has
evolved through a series of hypotheses. Researchers began with the
plausible but ultimately false view that low self-esteem motivations were
the opposite of high self-esteem motivations. If people with high self-
esteem wanted success and social acceptance, then people with low self-
esteem must want failure and social rejection, according to this line of
reasoning. The consistency theories of the 1960s provided the most pow-
erful and appealing framework for this view (e.g., Aronson & Carl-
smith, 1962; Aronson & Meettee, 1968, Maracek & Mettee, 1972).

This view has been largely discarded. Attempted replications and
other studies employing analogous methods were not always able to
reproduce the consistency findings (especially the findings that low self-
esteem people or people with low expectations preferred failure feed-
back; e.g., Brock, Edelman, Edwards, & Schuck, 1965; Ward & Sand-
vold, 1963). In the seventies, S. Jones (1973) published a literature review
that concluded that there was little support for consistency theory and
suggested that low self-esteem people, like high self-esteem people,
usually prefer approval and success over rejection and failure.

In a subsequent review of the literature, Shrauger (1975) proposed
an elegant solution to the question of whether low self-esteem individu-
als prefer success or failure feedback. He observed that when affective
reactions (e.g., pleasure or disappointment with feedback) are being as-
sessed, low self-esteem people prefer to receive positive, success feed-
back, as do high self-esteem people. On the other hand, when cognitive
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reactions (e.g., recall, judgments of the accuracy of the feedback) are
being assessed, findings favor the consistency model. In other words,
low self-esteem people expect to fail and are more likely to believe fail-
ure feedback than are high self-esteem people, because failure feedback
is consistent with their cognitive structures and expectations. There are
no differences between high and low self-esteem people in their affec-
tive responses to feedback; everyone prefers success. Differences be-
tween high and low self-esteem persons emerge in the cognitive realm:
People with high self-esteem expect to excel, whereas those with low
self-esteem expect to do more poorly.

Direct empirical support for Shrauger’s hypothesis that cognitive
reactions to social feedback conform to self-consistency theory and affec-
tive reactions conform to self-enhancement theory was provided by
McFarlin and Blascovich (1981). They found that low self-esteem people
desire success just as much as high self-esteem people, but cognitively
they continue to expect failure. Low self-esteem people were less willing
to boast in advance that they would achieve success, perhaps because
they lacked confidence in their abilities to live up to highly favorable
predictions. Cognitive consistency dynamics may influence expectan-
cies and willingness to believe feedback, but they do not dictate desires
and motivations. In addition, an important conceptual replication of
McFarlin and Blascovich’s findings was provided by Swann, Griffin,
Predmore, and Gaines (1987), who also concluded that the affective
motivations that accompany low self-esteem scores are indistinguish-
able from those that accompany high self-esteem scores, and only cogni-
tive differences exist between the two groups of people. Thus, although
people with low self-esteem may believe criticism more than praise, they
would rather have praise.

After consistency theories were largely rejected as an all-encom-
passing explanation for the motivations of low self-esteem people, an-
other theory of self-esteem emerged that suggested that people with low
self-esteem are strongly oriented toward self-enhancement, whereas
those with high self-esteem are oriented toward protecting themselves.
This view (e.g., Dinner, Lewkowicz, & Cooper, 1972; see also Cohen,
1959) may have been based on an analogy to financial investors. People
with low self-esteem presumably have nothing to lose, so they should
adopt risky, self-aggrandizing, get-rich-quick schemes to enhance their
views of themselves. In contrast, people with high self-esteem were
seen as comparable to wealthy individuals, who have much to lose and
little to gain and so should be cautious investors who seek to avoid loss.

Like the consistency theories, this view too appears to be false.
Risky, self-aggrandizing strategies do not appear to be common among
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people with low self-esteem, who instead persistently show caution,
modesty, restraint, malleability, and so forth (see Crocker & Schwartz,
1985; Roth, Harris, & Snyder, 1988; Roth, Snyder, & Pace, 1986; Wolfe,
Lennox, & Cutler, 1986). For example, Baumeister (1982) has shown that
compensatory self-enhancement characterizes high, not low, self-
esteem.

WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE WiTH Low SELF-ESTEEM?

Some of the confusion in previous motivational hypotheses may
derive from a mistaken view of the nature of low self-esteem. Many
theorists seem to have begun with a stereotype impression of the person
with low self-esteem as someone with a strong dislike, even hatred, of
self. People with low self-esteem were assumed to be those who re-
garded themselves as incompetent, unlovable, and generally worthless
individuals. Although there may be a few individuals who fit that de-
scription, it does not appear to apply to the majority of people with low
self-esteem.

In a review of published studies on self-esteem, my colleagues and I
found a consistent pattern in the distributions of self-esteem scores (Bau-
meister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989). Researchers usually set up their samples
by giving subjects a self-esteem measure and dividing the range of
scores in half to create roughly equal-sized groups of high and low self-
esteem. For study after study, we compared the range of scores actually
obtained on whatever self-esteem measure was used with the range of
possible scores on that scale. Invariably the actual scores clustered in the
middle and upper ranges of possible scores. For example, if the range of
possible scores on self-esteem ran from 0 to 100, a researcher might
expect actual scores to run from approximately 40 to 80. The dividing
line between high and low self-esteem therefore might come around 60,
rather than at 50. We found this sort of pattern with every different scale
used to measure self-esteem.

Thus, although high self-esteem scores were high in an absolute
sense, low scores were not truly low but were only low in a relative
sense. Apparently, “low” self-esteem scores typically result from en-
dorsing the intermediate, not the low, responses. A median split of self-
esteem scores on a variety of different self-esteem scales typically pro-
duced two groups: a high self-esteem group, in which the participants
endorsed the most favorable statements about themselves, and a “low”
self-esteem group, in which the participants endorsed the midpoint re-
sponse for each question. To put it bluntly, high scores are high, but low
scores are medium, in an absolute sense.
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This fact needs to be taken into account to understand the nature
of trait self-esteem. People with high self-esteem are those who really
endorse very positive statements about themselves—basically, people
who claim to be terrific in many ways. Low self-esteem, however, is not
the opposite. People with low self-esteem do not depict themselves
as worthless, incompetent losers. Rather, they are people who are es-
sentially neutral in their self-descriptions, attributing neither strongly
positive nor strongly negative traits to themselves. They are low in
self-esteem only in a relative sense, that is, in comparison to the very
flattering way that people with high self-esteem portray themselves.
Low self-esteem, then, is not self-hatred, but rather it is typically a
matter of regarding and presenting oneself in a neutral, noncommittal
fashion.

The analogy to financial investors thus may need revision in light of
this finding. People with low self-esteem are not those who have noth-
ing to lose, like the totally poor and destitute. Rather, they are people
with modest means and limited resources. High-stakes speculators are
rarely found among such people; instead, such people are among the
most cautious investors. Most high-stakes speculators, in fact, are found
among the very wealthy, which is comparable to people with high self-
esteem who are rating themselves in extremely positive terms. Thus, the
link between self-esteem and self-enhancement versus self-protection
should be formulated opposite to the traditional view. Instead of linking
low self-esteem with self-enhancement and high self-esteem with self-
protection, it is low self-esteem people who are motivated to protect
their sense of self-esteem and will therefore behave in a cautious, non-
committal fashion. High self-esteem people, on the other hand, are
motivated to enhance their sense of self-esteem and will therefore be-
have in a self-aggrandizing, risk-taking fashion.

PROTECTION, ENHANCEMENT, AND SELF-ESTEEM

A number of studies by a variety of researchers have provided
support for the assertion that high self-esteem people are more con-
cerned with self-enhancement, and low self-esteem people are more
concerned with self-protection. For example, Wolfe et al. (1986) and
Arkin (1981) have suggested that people with low self-esteem may be
more self-protective than people with high self-esteem. Roth and col-
leagues presented evidence consistent with the idea that high self-
esteem individuals are more likely to use a self-enhancing strategy than
low self-esteem individuals; high self-esteem individuals were more
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likely to present themselves in an unrealistically positive manner than
were low self-esteem individuals (Roth et al., 1988; Roth et al., 1986).

Some behaviors combine both self-protection and self-enhance-
ment. Self-handicapping, for instance, normally accomplishes both self-
protection and self-enhancement with the same ploy. (Self-
handicapping will be treated in more detail later in this chapter; for now,
it can be understood as creating barriers to one’s own performance that
are recognized as making failure more likely.) One may handicap oneself
by getting drunk or failing to prepare before an important evaluation,
for example. Drunkenness and lack of effort both provide external attri-
butions that reduce the responsibility for failure, but they also augment
the prestige of success should one succeed despite the handicap.

Attempting to improve one’s performance at any given task is an-
other example of a behavior that combines both the self-protective and
the self-enhancing motivation. Improving performance (e.g., raising
one’s SAT scores, improving one’s tennis serve) can be self-protective;
after improvement, one has less chance of embarrassing oneself with a
humiliating failure. An improvement in performance can also be self-
enhancing, however, because a better performance is more likely to
stand out as an exceptional success. High and low self-esteem people
may thus be concerned with the same behavior (improving their perfor-
mance on various tasks) for different reasons. High self-esteem people
may be interested in identifying their strengths and cultivating them so
as to stand out, which is consistent with a self-enhancing orientation.
Low self-esteem people, on the other hand, may focus on their failures
and weaknesses and seek to remedy them in order to protect the self
against failure, rejection, humiliation, or anxiety.

Despite the frequent overlap, self-protection and self-enhancement
can be conceptually and empirically distinguishable, as Arkin (1981)
pointed out. In some circumstances, people must choose between pur-
suing a relatively risky strategy that has the potential to enhance one’s
public image and pursuing a safer, less attention-seeking strategy that
avoids the potential to embarrass or humiliate the self publicly. Perform-
ing in public, for example, increases one’s potential for enhancing one’s
public image, because it means exposing oneself to opportunities to gain
esteem by impressing others with one’s performance. Performing in
public, however, also risks embarrassment and humiliation; should one
perform badly, one might lose esteem. A person who is oriented toward
self-enhancement will often seek out opportunities to perform publicly
because of the chance these opportunities offer for increasing his or her
public image. A person who is oriented toward self-protection, on the
other hand, might avoid such opportunities because of the risk of public
embarrassment.
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Similarly, seeking competitive situations pits self-enhancement
against self-protection motivations. A person who is oriented toward
enhancing self-esteem (a high self-esteem person) may tend to seek out
competition because it increases one’s potential for enhancing one’s
public image, in that one exposes oneself to the chance of winning the
competition and gaining esteem for one’s success. A person who is
oriented toward protecting self-esteem (a low self-esteem person), how-
ever, will probably avoid competition, because a competitive failure
could result in a loss of self-esteem.

SELF-HANDICAPPING

As I indicated above, self-handicapping normally accomplishes
both attributional goals (protection and enhancement) with one strategy.
Putting barriers in the way of one’s own success both provides a protec-
tive excuse for failure and enhances credit for success. Most researchers
using the term self-handicapping have included in their definitions both
the self-protective and self-enhancement benefits of the strategy (e.g.,
Berglas & Jones, 1978; Harris & Snyder, 1986; E. Jones & Berglas, 1978;
Shepperd & Arkin, 1989a,b; Snyder, 1990; Snyder, Smith, Augelli, &
Ingram, 1985). Although theory has asserted the existence of both mo-
tives for self-handicapping, however, empirical work has generally fo-
cused only on self-protection and ignored self-enhancement (see Hirt,
1989; Snyder, 1990; Tice, 1991, for reviews).

Although some individuals may self-handicap for both motives—
that is, they desire both the enhancement and protection benefits of the
strategy—1I suggested (Tice, 1991) that an individual may engage in self-
handicapping behavior primarily for one of the two motives; he or she
simply receives the benefits of the other as a bonus. In a set of studies, I
attempted to demonstrate that self-handicapping occurs for both mo-
tivations, that the two motivations may be separated in the laboratory,
and that self-esteem is the key to predicting which motive is likely to be
the main one in any individual case.

Self-handicapping presumably occurs because of threats to self-
esteem on important, self-relevant dimensions. What self-handicapping
specifically protects, or enhances, is self-esteem (e.g., Arkin & Baum-
gardner, 1985; Berglas & Jones, 1978; Harris & Snyder, 1986; E. Jones &
Berglas, 1978; Snyder, 1990; Snyder & Smith, 1982; Snyder et al., 1985).
Thus, there was ample reason to predict that individual differences in
self-esteem should affect the tendency to self-handicap. And, sure
enough, preliminary research indicated that personality differences in
self-esteem could indeed be powerful predictors of self-handicapping
tendencies (Tice & Baumeister, 1990).
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To set up my main series of studies on self-handicapping, I reasoned
from my understanding of the motivational basis of self-esteem. People
with high self-esteem want to increase their credit for success, so they
should engage in self-handicapping mainly when the situation is struc-
tured so that self-handicapping enhances one’s credit for success but does
not necessarily protect one from failure. In contrast, if people with low
self-esteem are primarily motivated by self-protection, they should en-
gage in self-handicapping mainly when the situation is structured so that
self-handicapping protects one from the esteem-threatening implications
of failure but does not necessarily enhance success.

In my first study in this series (Tice, 1991), self-handicapping was
operationalized as lack of practice before an important evaluation, as has
often been done in previous work (e.g., Harris & Snyder, 1986;
Rhodewalt, Saltzman, & Wittmer, 1984; Tice & Baumeister, 1990). Partic-
ipants were allowed to decide how much they wanted to practice a task
in preparation for a performance. The situation was structured so that
self-handicapping (i.e., not practicing) either enhanced success but did
not protect against the threat of failure, or provided protection for the
threat of failure but did not enhance success. This was done by describ-
ing the test as suitable only for finding extreme scores in one direction.
Half the participants were told that the test would only identify excep-
tional, genius-level performances (so one could gain esteem but not lose
it), whereas the rest were told that the test would only identify excep-
tionally poor, unintelligent individuals (so that one could lose esteem
but not gain it). Participants were asked to take a test and were given an
opportunity to practice before the evaluation. As predicted, I found that
high self-esteem people self-handicapped when the situation was struc-
tured so that self-handicapping enhanced credit for success but did not
protect against failure. Low self-esteem people showed the opposite
pattern: They self-handicapped when the situation was structured so
that self-handicapping provided protection from the esteem-threatening
implications of failure but did not enhance success.

In addition to the conditions described above, in which the antici-
pated evaluation was described as important, another set of conditions
was run in which the anticipated evaluation was described as relatively
unimportant. Characterizing a task or evaluation as important and ego
relevant versus inconsequential had been shown to influence self-
handicapping behavior (e.g., DeGree & Snyder, 1985; Pyszczynski &
Greenberg, 1983; Rhodewalt et al., 1984; Shepperd & Arkin, 1989a,b;
Smith, Snyder, & Handelsman, 1982; Smith, Snyder, & Perkins, 1983;
Snyder, Smith, Augelli, & Ingram, 1985; see also Snyder, 1990) such that
self-handicapping occurs only when the task is important or self-
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relevant. Thus, I predicted and found that when the evaluation was
described as relatively unimportant (a test of hand-eye coordination and
fine motor control), participants were not motivated to engage in strate-
gic ploys such as self-handicapping to maximize the attributional bene-
fits of performance. Instead, the behavior of participants in the unimpor-
tant conditions was typical of their usual approach to everyday,
nonthreatening tasks. On an unimportant task, individuals seemed to
be more concerned with the actual task performance (test score) than
with what that test score might say about them, because an unimportant
task could not say very much about them anyway. Consistent with a
self-enhancement orientation, high self-esteem participants practiced
more if there was a chance of looking outstanding on an unimportant
evaluation. Consistent with a self-protection orientation, low self-
esteem participants practiced more if there was a chance of failing.
These results were thus the reverse of what was found when the task
was important and a great deal was at stake.

The most plausible interpretation of all these findings is that low
self-esteem participants in both important (self-handicapping) and un-
important conditions were concerned with protection. In the unimpor-
tant conditions, they attempted to protect their images by preparing a
great deal in order to decrease their chances of failing. When the task
was more self-relevant, they used the strategic ploy of reduced practice,
which, although increasing their chances of receiving a failing score,
also increased the attributional ambiguity of the score. Thus, it would
not be clear that a low score reflected low ability, because the failure
could be attributed to the handicap rather than to the individual’s ability.
Meanwhile, when the potential implications of the test were unimpor-
tant, people with high self-esteem sought to maximize their perfor-
mance if there was a chance to appear outstanding; but when the out-
come could mean something highly important, they focused instead on
maximizing their possible credit for success.

My second study was a conceptual replication of the high-
importance conditions of first study, with a different operationalization
of self-handicapping. All subjects were told that they were going to be
given a nonverbal intelligence test. Again, half the subjects were told
that only a high score was meaningful (so that enhancement of success
was the only benefit of self-handicapping), and half the subjects were
told that only a low score was meaningful (so that protection from fail-
ure was the only benefit of self-handicapping).

The operationalization of self-handicapping for the second study
was adapted from Shepperd and Arkin (1989a); self-handicapping
was operationalized by allowing participants to choose distracting,
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performance-impairing music to play during their evaluation. High and
low self-esteem participants were told that they would be taking a
computerized nonverbal intelligence test while music played in the
background. Participants were given a chance to select the music that
played during their evaluation from a selection of tapes identified as
likely to enhance or detract from their scores on the test. Choosing a
detracting tape constituted self-handicapping, as it was likely to de-
crease performance score while providing an excuse in the case of failure
and enhancing success should the participant succeed despite the hand-
icap.

The results of the second study replicated the results from the high-
importance conditions of the first. Low self-esteem people were more
likely than high self-esteem people to self-handicap by selecting a
performance-inhibiting tape if the situation was structured so that self-
handicapping protected them from the esteem-threatening implications
of failure, but did not enhance success. High self-esteem people were
more likely to self-handicap if the situation was structured so that self-
handicapping enhanced credit for success but did not protect against
failure.

Studies 3 and 4 (Tice, 1991) were designed to measure the subjective
processes of individuals engaging in self-handicapping behavior. As de-
scribed above, Studies 1 and 2 identified situations in which high and
low self-esteem individuals self-handicap; Studies 3 and 4 were attempts
to elucidate more directly the motivations behind the self-handicapping
observed in Studies 1 and 2.

Studies 3 and 4 measured the attributions made by high and low
self-esteem individuals who had a chance to self-handicap (they were
about to practice before taking a nonverbal intelligence test). Before prac-
ticing, participants were asked to rate how true of themselves were
statements explicitly defining the protective benefits of low practice (i.e.,
failure after low practice can be blamed on the handicap rather than lack
of ability) and the enhancement benefits of low practice (i.e., success
following low practice suggests exceptional ability). Both Studies 3 and 4
supported the findings of Studies 1 and 2 by demonstrating that high
self-esteem people were more likely to endorse and agree with a
statement describing the enhancement of success benefits of self-
handicapping than were low self-esteem people. Low self-esteem peo-
ple were found to be more likely to endorse and agree with a statement
describing the protection from failure benefits of self-handicapping.

The set of studies just described (Tice, 1991) is consistent with some
of my earlier work on self-handicapping. A colleague and I had previ-
ously found that high self-esteem participants self-handicapped more
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frequently than low self-esteem participants when the task was de-
scribed as identifying the extreme upper range of nonverbal intelligence
(Tice & Baumeister, 1990). The more recent set of findings (Tice, 1991)
provided a conceptual replication of the earlier studies (which suggested
that high self-esteem people are motivated by self-enhancement) and
extended the findings by suggesting that low self-esteem people are
motivated to be self-protective.

In summary, my work on self-handicapping has provided some
evidence that low self-esteem people are concerned with self-protection
and will self-handicap in order to protect their self-esteem and reputa-
tions. High self-esteem people, on the other hand, are concerned with
self-enhancement and will self-handicap in order to enhance their self-
esteem and reputations. Low self-esteem people seem to be motivated
by self-protective goals to self-handicap, whereas high self-esteem peo-
ple seem motivated by self-enhancement goals.

SELF-PRESENTATION

Recent research on self-presentation provides further evidence
about the social motivations associated with trait self-esteem. By induc-
ing people to present themselves in various ways, it is possible to exam-
ine how they respond. If the view of low self-esteem as self-hatred or
feelings of worthlessness is largely correct, then they should find it
natural to present themselves in a modest, negative, self-effacing style,
just as people with high self-esteem would find it natural to present
themselves in a positive, self-enhancing style. On the other hand, if low
self-esteem is instead guided by neutrality and self-protection, these
people should find it natural to present themselves in intermediate,
moderate ways. Recent studies by my colleagues and myself examined
how people responded to self-presentational demands as a function of
their level of self-esteem.

In the first set of studies (Baumeister, Hutton, & Tice, 1989), we
examined the allocation of cognitive resources by requiring people to
present themselves either positively or negatively and then measuring
their recall for the social interaction. In that study, some subjects were
instructed to respond to a series of questions during a subsequent group
interview in either a very favorable or relatively modest fashion. These
subjects were told not to lie or distort the truth, but rather to present
themselves at their best, as if they were having a very good day, or at
their worst, as on a very bad day. Other subjects did not receive any
special instructions prior to the interview, and they tended sponta-
neously to conform their self-presentations to those of the instructed



48 DIANNE M. TICE

subjects. Thus, the partners of self-enhancers became self-enhancing
themselves, whereas the partners of modest self-presenters became
modest as well.

Our main goal was to study how well people remembered what was
said in the interaction. Most subjects showed very good memory for
what was said in the interaction, with the exception of subjects who had
been instructed to be self-deprecating. We interpreted those results to
mean that the instructions to be modest and self-deprecating formed an
unusual demand and required subjects to allocate more cognitive re-
sources to managing their self-presentation in a controlled, deliberate
fashion, and that the cognitive demands of this task reduced their ability
to process the interaction fully (hence the impaired memory).

Hutton (1991) extended the design of the investigation described
above by examining how trait self-esteem would affect the results. She
reasoned that presenting oneself in a positive, self-enhancing fashion
would only be natural and familiar for people high in self-esteem, and so
only they would show the improved memory for the interaction. Her
results conformed to that pattern: People with high self-esteem recalled
the interaction better when they had been boastful than when they had
been modest. Furthermore, their recall of the interaction surpassed that
of people with low self-esteem who had received the same instructions
to be boastful.

Meanwhile, Hutton had competing predictions about how people
low in self-esteem would respond. If low self-esteem really constituted
self-dislike, a sense of worthlessness, and an otherwise negative image
of self, then they should find the modest, self-deprecating style to be
natural and familiar, so they should recall the interaction best in that
condition. On the other hand, if our hypothesis about the neutral, non-
committal nature of low self-esteem was correct, then these individuals
should find both boastfulness and modesty difficult, and so their memo-
ry for the interaction should be impaired in both conditions. Hutton’s
findings supported the latter prediction; people with low self-esteem
showed equally poor memory for their partners’ statements in both
conditions. Apparently, it is relatively difficult for people with low self-
esteem to adopt either a self-enhancing or a self-derogating style of
presenting themselves, and the difficulty requires them to invest more
of their cognitive resources in managing their own self-presentation—
leaving less capacity to process what their partner is saying.

Hutton also measured how well people could recall their own state-
ments during the interviews. Self-presentational style made little differ-
ence on this measure, but self-esteem had a strong effect: People with
low self-esteem were relatively poor at recalling their own verbal behav-
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ior. Their poor performance fits Campbell’s view (1990) that low self-
esteem is associated with a relatively impoverished knowledge structure
about the self. Without a well-defined self-concept, they found it more
difficult to process and recall what they had said about themselves.

Hutton’s findings do not bear on the issue of self-protection, but
they do contradict a view of people with low self-esteem as habitual self-
derogators. Instead, these results support the view of low self-esteem as
people who lack a firm, elaborate self-concept and who therefore find it
difficult to present themselves in either a strongly positive or negative
fashion. People with high self-esteem, in contrast, appear to be habitual
self-enhancers. Boasting comes easily and naturally to them, leaving
them able to process the social interaction fully and, hence, able to
remember it well later on. Modest self-derogation, however, is appar-
ently more difficult for them.

PERSISTENCE AND CHOICE OF TASK

Another way to look at the protection-enhancement hypothesis is to
postulate that everyone aims to be a little better than he or she is. People
with low self-esteem think they are vulnerable to failure and have vari-
ous shortcomings, so they should focus on remedying these deficiencies
in order to come up to a passable, acceptable level. People with high self-
esteem think they are already quite passable and acceptable, so they
should seek to reach levels of outstanding excellence.

With a colleague, I tested this reasoning some years ago by having
people perform a task, giving them feedback about their level of ability,
and surreptitiously measuring whether they later chose to spend some
of their free time working on the same task (Baumeister & Tice, 1985).
Each subject’s initial performance was recorded and then described as
either an outstanding, exceptional success or as a surprisingly miserable
failure. Moreover, some people were allowed to save face after failure by
making excuses, whereas others were humiliated by being invited to
make excuses, hearing their excuses rejected and discounted, and then
hearing a reiteration of how badly they had done. The latter manipula-
tion was included because in everyday life not all failures are the same;
the social context allows one to salvage some dignity and esteem from
some failures, whereas other contexts defy and thwart such face-saving
efforts, making it much harder to shake off the blow to esteem.

People were then left alone on the pretext that the experimenter
needed to obtain another questionnaire. Each individual was left sitting
in a room with the opportunity to continue working on the same task.
Meanwhile, a confederate secretly observed the subject through a con-
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cealed observation window, recording how much time (if any) was spent
on the focal task. There was no implicit demand to work on the task any
more; nothing was said, and no further performance was anticipated.
Indeed, the subject had been told that all that remained was to fill out a
last questionnaire.

High self-esteem people were likely to continue working on the task
when they had succeeded and to avoid the task after failure, especially if
the failure was humiliating and did not allow them to save face. Low
self-esteem people, on the other hand, tended to avoid the task if they
had been told that they had performed exceptionally well on it, whereas
they tended to persist at the task after a humiliating failure. Thus, high
self-esteem people seemed to glory in their successes and avoid situa-
tions in which they had failed. Low self-esteem people appeared con-
cerned with remedying their deficiencies in order to reach a passable
level of performance. Consistent with a self-enhancing orientation, high
self-esteem people focus on their good points and seek to cultivate them
so as to stand out. Once low self-esteem people reach competence levels
at a task, they may be less concerned with the task, for their primary
concern seems to be to correct deficiencies in order to protect themselves
against humiliating failures, which is consistent with a self-protective
strategy.

CONCLUSION

The studies described in this chapter support a broad conclusion
about the social motivations associated with high and low self-esteem.
People with high self-esteem are no mystery: They think they are good
at most things, they want others to recognize their fine qualities, and
they want to achieve outstanding, exceptional things. But what about
people with low self-esteem? Apparently they are neither pathetic self-
haters nor reckless, nothing-to-lose self-enhancers. Instead, they appear
to be cautious, uncertain people who desire success but fear failure—
and the fear often outweighs the desire, resulting in an attitude of self-
protection. Encountering a new or demanding situation, their first con-
cern apparently is to prevent disaster, and so they act in ways designed
to protect themselves from the dangers of failure, social rejection, and
other humiliations.

Self-enhancement and self-protection are not always in conflict, and
some forms of behavior may fit both motivations. In such cases, people
may act the same regardless of their level of self-esteem. Ironically,
however, such similarity may be superficial and misleading, because
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people may do the same thing for different reasons. This appears to be
the case with self-handicapping. The self-handicapping strategy of cre-
ating obstacles to one’s own performance appeals to people with differ-
ent levels of self-esteem for quite different reasons. People with high
self-esteem will engage in self-handicapping in order to boost their cred-
it for success, because they may receive extra credit for succeeding de-
spite obstacles and handicaps. People with low self-esteem, in contrast,
engage in self-handicapping to protect themselves from the potential
implications of failure.

The same may be true for improving performance at a given task or
ability. Both high and low self-esteem people may be concerned with
improving their performance levels, but they may be concerned with
improvement for different reasons, and they may attempt to improve
different performances or abilities. High self-esteem people may be in-
terested in identifying their good points and strengths and cultivating
them so as to stand out, which is consistent with their self-enhancing
orientation. Low self-esteem people, consistent with their self-protective
orientation, may focus on their weaknesses and failures and seek to
remedy them in order to protect themselves from failure and humilia-
tion.

People with low self-esteem do not portray themselves negatively in
their responses on self-esteem scales; they are essentially neutral in their
self-descriptions, attributing neither strongly positive nor strongly nega-
tive traits to themselves. They are low in self-esteem only in a relative
sense, in comparison to the very flattering way that people with high
self-esteem portray themselves. Thus, low self-esteem does not seem to
be equivalent to self-hatred, but rather it is typically a matter of regard-
ing and presenting oneself in a neutral, noncommittal, and self-
protective fashion.
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CHAPTER 4

SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-
SERVING BIASES IN REACTIONS
TO POSITIVE AND
NEGATIVE EVENTS
AN INTEGRATIVE REVIEW

BRUCE BLAINE AND JENNIFER CROCKER

The self-serving bias refers to the tendency of people to interpret and
explain outcomes in ways that have favorable implications for the self.
The term bias often implies distorted or inaccurate perception that can be
shown to be erroneous according to some objective standard. But ac-
cording to the Random House College Dictionary (1975), a bias is also “a
tendency or inclination of outlook; a subjective point of view” (p. 131).
Similarly, the Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary (1976) defines a bias as
“an inclination of temperament or outlook; esp. a highly personal and
unreasoned distortion of judgment” (p. 106). In this chapter, we regard
self-serving biases as judgments or interpretations of oneself, one’s be-
havior, and the behavior of others in ways that are favorable to the self,
without requiring that such judgments be accurate according to some
objective standard. We also begin with no assumptions that biases nec-
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essarily reflect motivated distortions in reasoning, rather than normal
cognitive processes.

Research provides unequivocal support that self-serving biases are
widespread (for review, see Bradley, 1978; Miller & Ross, 1975; Taylor &
Brown, 1988; Zuckerman, 1979). For example, people tend to take credit
for success and deny responsibility for failure (Miller & Ross, 1975).
Married individuals take more responsibility for a jointly produced out-
come than their spouses give them credit for, even when both parties’
contributions are equal (Ross & Sicoly, 1979). People tend to attribute a
series of favorable random outcomes to ability, whereas an unfavorable
outcome is seen as an unlucky break, thus creating an illusory sense of
control over purely random events (Gilovich, 1983). Students who per-
form well on an exam describe it as a valid measure of their knowledge,
whereas poor performers tend to criticize the exam as not being indica-
tive of their ability (Arkin & Maruyama, 1979). People compare them-
selves with others in a self-serving manner by strategically selecting the
target and dimension of comparison that makes their outcome appear
more favorable (Wills, 1981). Taylor (1983) reports that even the critically
and terminally ill forge self-serving social comparisons by contrasting
their admittedly dire circumstances with hypothetical targets who are
worse off than they are. Finally, people are more likely to ascribe positive
personality traits to themselves than to others, whereas negative traits
are seen as more descriptive of others than of the self (Brown, 1986;
Tabachnik, Crocker, & Alloy, 1983).

These self-serving biases also extend to outcomes associated with
one’s friends, acquaintances, and groups. Individuals tend to associate
and identify more with the successful performance of a favored other,
yet distance themselves from a poor performance by the same person
(Cialdini et al., 1976). People overestimate the extent to which their
opinions and shortcomings also characterize others (Campbell, 1986).
Also, athletic team members generally explain a poor team performance
by citing external factors, such as the weather or poor officiating,
whereas a good team effort is attributed to ability (Lau & Russell, 1980).
Finally, people in groups take personal credit for successful group out-
comes and deny responsibility for unsuccessful group efforts (Schlenker
& Miller, 1977).

The focus of the present chapter concerns the relation between
global self-esteem and the use of self-serving biases. Global self-esteem
refers to a generalized sense of self-worth, or a generally positive self-
evaluation (see Rosenberg, 1979). Theoretically, there are four possi-
bilities for the effect of self-esteem on the use of self-serving biases. First,
people who are low in self-esteem may be more likely to use self-serving
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biases, because their need for self-esteem is greater (Wills, 1981).
Second, people who are low in self-esteem may be less likely to use self-
serving biases; indeed, the failure to use self-serving biases may be a
cause of low self-esteem (see Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, & Inger-
man, 1987). Third, it is theoretically possible that there are no differences
between high and low self-esteem people in their use of self-serving
biases. Finally, it is possible that high and low self-esteem individuals
both use self-serving biases, but under different circumstances.

Empirical research on this issue has yielded conflicting results.
Many studies have demonstrated that high self-esteem persons are
more likely to show self-serving biases than are low self-esteem persons.
Some studies have found the opposite pattern, however, other studies
have shown no differences between high and low self-esteem persons,
and still others have found that high and low self-esteem people use
self-serving biases under different circumstances.

Theoretical explanations for these various empirical results are
equally mixed. Some researchers have suggested that people who are
low in self-esteem have a greater need for self-enhancement (Wills,
1981). Others have suggested that people who are low in self-esteem
lack the motivation for self-enhancement (Alloy & Abramson, 1979;
Brockner, 1983). Some have suggested that low self-esteem individuals
have self-concepts and expectations that do not support self-serving
biases (Shrauger, 1972). Still others have suggested that low self-esteem
individuals will engage in self-serving biases when the self-enhance-
ment is indirect rather than direct (Brown, Collins, & Schmidt, 1988), or
when it is passive rather than active (Gibbons & McCoy, 1990). Others
have suggested that people who are high in self-esteem are oriented
toward self-enhancement, whereas people who are low in self-esteem
are oriented toward self-protection, leading them to use self-serving
biases under different circumstances (Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989).

Our goal in this chapter is to review this literature, identifying the
types of biases that are shown by people high and low in self-esteem
and the circumstances under which they are susceptible to these biases.
We will attempt to integrate these conflicting findings into an overall
framework of the relations between self-esteem and self-serving biases.
To anticipate our position, we will argue that the apparently contradic-
tory results regarding self-esteem and self-serving biases can be under-
stood by considering the motivational and cognitive aspects of the self-
concepts of high and low self-esteem individuals. Specifically, research
suggests that people who are high in self-esteem have more positive
self-concepts and more certain self-concepts than do those who are low
in self-esteem, but high and low self-esteem individuals do not differ in
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the importance they place on having positive and not having negative
attributions. These self-concept differences, we will argue, can account
for the various conflicting findings on self-esteem and self-serving
biases.

In our review, we will draw not only on self-esteem research, but
also on research pertaining to depression and the use of self-serving
biases. According to the diagnostic manual (DSM-IIIR) of the American
Psychiatric Association, low self-esteem is a key symptom of depression.
Furthermore, low self-esteem and depression co-occur with estimates of
the correlation between the two ranging from .40 to .60 (Crandall, 1973).
Theoretically, researchers have suggested that low self-esteem and de-
pression are manifestations of the same underlying basic trait, the pre-
disposition to experience negative affect (see Campbell & Fehr, 1990).
Finally, self-esteem and depression appear to predict the use of self-
serving biases equally well (Campbell, 1986; Tennen & Herzberger,
1987), and evidence suggests that it is self-esteem that accounts for the
effects of depression on the use of self-serving biases (Tennen, Her-
zberger, & Nelson, 1987). Some caution must also be used in extrapolat-
ing from the literature on depression and self-serving biases to that of
self-esteem and self-serving biases, however, because depression and
self-esteem are not identical, and accordingly not all people who are
depressed are also low in self-esteem.

Our focus in this chapter is on self-serving reactions to positive and
negative feedback. Because of space constraints, other types of self-
serving biases (e.g., biases in the self-concept, biases in social compari-
sons, biases in self-handicapping, and biases in public self-presentation)
will not be reviewed here (but see Crocker & Blaine, 1992). In the review
to follow, each self-serving bias effect is defined, and some examples of
the effect are presented. Second, research documenting self-esteem dif-
ferences on the self-serving bias effect is reviewed. Third, theoretical
explanations for the effect are presented and evaluated. In this final
section of the chapter, we attempt to account for self-serving biases
within a single framework.

When positive and negative events occur, people may react in a
number of ways. They may draw inferences about those events, they
may make judgements about the degree of control they have over those
events, they may have cognitive reactions such as evaluating the be-
lievability or credibility of the information, and they may have affective
reactions to the information or the source of the information. These
reactions may be self-serving in that they lead to interpretations of those
events that have favorable implications for the self.
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SELF-SERVING ATTRIBUTIONS

Self-serving attributions refer to the tendency for individuals to
make internal attributions for positive outcomes and/or external attribu-
tions for negative outcomes. An internal attribution explains an outcome
in terms of traits, abilities, or efforts; an external attribution explains the
outcome in terms of other people’s traits or behavior, environmental
contingencies or circumstances, or even luck (see Heider, 1958; Weiner,
1985). For example, after narrowly avoiding an auto accident one is likely
to credit one’s quick reflexes or driving skill, whereas being involved in
an accident tends to evoke blaming the other driver, the poor weather
conditions, or bad luck. Self-serving biases in attributions may take the
form of either self-enhancing or self-protective biases. According to Mil-
ler and Ross (1975), the tendency to internalize responsibility for positive
outcomes is a self-enhancing bias. Conversely, the tendency to external-
ize or deny responsibility for negative outcomes is a self-protecting bias.

Self-serving attributional biases are well documented (Bradley, 1975;
Miller & Ross, 1978). Most people will usually take credit for success and
deny responsibility for failure. Attributions for success and failure, how-
ever, are not always self-serving. Under some conditions, such as when
the attributions are made in public and can be compared to the attribu-
tions that observers make for the same event, people will accept respon-
sibility for failure (Bradley, 1978; Miller & Ross, 1975; Weary, 1979).

SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-SERVING ATTRIBUTIONS

Self-serving attributional biases are stronger in people who are high
rather than low in self-esteem, although the data are inconsistent with
regard to whether high self-esteem people are more self-enhancing,
more self-protective, or both. In an early demonstration, Fitch (1970) had
high and low self-esteem subjects undergo a success or failure experi-
ence and measured attributions for the outcome. He found that high
self-esteem subjects attributed failure more to external factors than did
low self-esteem subjects, but high self-esteem subjects did not attribute a
successful outcome internally any more than low self-esteem subjects. In
other words, high self-esteem people showed a clear self-protecting bias
compared to low self-esteem people, but were not more self-enhancing.

Using a similar procedure, Ickes and Layden (1978) found that posi-
tive outcomes were attributed to internal causes more by high than by
low self-esteem subjects. Negative outcomes were attributed to internal
causes by low self-esteem subjects, however, whereas high self-esteem
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subjects attributed them to external causes. Thus, high self-esteem peo-
ple exhibited both self-enhancing and self-protective biases, whereas
low self-esteem people showed a self-deprecating bias—the tendency to
blame oneself for negative outcomes.

Self-serving attributional biases extend to groups with which one is
associated. In a study by Schlenker, Soraci, and McCarthy (1976), high
and low self-esteem subjects generated ideas for the solution of a group
task. Following the manipulation of group failure or success, attributions
for the outcome were measured by having subjects rate how much they
felt their ideas were influenced by other group members. When the
group was successful, high self-esteem subjects took credit for the out-
come by saying that their ideas were not influenced by the other group
members. When the group failed, however, high self-esteem subjects
claimed that their ideas had been influenced by the other group mem-
bers. Low self-esteem subjects reported their ideas being influenced by
other group members equally in success and failure conditions (see also
Schlenker & Miller, 1977). This pattern of results indicates both self-
enhancing and self-protective attributional biases among high self-
esteem subjects; low self-esteem subjects reacted to both success and
failure in an evenhanded manner.

Self-esteem differences also emerge in attributions for hypothetical
or imagined events. The Attributional Styles Questionnaire (Seligman,
Abramson, Semmel, & von Baeyer, 1979) assesses the tendency to attri-
bute good and bad hypothetical events to causes that are internal to the
self versus external, stable over time versus unstable, and global in their
effects versus specific to particular circumstances or situations. People
who are high in self-esteem tend to attribute positive events to internal,
stable, and global causes, and negative events to external, unstable, and
specific causes. That is, high self-esteem people are both self-protective
and self-enhancing in their attributions for hypothetical events. People
who are low in self-esteem, on the other hand, are relatively even-
handed in their attributions for positive and negative events, although
more extremely low self-esteem people appear to show a self-
deprecating attributional style (Tennen & Herberger, 1987; see also
Cohen, van den Bout, van Vliet, & Kramer, 1989; Feather, 1989).

Because low self-esteem is highly correlated with depression, it is
not surprising that a similar pattern of results has been obtained in
studies of the attributions that depressed and nondepressed people
make for positive and negative outcomes. Compared to nondepressed
persons, depressed persons tend to attribute negative outcomes to
causes that are internal, global, and stable, and positive outcomes to
causes that are external, specific, and unstable (Peterson, Schwartz, &
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Seligman, 1981; Rizley, 1978; for a review see Sweeney, Anderson, &
Bailey, 1986). It should be noted that as a group, depressed individuals’
attributions are relatively evenhanded—they are equally likely to attri-
bute positive and negative events to internal causes, whereas non-
depressed people’s attributions show a strong self-serving bias (Alloy,
1982; Raps, Reinhard, Peterson, Abramson, & Seligman, 1982; Sackheim
& Wegner, 1986). Cohen et al. (1989), however, have reported that se-
verely depressed persons may not be evenhanded, but show a self-
deprecating attributional style.

EXPLANATIONS
Motivational Explanations

Until the mid-1970s, most explanations for self-serving biases in
attributions centered on the role of motivational forces. Specifically, it
was hypothesized that people want to feel good about themselves by
taking credit for success and avoiding blame for failure, and conse-
quently these wishes and desires lead to distortions in attributions for
events (see Bradley, 1978, for a review). For example, Heider (1958)
claimed that “since one’s idea includes what ‘ought to be” and ‘what one
would like to be’ as well as ‘what is,” attributions and cognitions are
influenced by the mere subjective forces of needs and wishes as well as
by the more objective evidence presented in the raw material” (pp. 120~
121).

Both theories of emotion as well as empirical research indicate that
attributions for success and failure do have consequences for affect and
feelings of self-esteem. For example, Weiner’s attributional model of
achievement motivation and emotion suggests that making internal at-
tributions for success results in increased feelings of pride, self-
satisfaction, and state self-esteem relative to external attributions for
those same events. Similarly, external attributions for failure result in
higher feelings of self-esteem than internal attributions for those same
events (Weiner, 1985, 1986). Empirical research is consistent with this
view (McFarland & Ross, 1978). Thus, research on the affective and state
self-esteem consequences of self-serving attributions suggests that they
can have self-enhancing and self-protective consequences, consistent
with the view that people might be motivated to distort attributions to
serve self-esteem needs. Also consistent with motivational interpreta-
tions, studies using the misattribution paradigm have demonstrated that
when subjects are given a cue to which they can misattribute their nega-
tive affect following failure feedback, self-serving biases in attributions
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disappear (Fries & Frey, 1980; Gollwitzer, Earle, & Stephan, 1982; Step-
han & Gollwitzer, 1981). Brown and Rogers (1991) recently demon-
strated that self-serving attributions are particularly strong among sub-
jects who show high levels of arousal following failure feedback, again
implicating motivation in self-serving attributions. Thus, these studies
suggest that self-serving biases for negative events are driven by the
experience of negative affect.

In a review of the literature, Bradley (1978) suggested that two types
of esteem needs—public and private—might affect the tendency to
make self-serving attributions. Private esteem needs refer to the need or
desire to feel good about oneself, or avoid feeling badly about oneself.
Public esteem needs refer to the desire to be regarded favorably by
others. Bradley suggested that public esteem needs could sometimes
best be served by self-serving biases, and at other times could best be
served by self-deprecating biases. People make self-serving (enhancing)
attributions in public to make a favorable impression on whomever the
“public” might be: the experimenter, an evaluator, or an audience. But
studies also show that people make self-effacing, or counterdefensive,
attributions in public situations to avoid making a negative impression
on an audience by appearing too boastful (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, &
Solomon, 1982; Weary et al., 1982). Thus, Bradley suggested that both
studies that obtain the self-serving bias effect in causal attributions and
studies that fail to obtain this effect can be explained by a consideration
of which type of esteem needs are in operation.

Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Solomon (1982) addressed this issue
by pitting these two motivational models against each other in a study
measuring outcome attributions. In their study, subjects received favor-
able or unfavorable performance feedback in either a public condition
(where the experimenter scored their test) or a private condition (in
which subjects scored their own tests). The results showed that the
public/private manipulation did not qualify the effect of feedback. As
expected, subjects internalized favorable performances and externalized
unfavorable efforts, but they did so to the same extent in public and
private conditions. This study shows that even in conditions where
concerns about public image are ruled out, people still make self-serving
attributions. Thus, people need to see themselves as good, competent,
and worthy, regardless of how others view them, and this need explains
the use of self-serving attributional biases. Greenberg et al. showed that
self-esteem and public-esteem concerns have independent effects on
attributions; both motives produced similar attributional patterns in sub-
jects, even when the other motive was ruled out.
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If self-serving biases are motivated by the desire to maintain, en-
hance, or protect public and private self-esteem, then why do people
who are low in self-esteem or depressed fail to show these biases? Al-
though Bradley’s analysis does not specifically review studies testing
self-esteem differences in causal attributions, based on her analysis one
would suggest that the fact that high self-esteem individuals engage in
self-serving biases more must reflect that they have more motivation to
enhance the self. It is not clear, however, why people who are low in
self-esteem would be less motivated to enhance or protect self-esteem.
Perhaps people who are low in self-esteem lack the defenses necessary
to convince themselves that they are worthy (Sackheim, 1983), or per-
haps the motive to enhance the self is in conflict with the motive to be
consistent (Swann, 1987; Brown, this volume). Alternatively, Bradley’s
analysis leaves open the possibility that low self-esteem people are
equally motivated to enhance the self in private, but are more modest in
presenting themselves to the experimenter (Baumeister et al., 1989).

Cognitive Explanations

The most cogent case for cognitive explanations for self-serving
biases in attributions was outlined by Miller and Ross (1975) in their
seminal article. They argued that the tendency for most people to attri-
bute positive outcomes to their own efforts could be explained as a
function of the tendency of most people to expect their behavior to
produce success. Generally, unexpected outcomes, whether success or
failure, tend to be attributed to external causes (Feather, 1969; Feather &
Simon, 1971a,b; Gilmor & Minton, 1974). Presumably, expectancies are
often based on assessments of our abilities. When outcomes are consis-
tent with expectancies, then abilities provide an obvious and available
explanation for those outcomes. When outcomes are inconsistent with
expectancies, then some external factor must have played a role. Miller
and Ross (1975) also suggest that people who consistently expect and
achieve success may observe a covariation between the application of
their skill or effort with successful outcomes. As a result, they often
assume that their efforts or ability caused the outcome.

Miller and Ross suggest that differences in the causal attributions of
high and low self-esteem persons may be explained by differences in
their expectancies for success. There is ample evidence that people who
are high in self-esteem have generally positive self-conceptions (Baum-
gardner, 1990; Brown, 1986; Crocker et al., 1987; Marsh, 1986; Pelham &
Swann, 1989), think they compare favorably to others (Brown, 1986),
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and expect to succeed at a variety of tasks (Shrauger, 1972; Brockner,
1983). Each of these aspects of self-knowledge could contribute to the
tendency of people who are high in self-esteem to show greater self-
serving biases than do those who are low in self-esteem. Thus, Miller
and Ross’s analysis (1975) suggests that self-esteem effects on attribu-
tions for positive and negative events can be accounted for strictly in
terms of the information-processing effects of self-knowledge, without
reference to motivational forces such as the need or desire to maintain,
enhance, or protect self-esteem.

The difficulty of teasing apart cognitive and motivational explana-
tions for self-serving biases is evident in the debate that continued be-
tween Miller and Weary (Miller, 1978; Miller & Porter, 1988; Weary, 1979).
Both cognitive and motivational explanations for the biases appear to be
compelling and consistent with other literature. As Tetlock and Levi
(1982) noted, it is virtually impossible to design a study that entirely
rules out either cognitive or motivational explanations. Manipulations
intended to have cognitive effects (e.g., providing information about
past successes) may have motivational or affective consequences (in-
creasing the need or desire for self-esteem), and manipulations intended
to have motivational effects (e.g., a prior failure) may also have cognitive
consequences (changing the information available to the subject). In-
deed, the attempt to pit motivational and cognitive explanations against
each other is likely to be inconclusive and misleading, given that motiva-
tional and cognitive systems interact (Kruglanski, 1990; Kunda, 1990;
Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987; Tetlock & Levi, 1982).

REACTIONS TO FEEDBACK FROM OTHERS

Self-serving biases can also be evidenced as biased reactions to oth-
ers’ perceptions of oneself. These reactions can be measured in several
ways. Shrauger (1975) has suggested that people’s reactions to perfor-
mance feedback comprise six phases: (a) reception of, and memory for,
evaluations; (b) assessing the validity of the evaluation source; (c) attri-
butions for evaluative feedback; (d) changes in self-evaluations; (e) like
or dislike for the evaluation; and (f) motivation for subsequent perfor-
mances. Because much of this literature has been reviewed by Shrauger
(1975), we will only briefly consider research covered in his review,
focusing on studies that have been conducted since his review that
address each of these issues. Because self-esteem differences in self-
serving attributions have been reviewed in the previous section, they
will not be discussed further here.
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SELF-ESTEEM AND REACTIONS TO EVALUATIVE FEEDBACK

Studies of self-esteem differences in reactions to evaluative feedback
have yielded mixed results. Studies of recall for positive and negative
feedback generally show that feedback is more accurately retained when
it is consistent with one’s initial self-evaluations (see Shrauger, 1975, for
a review). For example, Crary (1966) found that subjects high in per-
ceived confidence (and presumably self-esteem) overestimated their
performance when outperformed by another, whereas subjects low in
perceived competence (and presumably low in self-esteem) underesti-
mated their performance, regardless of how they had actually per-
formed relative to another. Although self-esteem was not actually mea-
sured in this study, the results are consistent with the hypothesis that
high self-esteem people enhance themselves following negative feed-
back, whereas low self-esteem people are self-deprecating. Studies with
depression as the individual difference variable yield similar results. For
example, a study by Nelson and Craighead (1977) found that depressed
college students accurately recalled the frequency of negative feedback
on a laboratory task, whereas nondepressed students underestimated
the frequency of negative feedback (see also DeMonbreun & Craighead,
1977).

A recent study by Crocker (1991) shows that self-enhancement may
also take the form of recalling negative information about others. In this
study, high and low self-esteem subjects were given a test of social
sensitivity, and they received feedback that they had scored either very
well or very poorly on the test. Under the guise of a second unrelated
experiment, subjects then were read a list of 20 sentences describing
positive and negative behaviors of hypothetical other people (e.g., “John
received an A on the chemistry exam”). Subjects then took a surprise
recall test. Subjects who were high in self-esteem remembered three
times as many negative sentences about others when they had failed the
social sensitivity test compared to when they had succeeded. Low self-
esteem subjects remembered somewhat fewer negative sentences when
they had failed the social sensitivity test. Recall of positive sentences
showed no effects of the self-esteem of subjects. Although the self-
enhancing effects of recalling negative information about others were
not directly assessed in this study, recalling negative behaviors of others
following failure may be self-enhancing because it provides a compari-
son that suggests that one is not so bad after all, when compared to
others. Thus, even on this indirect measure of self-enhancement, high
self-esteem subjects were apparently self-enhancing following failure,
and low self-esteem subjects were not.
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A recent study using depressed and nondepressed college students
as subjects illustrates that even people who are low in self-esteem (or
depressed) will react to feedback in a self-serving manner when they are
unconstrained by the “reality” imposed by the self-concept. The self-
concept acts as a filter through which information relevant to the self is
interpreted. Thus, high self-esteem individuals should perceive self-
relevant information through the filter of their positive self-concept, and
low self-esteem individuals should interpret such information through
the filter of their relatively negative self-concepts. Information that is
irrelevant to the self-concept, however, should not be distorted by sche-
matic processing. In a test of this idea, depressed and nondepressed
subjects were given ambiguous or unambiguous positive or negative
feedback on a dot-counting task (Dykman, Abramson, Alloy, & Hart-
lage, 1989). The task was characterized to subjects in one of two ways. In
the schema-discriminating condition, the task was described as a mea-
sure of motivation and probability of success, a dimension on which the
self-schemas of depressed and nondepressed persons were known to
differ. In the schema-nondiscriminating condition, the task was de-
scribed as a measure of politeness or courteousness, a dimension on
which depressive and nondepressive self-schemas do not typically dif-
fer. The feedback was ambiguous in the sense that subjects were given
two ratings (e.g., very successful and somewhat successful, or some-
what rude and very rude) and were asked to choose which of the two
was their “true” feedback.

Results showed that both depressed and nondepressed subjects
showed positive and negative biases in their choice of their “true” feed-
back; the direction of the bias depended on relevance of the feedback to
their self-concepts, as well as the particular match of the positivity of the
feedback with the positivity of subjects’ self-schema. In the schema-
discriminating conditions, depressed subjects’ choices were more nega-
tive than were nondepressed subjects’ choices. Nondepressed subjects
consistently distorted the feedback in a positive direction. Only when
the ambiguous feedback was very positive, such as the choice between
“very motivated” and “moderately motivated,” were nondepressed sub-
jects unbiased or accurate in their judgments. Depressed subjects, on
the other hand, distorted positive feedback in a negative direction,
choosing the less positive of the pair. As the feedback became more
moderate and aligned more closely with their self-ratings, depressed
subjects showed unbiased, accurate judgments. When the feedback be-
came negative, those subjects exhibited positive bias. In the schema-
nondiscriminating conditions, however, both depressed and non-
depressed subjects tended to distort their choices in a positive direction.
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This study demonstrates that distortions in processing information
about the self depend on the relevance of the information to a self-
schema. When ambiguous information is relevant to the self-concept, it
will be distorted in the direction of the self-concept—in a positive direc-
tion for nondepressed (and, we assume, high self-esteem) people, and
toward a neutral direction for depressed (and, we assume, low self-
esteem) people. When the information is not relevant to a self-schema,
however, both depressed and nondepressed people distorted in a posi-
tive direction. This suggests that all people, both depressed and non-
depressed, will distort information in a self-serving manner when un-
constrained by what they believe to be true of themselves.

Studies of the ratings of evaluator credibility tend to show a some-
what different pattern. Typically, high self-esteem subjects find the
source of feedback more credible or valid when the feedback is positive
than when it is negative. Low self-esteem subjects, however, rate the
feedback or the evaluator as equally credible whether they have received
positive or negative feedback (see Shrauger, 1975, for a review). For
example, Shrauger and Lund (1975) had a clinician interview high and
low self-esteem subjects and give either a positive or negative person-
ality evaluation to subjects. High self-esteem subjects who received a
positive evaluation thought the feedback was more valid and the clini-
cian more competent than when they received a negative evaluation.
Low self-esteem subjects’ ratings were not affected by the positivity of
the evaluation (see also Korman, 1968). Thus, in these studies, people
who are high in self-esteem appear to be self-enhancing, whereas those
who are low in self-esteem are neither self-enhancing nor self-
deprecating.

Studies of changes in self-evaluation in response to positive and
negative feedback tend to show that self-evaluations change in the direc-
tion of feedback only when the feedback is moderately (rather than
extremely) discrepant from initial self-evaluations, and only when the
feedback is in the direction of one’s general level of self-evaluation. For
example, Shrauger and Rosenberg (1970) gave high and low self-esteem
subjects either positive or negative feedback on a test that supposedly
measured subjects’ social sensitivity. The subjects did not differ in actual
social sensitivity at the beginning of the study, but when changes in
subjects’ views as a result of the feedback were unobtrusively measured,
they found that high self-esteem subjects rated themselves more socially
sensitive after positive feedback, whereas low self-esteem subjects low-
ered their self-ratings of social sensitivity after negative feedback. High
and low self-esteem subjects who received, respectively, negative and
positive feedback did not alter their self-views (see also Harvey & Clapp,
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1965). Thus, high self-esteem people appear to change their self-concep-
tions in a self-enhancing direction following positive feedback, whereas
low self-esteem subjects appear to change their self-conceptions in a
self-deprecating direction following negative feedback.

Studies of satisfaction with positive and negative feedback tend to
show quite a different pattern. Typically, high and low self-esteem sub-
jects do not differ in their satisfaction with positive and negative feed-
back, both types of subjects tend to be more satisfied with positive
feedback than with negative feedback (see Shrauger, 1975, for a review).
When the feedback exceeds expectancies by the same amount for both
high and low self-esteem subjects, high self-esteem subjects tend to be
more satisfied than low self-esteem subjects, because their performance
is higher. When the feedback is identical for high and low self-esteem
subjects, low self-esteem subjects tend to be more satisfied, because the
feedback exceeds their expectancies to a greater degree (Shrauger, 1975).
Both high and low self-esteem subjects, however, are more satisfied
with positive than with negative feedback.

In sum, studies of reactions to positive and negative feedback show
an inconsistent pattern of results. Studies of recall for feedback and
studies of changes in self-evaluation tend to show that people who are
high in self-esteem are self-enhancing, whereas people who are low in
self-esteem are self-deprecating. Studies of evaluations of the credibility
of feedback tend to show that people who are high in self-esteem are
self-enhancing, whereas people who are low in self-esteem are neither
self-enhancing nor self-deprecating, a pattern also found in attributions
for positive and negative outcomes. Finally, studies of satisfaction have
tended to find that both high and low self-esteem people are self-
enhancing in that they are more satisfied with positive than with nega-
tive feedback.

EXPLANATIONS

Shrauger (1975) evaluated the ability of self-consistency theory and
self-enhancement theory to explain this pattern of results. According to
self-consistency theory, people are motivated to maintain consistent atti-
tudes about themselves (Shrauger, 1975; Swann, 1983, 1985). Therefore,
they prefer evaluative feedback that confirms or is consistent with im-
portant elements of their self-concepts. Further, evaluative feedback that
is not self-consistent should be attributed more to external factors, found
less credible, and disliked more than feedback about the self that is
consistent with one’s self-concept. Self-enhancement theory, on the oth-
er hand, argues that people are motivated to achieve and maintain favor-
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able, positive attitudes about themselves (Shrauger, 1975; Smith, 1968;
Wills, 1981). Therefore, they should both believe and like positive self-
relevant feedback more than negative feedback. Both self-enhancement
and self-consistency theories are motivational in nature—that is, they
frame reactions to feedback in terms of whether people want feedback
that is consistent with their self-conceptions or want feedback that is
positive.

The key point of difference between the two theories is their predic-
tions regarding high and low self-esteem individuals. For high self-
esteem people, both self-consistency and self-enhancement theories
predict that positive self-evaluative feedback should be much preferred
over negative feedback. For low self-esteem persons, however, the mod-
els make differing predictions. According to a self-consistency perspec-
tive, low self-esteem people should not prefer positive self-relevant
feedback, because their self-concepts are not positive. From a self-
enhancement perspective, low self-esteem people should desire such
feedback about themselves.

Shrauger (1975) suggested that the relationship between self-esteem
and self-serving biases depends on how reactions to evaluative feedback
are measured. He showed that what one thinks about evaluative feed-
back is different from how one feels about it. Both low self-esteem and
high self-esteem persons demonstrate biased affective reactions to eval-
uations; they report liking positive evaluations and evaluators better
than negative. Low self-esteem individuals, however, have trouble
thinking or believing that favorable evaluations are accurate. Therefore,
they are more inclined to accept negative evaluations or to find them
more credible, because such feedback is consistent with their self-views.
High self-esteem persons respond to virtually all evaluative feedback in
self-serving ways; positive feedback about the self is both liked and be-
lieved more than negative feedback.

Of course, Shrauger’s elegant interpretation of previous studies was
post hoc. More compelling evidence for this theory would be provided if
self-consistency on cognitive measures and self-enhancement on affec-
tive measures could be demonstrated within a single study. In a test of
Shrauger’s ideas, Moreland and Sweeney (1984) conducted a field study
in which undergraduate students completed a series of questionnaires 1
week prior to and 1 week following a genuine classroom examination.
The first testing session measured subjects’ self-esteem and expectancies
specific to the upcoming exam. The second session included measures
of cognitive and affective reactions to performance feedback. The results
showed that affective reactions conformed to self-enhancement predic-
tions for all subjects but were the strongest among low self-esteem sub-
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jects. That is, all subjects felt more satisfied about a good (versus a poor)
performance and felt more optimistic about subsequent evaluations, but
this was more true for low self-esteem subjects than for high self-esteem
subjects. Cognitive reactions were less clear and were not the same for
high self-esteem and low self-esteem subjects. There was a tendency for
high self-esteem subjects to be self-enhancing on cognitive measures,
such as rating the validity of the test as higher and the results as more
attributable to internal factors if they did well as opposed to poorly.
There was also a tendency for low self-esteem subjects to react cog-
nitively in a manner consistent with the test feedback. Of the eight
cognitive reactions measured by Moreland and Sweeney, however, only
three supported self-consistency predictions. Self-enhancing responses
were actually observed on the measure of the fairness of the test in that
both high and low self-esteem subjects judged the test to be more fair
following success than following failure.

One drawback of Moreland and Sweeney’s study is that subjects
were not randomly assigned to receive positive or negative performance
feedback. This raises the possibility that, in the natural course of events,
high self-esteem subjects would tend to experience more positive eval-
uations, whereas low self-esteem subjects might be more likely to expe-
rience negative evaluations. In fact, Moreland and Sweeney’s data
showed this pattern. This could have influenced the results such that
the reactions of high self-esteem subjects were attenuated in negative
feedback conditions. Perhaps the inconsistent results on cognitive mea-
sures, where self-enhancing patterns were expected, resulted from the
fact that high self-esteem people, who would be most likely to react to
cognitive measures in a self-enhancing way, were underrepresented in
negative feedback cells. Furthermore, because subjects were chosen for
the conditions based on extreme self-esteem scores, some regression to
the mean could have occurred in which high self-esteem subjects per-
formed a little worse than expected and low self-esteem subjects did a
little better than they expected. Thus, the lack of predicted self-esteem
differences on cognitive measures could be an artifact of statistical re-
gression.

In a study designed to address the drawbacks of Moreland and
Sweeney’s study, Swann, Griffin, Predmore, and Gaines (1987) ran-
domly assigned high and low self-esteem subjects to receive either a
bogus positive or negative performance evaluation. Following the eval-
uation, subjects completed questionnaires assessing both their cognitive
and affective reactions. Overall, cognitive reactions conformed to self-
consistency predictions. High self-esteem subjects were more likely to
say the feedback was accurate, the rater was competent, and the tech-
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nique diagnostic when they received a positive (as compared to a nega-
tive) evaluation. This pattern of reactions was largely reversed for low
self-esteem subjects, who rated the accuracy and diagnosticity of the
evaluation and the evaluator’s competence as higher when they received
negative feedback. Affective reactions conformed to self-enhancement
predictions, with both high and low self-esteem subjects feeling less
depression, hostility, anxiety, and more attraction to the evaluator after a
positive evaluation than after a negative evaluation.

Although not intended as a test of Shrauger’s model, a study by
Crocker et al. (1987) also yielded consistent results. In this study, high
and low self-esteem subjects were given either success or failure feed-
back regarding their performance on a test. Subjects then rated their
satisfaction with their performance and how much they wished they
had done better on the test. Crocker et al. also rated above-average
scorers and below-average scorers on the test on positive and negative
personality dimensions related to the test. The results showed that both
high and low self-esteem subjects were less satisfied with their scores,
and wished they had scored high, when they failed relative to when
they succeeded on the test. When rating above- and below-average
scorers, however, high self-esteem subjects rated above-average scorers
more positively and below-average scorers more negatively when they
themselves had succeeded, showing a self-enhancing pattern. Low self-
esteem subjects, on the other hand, rated above- and below-average
scorers the same regardless of their own performance on the test. Thus,
on the affective measures of satisfaction with performance, both high
and low self-esteem subjects were self-enhancing, but on the cognitive
measures of how good above- and below-average scorers really are, only
high self-esteem subjects were self-enhancing.

Thus, the data seem generally consistent with Shrauger’s conclu-
sion that on cognitive measures, the data fit a self-consistency frame-
work, whereas on affective measures, the data fit a self-enhancement
framework. It should be noted that for high self-esteem people, how-
ever, the data can be interpreted equally well in terms of the desire for
self-consistency and the desire for self-enhancement, for across all types
of measures, high self-esteem people appear to be self-serving.

One criticism on Shrauger’s framework is that, although it nicely
summarizes the existing pattern of results, it does not explain that pat-
tern. In Swann’s terms (1985), the framework fails to specify “why the
consistency motive should control cognitive responses and the enhance-
ment motive should control affective responses” (p. 107). To further
muddy the waters, it should also be noted that although both self-
consistency and self-enhancement theories are framed in motivational
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terms, data consistent with self-consistency theory can also be inter-
preted in cognitive terms. That is, instead of claiming that people want
feedback that is consistent with the self-concept, one could argue (as
Miller and Ross did for attributions for success and failure) that people
believe information that is consistent with their self-concepts strictly for
information-processing reasons. For example, people who are quite sure
that they are competent might reasonably infer that a test on which they
fail is not a very good test. Similarly, people who are unsure of their
competence might reasonably infer that a test on which they fail is
relatively accurate. Thus, one need not assume a motive for self-
consistency; one need only assume that reasonable, logical thought pro-
cesses can lead high and low self-esteem people to different conclusions
regarding positive and negative feedback. Of course, as we noted in our
discussion of self-serving attributions, it is not particularly fruitful to pit
cognitive and motivational interpretations against one another. We
merely want to acknowledge that cognitive interpretations of consisten-
cy-effects are plausible.

SELF-SERVING JUDGMENTS OF CONTROL

Biased reactions to environmental events can also take the form of
self-serving judgments of control. People often maintain illusions of
control, even over chance-determined events such as lotteries (Langer,
1975). According to Gilovich (1991), many athletes and gamblers who
experience “hot streaks” overestimate the probability that they will score
on their next shot or win the next hand of cards. They erroneously
assume that the string of good outcomes is attributable more to skill than
to luck, and this provides an illusory sense of control over subsequent
outcomes.

DEPRESSION AND JUDGMENTS OF CONTROL

In research investigating depression differences in judgments of
control, Alloy and Abramson (1979) had depressed and nondepressed
college students perform a task that involved attempting to control the
onset of a light. On each trial of the experiment, subjects could choose
either to press or not to press a button, and the light either did or did not
come on. Unbeknownst to subjects, the experimenter had programmed
the light to turn on in 75% of the trials when the button was pressed,
and 50%, 25%, or 0% of the trials when the button was not pressed, inde-
pendent of the subjects’ responses. Thus, according to Alloy and Abram-
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son (1979), subjects had either 25%, 50%, or 75% control over the onset
of the light by pressing the button. Subjects then judged the degree of
control they had over the onset of the light. Nondepressives overesti-
mated the control they had over the light onset, whereas depressives
were accurate in their assessments that they in fact had no control.
When the valence of the outcome was varied by associating monetary
gains and losses with the outcome, nondepressed subjects underesti-
mated the control they had in causing negative outcomes, but over-
estimated the amount of control they had over positive, but purely ran-
dom outcomes. Outcome type did not affect depressed subjects’
estimates of control over the outcome. Apparently accurate judgments
of control can also be elicited when a depressed mood is experimentally
induced in nondepressed subjects (Alloy, Abramson, & Viscusi, 1981).

EXPLANATIONS

Alloy and Abramson (1979) suggest that the biased judgments of
control exhibited by nondepressed persons are attributable to the mo-
tivation to enhance self-esteem. Depressives fail to show self-serving
biases in their judgments of control, they argue, because they are not
motivated to maintain or enhance self-esteem. Thus; the researchers’
reasoning is consistent with motivational explanations of self-serving
biases in attributions of causality. They do not explain, however, why
depressed individuals lack the motivation to maintain or enhance self-
esteem. Thus, to some degree their reasoning seems circular: Because
depressives do not show self-serving biases, they must lack the motiva-
tion to enhance self-esteem; because depressives lack the motivation to
enhance self-esteem, they do not show self-serving biases.

Alternatively, one might suggest that the judgments of control ex-
pressed by nondepressed individuals are influenced by their expecta-
tions that they have control over important events, especially when
those events are positive. As Miller and Ross (1975) suggested in their
attempt to explain self-serving attributions in cognitive terms, these ex-
pectations of control over positive events may affect the degree of con-
tingency that nondepressives perceive between their responses and
their outcomes. Indeed, Alloy and Abramson showed that non-
depressed subjects generate more complex hypotheses regarding their
control over the onset of the light. For example, when a simple “press to
turn on the light” strategy did not seem to work, nondepressed subjects
would try more complex patterns of responding, such as “press twice,
then don’t press once.” This generation of complex hypotheses to ex-
plain a contingency between their behavior and their outcomes is consis-
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tent with the notion that nondepressed subjects were attempting to
reconcile the discrepancy between their expectancies and their out-
comes.

One telling piece of evidence argues against the interpretation that
nondepressives show an illusion of control because of their expectations
that they control positive events. Specifically, in a later study, Alloy and
Abramson (1982) found that the nondepressive illusion of control is
eliminated when subjects are given a “pretreatment” of exposure to
controllable noise. Presumably, such a pretreatment should only serve
to increase nondepressives’ expectations that they control important
events, yet this manipulation eliminated self-serving judgments of con-
trol. Alloy and Abramson (1982) suggest that the pretreatment experi-
ence served to enhance the self-esteem of nondepressed persons, elim-
inating or reducing their need for further self-enhancement. The results
of this study do not seem compatible with an interpretation based solely
on self-concept or expectancy differences between depressed and non-
depressed persons.

Summary

We have reviewed three relatively distinct literatures on reactions to
positive and negative outcomes of high and low self-esteem people.
Although there are some inconsistencies in the literature, there is also a
fairly clear pattern of results. People who are high in self-esteem show
self-serving biases in their attributions for positive and negative events;
in their recall of information, in their assessments of the credibility of
feedback, and in changes in their self-concepts following feedback; and
in their judgments of control. People who are low in self-esteem do not
show these self-serving biases. In about half of the studies reviewed,
low self-esteem people are evenhanded or unbiased in their reactions to
positive and negative events, whereas in the remaining studies, low
self-esteem people showed self-deprecating biases. The main exception
to this pattern appears in the affective reactions of high and low self-
esteem people to positive and negative feedback. Both high and low
self-esteem people appear to like positive feedback better than negative
feedback. 7

Both cognitive and motivational explanations have been offered for
these results. Cognitively, differences in the self-concepts of high and
low self-esteem people may lead them to attend to and recall informa-
tion differently, to make different inferences about the causes of events
and the credibility of feedback, and to make different judgments regard-
ing their control over events. Motivationally, people appear to desire
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self-enhancement, but low self-esteem people do not always act on this
desire.

THE SELF-CONCEPT AND SELE-SERVING BIASES

We propose that differences in the use of self-serving biases among
high and low self-esteem individuals can be understood in terms of their
differing self-concepts. In this regard, our framework is similar to cogni-
tive interpretations of self-serving biases that have been offered by oth-
ers. However, we suggest that the self-concept also has motivational
properties, and thus our analysis integrates both cognitive and motiva-
tional perspectives.

We begin with the assumption, shared by most psychologists, that
people are motivated to experience positive affect and to avoid negative
affect. It is this desire to experience positive affect and avoid negative
affect, we argue, that underlies the more specific motivation to achieve a
positive self-concept. Believing that one has positive qualities usually
feels good, and believing that one has negative qualities usually feels
bad. Our central thesis is that although high and low self-esteem people
share the desire to experience positive affect and avoid negative affect,
they differ in their self-concepts, and consequently, in their thoughts
about the self and their strategies for regulating affect.

SELF-ESTEEM AND THE SELF-CONCEPT

A considerable amount of research has documented differences in
the self-concepts of high and low self-esteem persons (for a review, see
Crocker & Blaine, 1992). As one might expect, people who are high in
self-esteem generally believe that positive attributes are characteristic of
them, and that negative attributes are not. People who are low in self-
esteem are not as biased in their self-evaluations. It is important to note,
however, that the relatively positive self-concepts of high self-esteem
people do not mean that people who are low in self-esteem have nega-
tive self-views. Rather, their self-views are simply less positive than are
those of high self-esteem people (see Baumeister et al., 1979). People
who are high in self-esteem are also more certain about which attributes
do and do not describe them than are people who are low in self-esteem
(see Baumgardner, 1990; Campbell, 1990; Campbell & Lavalee, this vol-
ume) and expect to succeed more than do low self-esteem people
(Brockner, 1983; Shrauger, 1972).

Although high and low self-esteem people differ in how self-
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descriptive they think positive and negative traits are and differ in their
certainty regarding those judgments, they do not appear to differ in the
importance they place on positive and negative attributes (Harter, 1986).
That is, high and low self-esteem people alike think it is important to
be competent, intelligent, liked by others, and so on. Consequently,
whereas high self-esteem people tend to think the attributes that charac-
terize them are important and those that do not characterize them are
not important, low self-esteem people place importance on attributes
they believe they do not have (Harter, 1986; Marsh, 1986; Rosenberg,
1965, 1979).

Because people who are high and low in self-esteem place similar
importance on having positive attributes, they both feel happier and
more satisfied following positive feedback than following negative feed-
back, and in general should be motivated to engage in self-serving bi-
ases that would enable them to believe that they have positive attributes.
We will consider first how this motive affects the use of self-serving
biases among people who are high in self-esteem, and then consider
how it plays out in people who are low in self-esteem.

HicH SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-SERVING BIASES

People who are high in self-esteem are confident that they have
important positive qualities and that they do not have important nega-
tive qualities. When they do feel that they possess some negative attri-
bute, they typically see it as relatively unimportant. Consequently, they
approach evaluative situations with a high degree of confidence and are
not particularly concerned about failure; they see evaluative situations as
an opportunity to do well and to enhance the self. People who are high
in self-esteem will handicap themselves (e.g., fail to practice) in evalua-
tive situations when self-handicapping wil! result in further self-
enhancement by succeeding in spite of obstacles or disadvantages (Tice,
1991).

When they do, in fact, succeed, people who are high in self-esteem
naturally assume that their success is caused by their abilities, they find
the positive feedback highly credible, and they feel that they have con-
trol over their outcomes. They might be modest in claiming these things
to others, because they know that others might like them less if they are
boastful. These favorable interpretations of events are no doubt partly a
function of the self-concept. Research using the misattribution paradigm
cited earlier, however, suggests that these self-serving interpretations
are also motivated by the fact that it feels good to be able to take credit
for one’s successes. Following success, high self-esteem people will at-
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tempt to maintain that success and further enhance the self by spending
free time practicing the task (Baumeister & Tice, 1985).

When they fail, however, people who are high in self-esteem are
surprised, because this failure is inconsistent with their self-concepts
(Fries & Frey, 1980; Gollwitzer et al., 1982; Stephan & Gollwitzer, 1981).
No doubt, the discrepancy between the feedback and their self-concepts
arouses negative affect, which motivates a search for explanations for
the outcome that are consistent with their self concepts (Brown &
Rogers, 1991). In addition to attributing the negative outcome to external
causes, a number of other cognitive strategies may be available, such as
devaluing the importance of the task, deciding that the evaluator is not
credible, or focusing on negative information about other people. Even-
tually, one of these strategies will restore self-regard and positive affect.

Low SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-SERVING BIASES

People who are low in self-esteem approach evaluative situations
with considerable uncertainty regarding whether they have positive at-
tributes and do not have negative attributes. Nonetheless, they still care
about having positive qualities and about not having negative qualities.
Consequently, their concern in evaluative situations is both with obtain-
ing confirmation that they do, in fact, have positive qualities, but also
with avoiding confirmation of their fears that they have negative quali-
ties. Therefore, they may begin to prepare for possible negative out-
comes prior to or during an evaluative task. Thus, low self-esteem people
are more likely to self-handicap (e.g., fail to practice) when self-
handicapping would provide an excuse for failure (Tice, 1991, this vol-
ume; Tice & Baummeister, 1990). They may also think about the possi-
bility of failure and reconcile themselves to it by devaluing the task or
making other psychological preparations.

Should they actually succeed at the task, then, low self-esteem peo-
ple should be quite pleased. They may be cautious about concluding that
their success reflects their abilities, however, for two reasons. First, suc-
cess is not entirely consistent with the self-concepts of low self-esteem
people which contain a mix of positive and negative attributes. There-
fore, success might not seem any more credible than failure. Similarly,
because the self-concepts of low self-esteem people contain a mix of posi-
tive and negative attributes, success feedback is not more likely to be attri-
buted to internal factors such as ability than is failure feedback. Thus, for
low self-esteem people the use of self-serving biases may be constrained
by what they believe to be true about the self. Second, one danger for
people low in self-esteem is that even if they can convince themselves
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that they have a positive attribute or have succeeded at a task, they may
be cognizant of the risk of failing at the same task in the future, perhaps
leading to greater disappointment and more negative affect than if they
had never entertained the possibility of being competent in the first
place. Thus, for people low in self-esteem, successful regulation of affect
involves acknowledging the possibility of future failure and other dis-
confirmations of one’s attempts at self-enhancement.

Should they fail, low self-esteem people should not be especially
surprised. Although undesired, failure is not particularly inconsistent
with the mixed and uncertain self-concepts of low self-esteem people.
Consequently, it is just as likely to be attributed to external causes as is
success feedback and seems just as credible. Thus, low self-esteem peo-
ple seem to make evenhanded attributions for success and failure and do
not differ in their judgments of the credibility of success and failure
feedback (Shrauger, 1975).

As we noted above, low self-esteem people may be more prepared
in advance for the possibility of failure because they are uncertain about
whether they have desired attributes or do not have undesired attri-
butes. For example, they may have anticipated possible failure and gen-
erated excuses in advance. Thus, although they find failure unpleasant
and unsatisfying, people who are low in self-esteem may be less aroused
by the failure and hence less motivated to engage in self-serving biases.
Furthermore, because they do not expect to do well in the future, low
self-esteem people may not want to convince themselves that the pre-
sent failure is completely externally caused, because to do so might set
them up for disappointment should their illusions be disconfirmed.
Consistent with this reasoning, Baumeister and Tice (1985) have found
that low self-esteem individuals will spend more free time practicing at
tasks at which they have failed than at tasks at which they have suc-
ceeded.

Thus, the “breakdown of the motivation for self-enhancement” that
a number of researchers suggest might account for the absence of self-
serving biases among people who are low in self-esteem or depressed
might derive from several factors. First, low self-esteem people might
not engage in self-serving biases because they are constrained by the
less positive “reality” of the self-concept. Second, by anticipating possi-
ble failure, and creating or imagining excuses for failure, low self-esteem
individuals may soften the blow of failure when it occurs. Thus, they
may appear to lack the motivation to enhance the self after the event,
because they have already adjusted to the idea of failure. Third, al-
though they desire self-enhancement, for low self-esteem people this
desire is tempered by the fear that self-enhancing claims (to the self or
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others) cannot be maintained in the future, leading to even greater dis-
appointment and negative affect. Thus, a second source of the “break-
down in the motivation to enhance the self” is the anticipation of future
disappointment.

This framework, which considers the positivity of the self-concept,
the certainty of the self-concept, and the importance of positive and
negative attributes, can account quite nicely for a number of findings in
the literature. For example, it can account for the fact that both high and
low self-esteem people are more satisfied with positive feedback and
seem to want it, at least under most circumstances, because both high
and low self-esteem people place importance on positive attributes. In
addition, it explains the presence of self-serving biases in attributions,
judgments of control, ratings of the credibility of the evaluator, and so
on, in terms of the “reality” constraints placed on self-enhancement by
the self-concept. These constraints involve not only what is credible to
the self and to observers, but also what can be maintained over time.

This framework may also be able to account for self-esteem effects
on other types of self-serving biases. For example, self-handicapping
involves acquiring an impediment to performance that can excuse fail-
ure. As Tice (1991, this volume) has shown, low self-esteem people self-
handicap to provide an excuse for failure, whereas high self-esteem
people self-handicap to augment their successes. This analysis is similar
to that proposed by Baumeister et al. (1989; see Tice, this volume), who
suggest that high and low self-esteem people have different motivation-
al orientations. Low self-esteem people are motivated to avoid failure,
whereas high self-esteem people are motivated to seek success. We sug-
gest that this difference stems from the fact that whereas high self-
esteem people are quite certain that positive attributes do and negative
attributes do not characterize them, low self-esteem people are not at all
certain that they have positive and do not have negative attributes,
although it is still important to them to have positive attributes. Thus,
low self-esteem people are more oriented toward making sure that they
do not fail.

Similarly, this framework may account for the tendency of peo-
ple who are high in self-esteem to engage in direct forms of self-
enhancement, whereas people who are low in self-esteem engage in
indirect forms of self-enhancement (see Brown, this volume). Low self-
esteem people may engage in indirect forms of self-enhancement (e.g.,
positively evaluating a product that their group, but not they them-
selves, produced) because although it is important to them to be compe-
tent, they are uncertain about their own competence. Thus, they at-
tempt to enhance the self (and regulate affect) by enhancing their ratings
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of products with which they are only indirectly associated. Our frame-
work differs from Brown'’s in that we suggest that the motive for self-
enhancement is in conflict with the self-concept, whereas Brown argues
that the motive for self-enhancement is in conflict with the motive for
self-consistency. In our view, low self-esteem people do not desire self-
consistency, but only to avoid negative affect. Sometimes negative affect
is best avoided by abstaining from self-serving biases that are in direct
conflict with the self-concept.

Finally, this framework is also compatible with Baumgardner, Kauf-
man, and Levy’s suggestion (1989) that high self-esteem people seek
self-enhancement intrapsychically, whereas low self-esteem people seek
self-enhancement interpersonally. This may generally be true because
people who are low in self-esteem have trouble believing their intra-
psychic attempts at self-enhancement. Hence, they rely on eliciting posi-
tive reactions from others to enhance the self. The study by Dykman et
al. (1989) cited above, however, suggests that when they are not con-
strained by the “reality” of the self-concept, even low self-esteem people
will engage in intrapsychic self-enhancement.

CONCLUSIONS

We have argued that the contradictory evidence on the relationship
between self-esteem and the use of self-serving biases may be under-
stood by considering the self-concepts of high and low self-esteem peo-
ple. High self-esteem people are quite certain that they have positive
attributes and do not have negative attributes, and it is important to
them to have positive attributes. Consequently, they are not particularly
concerned about avoiding failure (because it seems so unlikely), but they
are very interested in enhancing themselves through success. They find
success feedback highly credible and attribute it to their abilities. This
results both from the positive information included in the self-concept
and from the motivation to enjoy the positive affect that success can
induce.

Low self-esteem people, on the other hand, are unsure of their self-
concepts. They are neither sure that they have positive qualities nor sure
that they do not have negative qualities, although it is important to them
to have positive and not have negative qualities. As a result, they ap-
proach and evaluate situations with an eye toward avoiding failure.
They will create excuses for possible failure in advance of their perfor-
mance. When failure comes, they are not surprised, they find it some-
what credible, and they find it to be equally likely that the failure was
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caused by their lack of ability as that it was caused by external circum-
stances. Because they are uncertain that they have positive qualities, low
self-esteem people may be mistrustful of success. Although they desire
success, they may be unsure they can maintain success in the future.
Consequently, low self-esteem people may protect themselves from fu-
ture disappointment by finding success feedback less credible, and at-
tributing it less to their ability, than do low self-esteem people.

Thus, low self-esteem people are not such a puzzle after all. That is,
they share the same motivations as people high in self-esteem, and the
same information-processing systems. They differ,however, in the con-
tent of their self-concept, and it is these content differences that lead low
self-esteem people to attempt to achieve a positive view of the self and
positive affect via different routes than those used by people who are
high in self-esteem.
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CHAPTER 5

CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES
OF LOW SELF-ESTEEM IN
CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

SusaN HARTER

“When I look in the mirror, I don’t like what I see; I don’t like who I
am as a person.”

“I’'m usually down on myself; I just don’t like who I am.”

“I'm a nothing; I have no personality.”

“I don’t like myself because I'm ugly.”

“I’'m not living up to the kind of person I want to be.”

“If nobody else likes you, how can you like yourself?”

“Let’s face it, I have low self-esteem.”

The preceding comments from studies of young people by myself and
colleagues are personally very distressing. Theoretically, they are per-
plexing. It is commonly asserted in the literature that the self-concept is
a theory, a cognitive construction, and that its architecture—by evolu-
tionary design—is extremely functional (see Allport, 1961; Bartlett, 1932;
Brim, 1976; Damon & Hart, 1988; Epstein, 1973, 1981, 1991; Greenwald,
1980; Harter, 1983; Kelly, 1955; Lecky, 1945; Lynch, 1981; Markus, 1980;
Piaget, 1965; Rogers, 1951; Sarbin, 1962). One such widely touted func-
tion is to maintain high self-esteem. Considerable evidence now exists
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that most people do exhibit a modest self-enhancing bias (Taylor &
Brown, 1988).

Given this functional scenario, why should the system falter, lead-
ing certain individuals to experience and so clearly express their feelings
of low self-esteem? What can go awry to undermine the supposed pro-
tective function of the self? In order to address this question, one first
needs to examine the processes governing the construction of self-
esteem. In delving into the causes of self-esteem, it will be necessary to
adopt a developmental perspective as a backdrop against which individ-
ual differences can be understood. These issues will be explored within
the context of our own research program investigating the causes and
consequences of self-esteem in children and adolescents.

Self-esteem or self-worth, within our framework, has been concep-
tualized as the level of global regard that one has for the self as a person
(Harter, 1985a, 1986, 1990), a definition that has much in common with
Rosenberg’s conception (1979, 1986) of self-esteem. Although the studies
by myself and colleagues have addressed individuals exhibiting the en-
tire range of self-esteem, in the present chapter I will focus on those
individuals reporting low self-esteem, including their propensity for de-
pression and suicidal thinking, a major mental health concern in the
1980s and 1990s.

ORIGINAL MODEL OF THE CAUSES OF SELF-ESTEEM

In developing our original model of self-esteem, my colleagues and
I turned to two historical scholars of the self, James (1892) and Cooley
(1902), for theoretical guidance. Each of these theorists was explicit on
the point that one possesses a global concept of self over and above
more specific self-evaluations. Their formulations, however, put forth
very different determinants of this global sense of one’s worth as a
person.

For James, global self-esteem was captured by the ratio of one’s
successes to one’s pretensions. According to this formulation, individu-
als do not scrutinize their every action or attribute; rather, they focus
primarily on ability in domains of importance, where one has aspira-
tions to succeed. Thus, if one perceives oneself as competent in domains
where one aspires to excel, one will have high self-esteem. Conversely,
if one falls short of one’s ideals by being unsuccessful in domains where
one aspires to be competent, low self-esteem will result. It is critical to
appreciate that from a Jamesian perspective, lack of competence in do-
mains deemed unimportant to the self will not adversely affect self-
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esteem. For example, an individual may judge himself or herself to be
unathletic; however, if athletic prowess is not an aspiration, then self-
esteem will not be negatively affected. The high self-esteem individual is
able to discount the importance of domains in which he or she is not
competent, whereas the low self-esteem individual appears unable to
devalue success in domains of incompetence.

In contrast to James, who focused primarily on the individual’s
cognitive evaluation of his or her adequacy, Cooley (1902) postulated
that the origins of self-esteem were primarily social in nature, and he
adopted a mirror metaphor in describing his concept of the “looking-
glass self.” For Cooley, the self was constructed by casting one’s gaze
into the social mirror to ascertain the opinions of significant others to-
ward the self. These opinions, the reflected appraisals of others, were
then incorporated as the self. Mead (1934) elaborated on this theme in
his concept of the “generalized other,” which represented the pooled or
collective judgments of the significant others in one’s life. From such a
perspective, if others hold the self in high regard, one’s own sense of
self-esteem will be high. Conversely, if others have little regard for the
self, one will incorporate these negative opinions in the form of low self-
esteem.

FINDINGS IN SUPPORT OF JAMES’'S FORMULATION

Our model of the nature of self-evaluations in older children and
adolescents lent itself to a Jamesian analysis. My colleagues and I had
previously determined that children, beginning at approximately age 8,
develop domain-specific evaluations of their competence or adequacy in
addition to a more global concept of their worth as a person (Harter,
1982, 1985a, 1986). The most relevant domains, which were incorporated
into our Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter, 1985a), are scholas-
tic competence, athletic competence, social acceptance, physical appear-
ance, and behavioral conduct. Our instrument allows us to obtain a
profile of self-concept scores across the specific domains, as well as a
separate index of the child’s sense of global self-esteem or self-worth.

In our earliest examination of individual profiles, we were puzzled
by comparisons of children with very similar profiles across the five
specific domains, but very different global self-esteem scores. For exam-
ple, in Figure 1, child C and child D feel relatively poorly about their
scholastic and athletic competence, whereas they rate themselves more
highly in the other three domains (social acceptance, behavioral con-
duct, and physical appearance). Yet the global self-esteem of child C is



FIGURE 1. Profiles of two young adolescents with similar scores for specific domains but
very different levels of self-esteem.
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quite high, whereas the self-esteem of child D is quite low. James came
to the conceptual rescue here by alerting us to the need to consider the
importance of success in these domains. Thus, we constructed parallel
importance items, allowing us to examine directly James’s contention
that competence or adequacy in domains of importance contributes to
one’s level of self-esteem. (Scores on both instruments can range from a
low of 1 to a high of 4.)

Our findings have revealed precisely what James hypothesized. By
way of illustration, in Figure 1, it can be seen that child C, with high self-
esteem, judged scholastic and athletic competence to be relatively unim-
portant. Thus, such a child can discount the importance of areas in
which he or she is not competent while touting the importance of do-
mains in which he or she is doing well. Conversely, child D is unable to
discount the importance of scholastic and athletic competence, leading
to a vast discrepancy between very high importance judgments and very
low competence/adequacy evaluations in these two domains. It appears
to be this discrepancy, therefore, that takes its toll on self-esteem.

We have since documented this pattern systematically, with group
data from older children, adolescents, college students, and adults in
the worlds of work and family (Harter, 1990). We have employed two
data-analytic strategies, both of which tell the same story. One can con-
struct actual discrepancy scores between importance ratings and compe-
tence judgments in each domain. Averaging these across domains, ini-
tially, we have determined that the larger the discrepancy (i.e., the more
one’s importance ratings exceed one’s perceived adequacy or compe-
tence), the lower one’s self-worth. Across numerous studies, these cor-
relations typically range from .60 to .72. Employing a second procedure,
in which we have examined self-esteem as a function of the average
absolute competence/adequacy judgments for only those domains rated
very important or sort of important, a systematic, linear relationship
emerges (see Figure 2). Noteworthy is the finding that relatively low self-
esteem is reported for those acknowledging that they lack competence
or adequacy in domains for which they have aspirations of success.
Employing correlational approaches, the relationship between compe-
tence in important domains and self-esteem (r = .70) far exceeds the
correlation between competence in unimportant domains and self-
esteem (r = .30).

This pattern of findings is not unique to our own data, but con-
verges with other literature that has focused on the discrepancy between
one’s ideal and real selves (see Glick & Zigler, 1985; Higgins, 1987, 1991;
Markus & Nurius, 1986; Rosenberg, 1979; Tesser, 1988; Tesser & Camp-
bell, 1983). As shall become evident in a subsequent section, such dis-
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FIGURE 2. Self-esteem as a function of competence in important domains.

crepancies are not only predictive of self-esteem, but of such associated
affects as depression and anxiety (Higgins, 1987, 1989). From a develop-
mental perspective, it should be noted that the these discrepancy mod-
els do not apply to younger children. Competence does not appear to be
as critical to young children’s self-esteem (Harter, 1990), nor are young
children cognitively able to compare two concepts such as importance
ratings and self-evaluations simultaneously (Fischer, 1980; Harter, 1990;
Higgins, 1991).

WHY SHOULD CERTAIN OLDER CHILDREN AND
ADOLESCENTS MANIFEST LOW SELF-ESTEEM?

If the psychological system is adaptively programmed to reduce
discrepancies between importance and perceived incompetence, begin-
ning in middle childhood, why do they exist (and persist) among low
self-esteem individuals? Both Jamesian and recent self-discrepancy for-
mulations have now identified the relevant processes that could poten-
tially be engaged to enhance self-esteem. James clearly asserted that for
the low self-esteem individual, there are two routes to self-esteem en-
hancement: either raise one’s level of competence or lower one’s aspira-
tions. Both of these serve to reduce the discrepancy between compe-
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tence and importance, which should, in turn, increase one’s level of self-
esteem.

Although such interventions are theoretically compelling, how
plausible are these strategies in the actual lives of children and adoles-
cents? Several factors would appear to mitigate against their utilization
and, therefore, their potential effectiveness. One can identify two psy-
chological roadblocks to discounting the importance of the specific do-
mains we have selected, even in the face of perceived inadequacy. First
and foremost, these domains were initially selected because children
and adolescents, in interviews, identified these areas as very important.
That is, we are living in a society where scholastic competence, athletic
competence, physical attractiveness, social acceptance, and appropriate
behavioral conduct are highly valued and sought after by the majority of
youths in the cultural mainstream. Thus, aspirations and standards in
these domains are typically quite high, making it difficult for those feel-
ing inadequate to discount their importance. (Note that such an argu-
ment pertains only to those choosing to remain within the cultural main-
stream.)

Secondly, these domains are valued by others, notably parents and
peers. Our own findings reveal that children and adolescents judge
scholastic competence and behavioral conduct to be most important to
parents, and social acceptance, physical appearance, and athletic com-
petence to be most important to peers. Moreover, importance to others
is highly correlated with importance to self, and competence in domains
important to others is just as highly correlated with self-esteem as is
competence in domains important to the self (Harter & Marold, 1991).
Thus, it would appear to be extremely difficult for children and adoles-
cents to discount the importance of domains that represent standards
set by significant others whom one wishes to please (see also Baumeis-
ter, 1990), despite feelings of inadequacy in these areas. Thus, for both of
these related reasons, the discrepancy between high importance and
low competence/adequacy will be very difficult to reduce by lowering
one’s aspirations.

Increasing one’s competence evaluations as a strategy for reducing
this discrepancy would also appear to be problematic for many youths.
There are undoubtedly natural limits on the extent to which one can
increase actual competence or adequacy. Although a given child or ado-
lescent may be highly motivated to improve his or her scholastic perfor-
mance, athletic ability, or physical appearance, there may be little that an
inadequate individual can realistically do, given certain ceilings on intel-
lectual and physical potential.
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There may also be limitations placed on one’s perceived compe-
tence, given the standards imposed by social comparison. Studies have
shown that the process of comparing the self to others for the purpose of
self-evaluation begins in middle childhood and increases as one matures
(Ruble, 1983; Suls & Sanders, 1982). Our own research has demon-
strated that the use of social comparison is rampant in the five domains
that we have selected. Moreover, children within regular classroom set-
tings can rank order, with great precision, the competence level of every
member of their class. Interestingly, my colleagues and I have also docu-
mented the use of social comparison among learning-disabled children
(Renick & Harter, 1989), as well as intellectually talented children within
segregated classes for the gifted (Zumpf & Harter, 1991). Beginning in
middle childhood, therefore, one adopts the cultural preoccupation with
how individuals are different from one another—with competition, with
who is the “best,” with who ascends to the top. Thus, how one mea-
sures up to one’s peers, to societal standards, becomes the filter through
which judgments about the self pass.

One may well espouse the value of social comparison, because it
presumably provides us with the necessary guidelines or standards by
which to evaluate ourselves and to improve our performance. Sup-
posedly it offers a welcome anchor to ground us in reality. Because most
of life’s activities are graded on a curve, however (particularly the do-
mains we have selected), relatively few individuals can occupy the pres-
tigious positions at the top of the ladder. Thus, even if an individual
who is motivated to improve does demonstrate actual gains compared to
his or her own past performance, he or she will likely fall short relative
to the punishing peer standards that provide the metric for self-
evaluation. As a result, it becomes difficult to greatly increase one’s
perceptions of competence, relative to others, as a potential route to
reducing the discrepancy between importance and competence that con-
tributes to low self-esteem.

In addition, there are two general reasons, articulated by Epstein
(1991), for why judgments of such personal constructs as perceived com-
petence or the importance attached to success in particular domains may
be resistant to change, even though their discrepancy produces low self-
esteem. Epstein has cogently addressed the issue of why maladaptive
beliefs are maintained, despite conditions that could favor their mod-
ification or abandonment. Two of these mechanisms are particularly
pertinent. First, he notes that higher-order schemas or postulates in a
hierarchically organized conceptual system such as one’s self-theory
(e.g., feelings of competence, esteem, and general value judgments) are
far more resistant to modification than lower-order, situation-specific
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constructs. Such higher-order beliefs have typically been acquired early
in development and are often derived from emotionally significant expe-
riences to which the individual may have little conscious access, making
the beliefs difficult to alter.

Second, Epstein (1991) states that “people have a vested interest in
maintaining the stability of their personal theories of reality, for they are
the only systems they have for making sense of their world and guiding
their behavior” (p. 97). Threats to the stability of one’s personal theory,
producing disorganization in the conceptual system, will lead to anxiety
and are therefore to be avoided. Epstein further identifies several strate-
gies that individuals employ to maintain the integrity of their basic be-
liefs despite what would appear to be disconfirming evidence: (a) One
can frame one’s personal theory in a manner that renders it untestable,
(b) one can select only information that supports one’s theory, or (c) one
can seek out experiences and shape events so that they confirm one’s
existing beliefs (see also Epstein & Erskine, 1983; Swann, 1983). Thus,
because higher-order constructs about the self are resistant to change,
one can further understand why a low self-esteem individual is likely to
maintain his or her low self-regard.

THE INEXTRICABLE LINK BETWEEN APPEARANCE
AND SELF-ESTEEM

In study after study, at any developmental level my colleagues and I
have examined, including older children, adolescents, college students,
and adults (Harter, 1990), we have repeatedly discovered that self-
evaluations in the domain of physical appearance are inextricably linked
to global self-esteem. The correlations between perceived appearance
and self-esteem are staggeringly high and robust across the life span,
typically between .70 and .80. Moreover, we find this relationship to be
just as high in such special populations as the intellectually gifted
(Zumpf & Harter, 1991) and the learning disabled (Renick & Harter,
1989), where one might anticipate that scholastic performance would
bear a stronger relationship to self-esteem. (The lower correlations be-
tween scholastic competence and self-esteem are not attributable to a
restricted range of scores for scholastic competence in these special
groups; the standard deviations approximate those of our normative
samples.) In the same vein, the correlation between appearance and
self-esteem is equally high among adolescents identified as behaviorally
disruptive (Junkin, Harter, & Whitesell, 1991), exceeding that of the
correlation between behavioral conduct and self-esteem. Among all of
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these groups, the evaluation of one’s looks takes precedence over every
other domain as the number one predictor of self-esteem, causing us to
question whether self-esteem is only skin-deep.

Why should one’s outer, physical self be so tied to one inner, psy-
chological self? One possibility is that the domain of physical appear-
ance is qualitatively different from the other arenas we have tapped, in
that it is an omnipresent feature of the self, always on display for others
or for the self to observe. In contrast, one’s adequacy in such domains as
scholastic or athletic competence, peer social acceptance, conduct, or
morality is more context specific; moreover, one has more control over
whether, when, and how it will be revealed.

Studies reveal that others being to react to the ever-present display
of the physical self when one is an infant and toddler (Langlois, 1981;
Macoby & Martin, 1983). Those who are attractive, by societal standards,
are responded to with more positive attention than those who are
judged to be less physically attractive. Thus, from a very early age, the
physical or outer self appears to be a highly salient dimension that
provokes evaluative psychological reactions that may well be incorpo-
rated into the emerging sense of one’s inner self.

Clearly, a critical contributing factor involves the emphasis that con-
temporary society places on appearance at every age (see Elkind, 1979;
Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986). Movies, television, magazines, rock videos,
and advertising all tout the importance of physical attractiveness, glam-
orizing the popular role models males and females should emulate.
Standards regarding desirable bodily characteristics such as thinness
have become increasingly unrealistic and demanding for women within
the past two decades (see Garner, Garfinkel, Schwartz, & Thompson,
1980; Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991). An examination of such contem-
porary women’s magazines such as Family Circle, Woman’s Day, and First
for Women reveals that the standards are paradoxical and punishing for
women. All of these magazines relentlessly insist that women (a) attend
fiercely to their appearance (hair, face, and particularly weight) at the
same time as they (b) cook a vast array of fattening foods for themselves
and their family! Moreover, articles and ads specifically preach that alter-
ing one’s looks, often in the form of an invasive cosmetic overhaul to
approximate rather narrowly defined cultural stereotypes of beauty, will
enhance one’s self-esteem.

Although the media are also increasingly emphasizing the impor-
tance of appearance for men, it would appear that there is more latitude
in the standards of attractiveness for men. Moreover, for men there is
not the singular focus on looks at the pathway to acceptance and esteem
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that one finds for women. For men, intelligence, job competence, athle-
tic ability, wealth, and power are all routes to positive evaluation in the
eyes of others as well as the self.

The difficulty for females of meeting the cultural stereotypes for
appearance appears to be brought home over the course of development
(i.e., the closer one comes to adopting one’s role as a woman in this
society). Our own data (see Figure 3) reveal that for females, perceptions
of physical attractiveness decline systematically with grade level,
whereas there is no such drop for males. In middle childhood, girls and
boys feel equally good about their appearance, but by the end of high
school, females’ scores are dramatically lower than those of males.

Gender differences in self-esteem also increase with development,
paralleling the trajectories for physical appearance. Beginning in junior
high school and continuing into high school, self-esteem is consistently
lower for females as compared to males. Decreased perceptions of at-
tractiveness among females would appear to contribute to the lowered
self-esteem of females, as other investigators have also suggested
(Allgood-Merten, Lewinsohn, & Hops, 1990; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987;
Simmons & Blyth, 1987). In our own data, however, females’ self-esteem
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does not decline as dramatically with age as does perceived physical
appearance. Rather there is another mediating factor, namely, the direc-
tionality of the link between appearance and self-esteem.

THE DIRECTIONALITY OF THE LINK BETWEEN
APPEARANCE AND SELF-ESTEEM

The robust relationship between perceived appearance and self-
esteem raised for us an intriguing question: Which comes first? Does
one’s appearance influence one’s sense of self-esteem? Does the evalua-
tion of it precede, that is, determine one’s sense of worth as a person? Or,
conversely, does one’s self-esteem influence the evaluation of one’s ap-
pearance, such that if one feels worthy as a person, one will evaluate
one’s looks favorably?

We have begun to research this issue by putting the question direct-
ly to young adolescents (Zumpf & Harter, 1989). That is, we have asked
them to indicate which of these two options best describes the nature of
the link between their appearance and their self-esteem. Our findings
reveal that one group of adolescents acknowledges that their evaluation
of appearance precedes or determines their sense of self-esteem,
whereas an equal number endorse the opposite orientation, reporting
that their sense of self-esteem determines how much they like the way
they look. Converging evidence indicates that those in the first group
(whose appearance determines their self-esteem) also report that ap-
pearance is more important, that they are more preoccupied with ap-
pearance, and that they worry more about how they look, compared to
the group whose self-esteem precedes judgments of appearance (Harter
& Waters, 1991).

Moreover, there is a particularly distressing pattern for the group
basing their self-esteem on their appearance, a pattern that is more
pronounced for girls. Adolescent females reporting that appearance de-
termines their sense of worth as a person feel worse about their appear-
ance, have lower self-esteem, and also report feeling more affectively
depressed, compared to females for whom self-esteem precedes judg-
ments of appearance (Zumpf & Harter, 1989; Harter & Waters, 1991).
Thus, those adolescent females espousing the Jamesian model, in which
self-evaluations in domains of importance determine one’s self-esteem,
are more at risk for low self-esteem and associated maladaptive out-
comes. Sadly, this is the orientation that is underscored by our society,
especially by the media. The irony, therefore, is that endorsement of a
Jamesian perspective with regard to the domain of physical appearance
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represents a psychological liability for females in particular, undermin-
ing their evaluation of both the outer and inner self.

FINDINGS IN SUPPORT OF COOLEY’S FORMULATION

For Cooley (1902), self-esteem was a social construction. According
to his looking-glass-self formulation, social support, in the form of
positive regard from significant others, was the critical determinant of
self-esteem. Thus, approval or disapproval from others becomes incor-
porated into one’s own esteem for the self. Developmentally, the in-
ternalization of parental approval or disapproval is particularly
crucial to the self-esteem formation of young children (Harter, 1987,
1990).

In order to examine Cooley’s formulation empirically among older
children and adolescents, my colleagues and I identified four sources of
potential support: parents, teachers, classmates, and close friends. We
then created self-report items (see the Social Support Scale for Children
and Adolescents; Harter, 1985b) tapping the extent to which one feels
that these others approve of or value the self. In creating such items, we
can then directly examine the link between the perceived regard from
others and the perceived regard for the self.

Across numerous studies with older children and adolescents, as
well as with college students and adults, we have found that the correla-
tions between perceived support from significant others and self-esteem
range from .50 to .65 (Harter, 1990b). As anticipated from Cooley’s mod-
el, those with the lowest levels of support report the the lowest self-
esteem, those with moderate support have moderate levels of self-
esteem, and those receiving the most support hold the self in the highest
regard. Among the four sources of support that we have examined, we
have repeatedly demonstrated that for older children and adolescents,
perceived classmate and parent approval are the best predictors. Thus,
Cooley’s looking-glass-self model on the origins of self-esteem appears
to be clearly documented with regard to the link between one’s percep-
tions of the approval of others and one’s self-esteem. To date, we have
not examined whether others’ reports of their approval they provide
predicts self-esteem. Interesting, the literature suggests that there is no
consistent agreement between people’s self-perceptions and how they
are actually viewed by others (Shrauger & Schoeneman, 1979).

Moreover, our findings reveal that both James’ and Cooley’s formu-
lations, taken together, provide a powerful explanation for the level of
self-esteem displayed by older children and adolescents (Harter, 1987).
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FIGURE 4. Additive effects of competence in domains of importance and social support
on self-esteem.

As can be seen in Figure 4, the effects of these two determinants are
additive. At each level of social support (representing the average of
classmate and parent approval), greater competence in domains of im-
portance leads to higher self-esteem. Similarly, at each level of compe-
tence in domains of importance, the more support one garners from
classmates and parents, the higher one’s self-esteem. Those individuals
with the lowest self-esteem, therefore, are those who report both incom-
petence in domains of importance and the absence of supportive ap-
proval from others.

LIMITATIONS ON THE EXTENT TO WHICH ONE CAN
INCREASE THE SUPPORT FROM OTHERS

Given that approval from significant others has such a major impact
on self-esteem, and given that for many children and adolescents such
support is often not available, it becomes understandable why these
individuals suffer from low self-esteem. Yet why are these children and
adolescents unable to obtain the needed support? Why is self-enhancing
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approval not forthcoming? The answers would appear to lie at the inter-
face of the characteristics of the significant others, as well as attributes of
the children and adolescents themselves. With regard to parental sup-
port, there is now a growing literature on various factors, including
parental depression and stressful conditions within the family, that lead
to parents’ inability to provide self-enhancing support (see Downey &
Coyne, 1990; Hammen & Goodman-Brown, 1990).

Our own research has identified another critical facet of support,
which we have labeled conditionality (Harter, Marold, & Whitesell, 1992).
Conditionality of support is defined as the extent to which one feels that
support is only forthcoming if one meets high parental or peer s*an-
dards; we have contrasted it to unconditional positive regard (see Rogers
& Dymond, 1954), in which one is loved or supported for who one is as a
person, not for whether one fulfills the expectations of others. Level of
support and conditionality of support are correlated with one another,
such that parents and peers who provide little support typically adopt
the stance that they will only offer their support contingent upon the
display of behaviors and attitudes that they demand. We have also dem-
onstrated the negative effects of conditionality on self-esteem, however,
when level of support is controlled. At relatively high as well as rela-
tively low levels of support, the more conditional the support, the lower
one’s self-esteem. Therefore, we are speculating that conditionality,
even at relatively high levels of support, undermines self-esteem be-
cause it does not validate or signify approval of the self, but rather
specifies behavioral contingencies through which one can please parents
or peers. As such, it is undoubtedly perceived as controlling rather than
enhancing.

From a behavioral perspective, the contingencies specified by condi-
tional support may well shape the desired performance in question. It is
likely to lead to more negative self-perceptions, however, if the message
to the recipient is that he or she is less worthy as a person for not
performing the behaviors desired by others. This does not imply that
parents, teachers, counselors, and others should avoid the use of contin-
gencies. Rather, the contingencies should specify particular conse-
quences linked to the behavior (e.g., loss of privileges), without deni-
grating the individual’s worth as a person. Here one is reminded of the
message that parents are encouraged to give to their child in the face of
the latter’s misbehavior: “I'm punishing you because I don’t like your
behavior, even though I still love you as my child.”

The extent to which a parent or peer engages in conditionality un-
doubtedly represents, in part, a style that the parent or peer brings to
the relationship. Therefore, the child or adolescent may be at the mercy
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of a style that undermines his or her own self-esteem. Conditionality
also has as its target, however, particular domains of behavior that are
displayed by the child or adolescent, domains in which the parent or
peer has specific standards of performance. Hypothetically, then, the
child or adolescent has only to meet these standards in order to obtain
the needed support that will promote high self-esteem. Why, then,
should low self-esteem exist or persist?

Our answer to this question lies in an analysis of the particular
domains that peers and parents identify as critical performance arenas
for children and adolescents. To obtain such information, we have asked
our child and adolescent subjects to rate the importance that classmates
and parents attach to the five domains we have explored. Our raters
report that peers place the most importance on the physical appearance,
likability, and athletic competence of others their age. In contrast, our
raters report that their parents place more importance on the scholastic
competence and behavioral conduct of their children. Thus, in order to
obtain the approval of one’s peers, one has to be good-looking, likable,
and athletically talented. In order to obtain the approval of one’s par-
ents, one has to excel at schoolwork and manifest commendable con-
duct.

REVISED MODEL OF THE CAUSES OF SELF-ESTEEM

These links have now been incorporated into our most recent model
on the antecedents and correlates of self-esteem (Figure 5). In previous
models examining James’s and Cooley’s formulations (see Harter, 1986,
1987), competence in domains of importance and social support were
treated as independent contributors to self-esteem, and thus paths from
the self-concept variables to social support were not included. A plausi-
ble hypothesis given the importance ratings discussed above, however,
is that one’s level of competence or adequacy directly influences the
amount of support one receives from significant others. Thus, in our
most recent model testing, we predicted that the cluster defined by
physical appearance, peer likability, and athletic competence would bear
a stronger relationship to peer support than to parent support. Con-
versely, we hypothesized that the cluster comprised of scholastic compe-
tence and behavioral conduct would bear a stronger relationship to par-
ent support than to peer support. Employing path-analytic techniques,
our findings strongly support the model presented in Figure 5 (see Hart-
er et al., in press), which captures these links between domain-specific
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self-concepts and support from peers and parents. Domain-specific self-
concepts and support, in turn, affect global self-esteem.

This more comprehensive model suggests why some individuals
develop and maintain low self-esteem. If approval from peers and par-
ents is contingent upon manifesting competence or adequacy in these
domains, and if one is unable to meet these standards, then self-
enhancing support will not be forthcoming. I have already discussed
several reasons why reducing the discrepancy between the importance
of these domains and one’s feelings of incompetence or inadequacy may
be difficult. It is hard to discount the importance of domains that are
touted as critical by parents, peers, society, and therefore by the self.
Elevating one’s actual level of competence may meet with roadblocks,
given natural limits on one’s ability. Even in the face of effort and some
demonstrable and absolute level of improvement, social comparison
standards may preclude dramatically enhanced perceptions of one’s rel-
ative competence or adequacy. Finally, it was noted that constructs about
the self are extremely resistant to change, and threats to one’s personal
theories are likely to cause anxiety-producing disorganization (Epstein,
1991). Thus, factors militating against change in one’s domain-specific
self-concepts will, in turn, limit the extent to which changes in the level
and conditionality of social support are possible. In such circumstances,
one’s level of self-esteem, therefore, will also remain relatively constant,
making it difficult for the low self-esteem individual, in particular, to
elevate his or her regard for the self.

WHY SHOULD ONE CARE ABOUT SELF-ESTEEM?

In the past three decades, considerable attention has been devoted
to an analysis of the determinants of self-esteem in the lives of children
and adolescents (see Coopersmith, 1967; Harter, 1986, 1987, 1990;
Rosenberg, 1979, 1986; Wylie, 1979). Yet why should one be concerned
about self-esteem, unless it can be demonstrated that self-esteem plays a
role in individuals’ lives—unless we can demonstrate that it performs
some critical function? What are some likely candidates? What, of any
significance, might self-esteem influence? A major candidate is one’s
mood, along the dimension of cheerful to depressed. Recent theory and
research have placed increasing emphasis on cognitions that give rise to
or accompany depression; cognitions involving the self have found par-
ticular favor.

There is clear historical precedent for including negative self-
evaluations as one of a constellation of symptoms experienced in de-
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pression, beginning with Freud’s observations (1968) of the low self-
esteem displayed by adults suffering from depressive disorders. Those
within the psychoanalytic tradition have continued to accord low self-
esteem a central role in depression (Bibring, 1953; Blatt, 1974). More
recently, a number of theorists who have addressed the manifestations
of depression in children and adolescents, as well as in adults, have
focused heavily on cognitive components involving the self. For exam-
ple, attention has been drawn to the role of self-deprecatory ideation
and hopelessness in depression (Abramson, Metalsky, & Alloy, 1989;
Baumeister, 1990; Beck, 1975; Hammen & Goodman-Brown, 1990; Ko-
vacs & Beck, 1977, 1978, 1986), to attributional style (Abramson, Selig-
man, & Teasdale, 1986; Nolen-Hoeksema, Girgus, & Seligman, 1986;
Seligman, 1975; Seligman & Peterson, 1986) and to cognitive and socio-
cognitive influences and self-discrepancies (Baumeister, 1990; Higgins,
1987, 1989; Kaslow, Rehm, & Siegel, 1984; McCauley, Mitchell, Burke, &
Moss, 1988). Higgins's work is particularly relevant, as he finds that
discrepancies between what one would like to be and what one perceives
oneself to be produce such dejection-related emotions as depression.

My colleagues and I consistently find that among older children and
adolescents, self-esteem is highly related to affect along a continuum of
cheerful to depressed (with correlations ranging from .72 to .80). These
findings are consistent with those of other investigators (Battle, 1987;
Beck, 1975; Kaslow et al., 1984). Of particular relevance to this chapter is
our finding that those older children and adolescents reporting low self-
esteem consistently report depressed affect (Renouf & Harter, 1990).
Thus, the two causal constructs in our model, competence in domains of
importance and social support, not only serve to influence one’s level of
self-esteem, but provoke a powerful emotional reaction that, for the low
self-esteem child or adolescent, results in a chronic mood state of de-
pression.

Following the lead of Beck (1967, 1975, 1987) and his colleagues
(Kovacs & Beck, 1977, 1978), we further broadened our network to in-
clude hopelessness, because hopelessness and helplessness have now
been clearly implicated in depressive reactions (see also Seligman, 1975).
We have found self-esteem and affect to be highly correlated not only to
each other, but to general hopelessness as well. These three variables are
so highly related that it is impossible statistically to model their sequence
or directionality. As a result, these three variables have been combined
in our most recent model (Figure 5) and are labeled the depression compos-
ite. For the interested reader, we have determined, through interview
procedures into the phenomenological experience of these components,
that some adolescents report that low self-esteem precedes or causes
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their depressive reaction, whereas others report that depressed affect
occurs first and then ushers in feelings of low self-esteem (Harter &
Marold, 1991; Harter, Marold, & Jackson, 1991).

As Figure 5 indicates, we have extended our inquiry to suicidal
ideation. The incidence of suicide among older children and adolescents
has tripled in recent decades, leading to efforts to identify the determi-
nants of this major mental health threat to our youth (see Maris, 1985;
Pfeffer, 1986, 1988). Evidence to date reveals a constellation of social/
psychological correlates that are predictive of suicidal behaviors, includ-
ing the variables in our model, namely: lack of social support, low self-
esteem, depressed affect, and hopelessness (see Baumeister, 1990; Carl-
son & Cantwell, 1982; Cicchettit & Schneider-Rosen, 1986; Pfeffer, 1986;
Pfeffer, Conte, Plutchick & Jerrett, 1979; Rutter, 1988; Rutter, Izard, &
Reed, 1985).

From a developmental perspective, these particular risk factors be-
come increasingly salient as one moves into adolescence (see Emery,
1983). Self-awareness, self-consciousness, introspectiveness and preoc-
cupation with one’s self-image dramatically increase (see review by Hart-
er, 1990). Self-esteem becomes more vulnerable (Rosenberg, 1986), and
adolescents become more aware of the relationship between self-esteem,
social support, and depressed affect (Harter, Marold, & Jackson, 1991).
With regard to the support system, peer approval becomes more critical
(Brown, 1990; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Although young adoles-
cents are beginning to make bids for autonomy from parents, they are
nevertheless struggling to remain connected (Cooper, Grotevant, & Con-
don, 1983; Grotevant & Cooper, 1986; Steinberg, 1990), and thus parent
support continues to be critical. Depressive symptomatology itself in-
creases in adolescence (see Cantor, 1987; Carlson & Cantwell, 1982; Haw-
ton, 1986; Pfeffer, 1988; Shaffer, 1974, 1985; Shaffer & Fischer, 1981).

In extending our model to include suicidal ideation, my colleagues
and I have begun to address the links between these constructs, includ-
ing self-esteem, in asking the question of what provokes many youths to
consider terminating their lives. What cognitive and socioemotional pro-
cesses conspire to convince an adolescent that life is not worth living?
What role do self-representations play in this intrapsychic plot, which
has such a potentially tragic outcome? What features of adolescents’
socialization histories cause them to question their worth as a person
and the worth of their lives?

The sequential model in Figure 5 provides a number of clues. Feel-
ings of incompetence or inadequacy with regard to one’s appearance
and one’s likability, domains judged important to the self as well as to
one’s peers, lead to lack of peer support. Both of these affect the depres-
sion composite, leading to low self-esteem, depressed affect, and gener-
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al hoplessness. Feelings of scholastic incompetence, along with inade-
quacy with regard to one’s behavioral conduct, provoke lack of parent
support; both also influence the depression composite. The constellation
of low self-esteem, depressed affect, and hopelessness, in turn, provoke
many to consider suicide as a solution, as a form of escape from the
painful cognitions and affects concerning the self and the reactions of
others (see also Baumeister, 1990).

The following poignant self-disclosure by one of the adolescents in
our studies provides a personal cameo of the model that has evolved in
our research:

I look in the mirror and most days I don’t like what I see, I don’t like how I
look, I don't like myself as a person. So I get depressed, bummed out. Plus,
my family has rejected me, and that makes me feel pretty lousy about myself.
My mother is really on my case because I'm not living up to what she wants
me to be. If I get A’s in school, she’s nice and is proud of me, but if I don't,
she doesn’t approve of me; you could say how she treats me is conditional on
how I do. Mostly she tells me I'm a failure, and I'm beginning to believe it.
Doing well in school has always been important to me, but now I feel like I'll
never amount to anything. There’s no way I'll ever be able to please her; it's
pretty hopeless. I don’t get much support from other kids, either. I probably
never will, because I'm an introvert, I don’t even try to make friends. So a lot
of the time I get depressed, really bummed out. I feel so depressed that I
often think about just killing myself. Life is worthless. But so is death. So
what’s the use?

Our adolescent narrator identifies each of the features in our se-
quential process model that predispose him to thought of suicide. He is
dissatisfied with his appearance (his outer self), leading him to denigrate
himself as a person, to question his essential worth as a human being.
As an introvert, he questions his likability, acknowledging that he re-
ceives little support from peers. He is dissatisfied with his scholastic
performance, a domain that he values—as does his mother, who consid-
ers him a failure. He has begun to internalize his mother’s view, leading
him to devalue himself further. Interestingly, he labels her reactions,
which contribute to his feelings of worthlessness, as “conditional.” This
constellation of precursors ushers in very intense feelings of depression
and hopelessness. The toll exacted is tortuous, as he wrestles with the
question of whether to to kill himself and with the uselessness of both
his life and possible death.

IS LOW SELF-ESTEEM AMENABLE TO CHANGE?

The self-disclosures of adolescents experiencing such a constellation
of perceptions of self and others are painful to witness, particularly if
one has doubts about their modifiability. Yet from a mental health per-
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spective, it is essential that the field develops intervention strategies that
will prevent depression and the tragic loss of life among such youths.
What are the implications of our research in this regard? Is low self-
esteem, in particular, amenable or resistant to change? There are those
(e.g., Epstein, 1991) who have emphasized the stability of such personal
constructs, arguing that low self-esteem individuals are reluctant to
modify or abandon these seemingly maladaptive beliefs. Our own posi-
tion is somewhat more sanguine, based upon our findings revealing
patterns of change. In fact, during the formative developmental periods
of later childhood and adolescence, self-concept change, if not volatility,
is relatively common (see Rosenberg, 1986).

A model identifying the determinants of self-esteem has the poten-
tial for not only predicting one’s level of self-esteem at any given point in
time, but for specifying interventions that may lead to such modifica-
tions in self-esteem. Although childhood experiences, particularly ap-
provals that validate the self, are critical to the establishment of one’s
initial level of self-esteem (Harter, 1987, 1990), the self is not set in
psychological cement; that is, alterations in the identified determinants
should produce changes in one’s level of self-esteem. Therefore, build-
ing upon our model derived from the formulations of James and Cooley,
changes in competence for domains judged important, as well as shifts
in approval or disapproval from significant others, should lead to corre-
sponding changes in self-esteem.

Our own longitudinal findings demonstrate that over a one-year
period in the lives of older children and adolescents, one-third to one-
half of the individuals manifest significant self-esteem changes. The
typical pattern is for three groups to be identified: those who show
substantial gains in self-esteem; those who display significant decreases
in self-esteem; and those who manifest no change, whose self-esteem
remains stable over time (see Harter, 1986).

Moreover, we have demonstrated that the two determinants de-
rived from James and Cooley (competence in domains of importance
and approval from significant others, respectively) are directly related to
changes in self-esteem. Those whose self-esteem increases over time
show corresponding increases in competence in domains deemed im-
portant (and/or decreases in the importance of domains in which one is
inadequate), as well as enhanced support from significant others. Con-
versely, those whose self-esteem decreases over time show correspond-
ing decreases in competence and support. Finally, as anticipated, those
reporting no change in self-esteem also report no change in either com-
petence or support.

In exploring these issues, our research has found that self-esteem
change is most likely to occur during times of transition—for example,
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the shift from an elementary to a junior high or middle school (Harter,
1986), or the transition from high school to college (Harter & Johnson,
1991). A reevaluation of one’s self-esteem is more likely during such
educational transitions, because they typically bring with them (a)
changes in one’s perceptions of competence, given new developmental
tasks to be mastered and new reference groups with whom one com-
pares the self; (b) alterations in one’s hierarchy of aspirations concerning
which domains are the most important in the new environment; and (c)
the need to establish new social networks that will come to serve as
sources of approval or disapproval. Thus, changes in one’s environment
set the stage for changes in one’s self-theory, leading to increases in self-
esteem for some individuals and decreases for those moving into a less
favorable setting.

These observations may seem somewhat at odds with earlier sug-
gestions concerning the plight of the low self-esteem child or adolescent
whose feelings of worthlessness may be difficult to elevate. There are
certainly numerous factors militating against self-esteem increases for
youths handicapped by the lack of natural abilities or attributes in the
face of harsh social comparison standards, by a difficult temperamental
style, and/or by a social environment composed of neglecting or disap-
proving significant others. To the extent that such a situation remains
constant, low self-esteem will inevitably persist. Conscious intervention
efforts to reduce the discrepancy between competence and importance,
however, and to provide support that validates the self or propitious
alterations in the child’s environment toward these same ends, can lead
to increases in self-esteem if the individual is still open and motivated to
change.

Our findings suggest that there are certain ranges of scores that are
more amenable to change than others. Older children and adolescents
with the very lowest levels of self-esteem (between 1.0 and 1.75 on our
4-point scale) are the least likely to show gains, given dramatically large
competence/importance discrepancies and exceedingly low levels of
support. Those low self-esteem individuals within the 2.0 to 2.5 range
(still below the midpoint) are more likely to have the potential for self-
esteem enhancement if placed in more favorable environments that fos-
ter the attributes they do possess and that provide validating, less condi-
tional approval.

SUMMARY

Theorists have increasingly emphasized that the self is a theory—a
cognitive construction, functionally designed to assimilate the data of
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reality in a manner designed to maintain or provoke high self-esteem for
the individual. Yet the presence of numerous individuals professing low
self-esteem causes us to ask what has gone awry to disrupt the protec-
tive nature of the self system. In addressing this question, our model of
the antecedents of self-esteem, derived from the formulations of James
and Cooley, serves as a conceptual and empirical backdrop. The findings
from our laboratory clearly reveal that competence in domains deemed
important (from James), as well as approval from significant others (from
Cooley and Mead), are highly predictive of self-esteem in older children
and adolescents. Thus, the low self-esteem individual is one who feels
incompetent or inadequate in domains where success is valued, leading
to a large discrepancy between high importance and low competence.
Low self-esteem children and adolescents also report low levels of ap-
proval, and/or support that is conditional upon meeting the high stan-
dards of parents and peers.

For individuals who hold themselves in low regard, self-esteem
enhancement may be unlikely given the difficulty of discounting the
importance of the domains we have selected (scholastic competence,
behavioral conduct, likability, physical appearance, and athletic compe-
tence) because they are typically valued by the society, by either parents
or peers, and therefore by the self. Physical appearance is by far the
most predictive domain, and females in particular, who base their self-
esteem on evaluations of appearance, are especially at risk for low self-
esteem. Moreover, there may be natural limits that pose challenges to
increasing one’s adequacy or competence across these domains, as well
as roadblocks in the form of harsh standards of social comparison that
may preclude one from evaluating the self positively. In addition, char-
acteristic styles of parents or peers, as well as the inability to meet their
expectations, may limit the availability of support that validates or en-
hances the self. Finally, resistance to alterations in one’s personal theory
concerning others as well as the self may preclude attitudinal changes
that are considered threatening to the coherence of one’s cognitive con-
struction of reality.

In addressing the question of why one should care about self-
esteem, it was noted that low self-esteem individuals are critically at risk
for depressive reactions, including suicidal ideation; both constitute a
major mental health threat to our youth. My colleagues and I have
extended our sequential model, demonstrating pathways from compe-
tence/adequacy in domains of importance to a constellation that we have
labeled the depression composite, comprising low self-esteem, de-
pressed affect, and general hopelessness. Inadequacy with regard to a
cluster of domains that includes appearance, likability, and athletic com-
petence provokes low levels of peer support, and both lead to the combi-
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nation of low self-esteem, depressed affect, and hopelessness. Inade-
quacy with regard to a cluster of scholastic competence and behavioral
conduct diminishes the level of parent support, and these both also
provoke the constellation of depressive reactions. These reactions, in
turn, are highly predictive of suicidal ideation.

Despite this rather pessimistic profile, the potential for self-esteem
change was also explored. Our own findings reveal that changes in the
determinants of self-esteem (competence in domains of importance and
social support) produce corresponding changes in self-esteem. Al-
though change appears challenging for those with exceedingly low self-
esteem, there is more potential for enhancement among those with
moderately low self-esteem, to the extent that the competence/ impor-
tance discrepancy can be reduced and more self-enhancing approval can
be provided. Thus, a theory-based model holds promise as a framework
within which both to understand and possibly to alter the life-
threatening low self-esteem that plagues many of our youth.
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CHAPTER 6

MOTIVATIONAL CONFLICT AND
THE SELF

THE DOUBLE-BIND OF LOW
SELF-ESTEEM

JoNATHON D. BROWN

Students of the self have long recognized two motives that influence
self-processes. On the one hand, people want to feel good about them-
selves. They want to believe that they are competent, worthy, and loved
by others. This desire for self-enhancement is regarded as so fundamen-
tal to human functioning that it was dubbed the “master sentiment” by
William McDougall (1932) and “the basic law of human life” by the
renowned anthropologist Ernest Becker (1971). Many other figures of
historical (e.g., Allport, 1943; Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934) and contempor-
ary (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; Greenwald, 1980; Schlenker, 1985; Steele,
1988; Tesser, 1988) prominence have endorsed the belief that a drive to
achieve a positive self-image is, in the words of William James (1890), a
direct and elementary endowment of human nature.

Alongside the self-enhancement motive stands a drive toward self-
consistency. Self-consistency refers to a desire to protect the self-concept
against change (Lecky, 1945; Swann, 1983, 1987). Once formed, thoughts
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about the self function as conceptual tools; they enable individuals to
predict and control important life experiences (Epstein, 1973). For this
reason, people become invested in preserving their current self-views.
Any experience that challenges or disturbs a person’s self-concept is
potentially threatening.

Self-enhancement and self-consistency motives operate in concert
for people who think well of themselves. That is, for people with high
self-esteem, the desire to enhance self-worth is compatible with the
need to maintain a positive self-image. The two motives clash, however,
among people with low self-esteem. For these individuals, the desire to
promote a positive self-image conflicts with the need to protect a nega-
tive self-view against change. People with low self-esteem must there-
fore walk a fine line between these competing motive forces (Brown,
Collins, & Schmidt, 1988; Jones, 1973; McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981;
Shrauger, 1975; Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987).

SELF-ESTEEM, POSITIVE LIFE EVENTS, AND HEALTH

The precarious nature of low self-esteem is revealed by research on
positive life events and physical well-being. Although numerous inves-
tigations have found that negative life experiences are commonly associ-
ated with ill health (for reviews, see Jemmott & Locke, 1984; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984), the effect of positive life experiences is much less clear.
Some studies have found that positive life events impair health, some
have found that positive life events reduce the adverse effects of nega-
tive events or facilitate well-being, and some have found no effect
(Cohen & Hoberman, 1983; Siegel & Brown, 1988; Thoits, 1983a).

In an attempt to bring order to these findings, Brown and McGill
(1989) proposed that the impact of positive life events on health is mod-
erated by people’s self-esteem levels. In particular, they suggested that
positive life events adversely affect people with low self-esteem but do
not harm people with high self-esteem. This prediction follows from
Brown'’s identity disruption model of stress (Brown, 1987; Swann &
Brown, 1990). According to the model, the pathogenic impact of some
significant life changes stems, in part, from their capacity to initiate
disturbances in the self-concept.

Identity change is problematic because self-conceptions serve sev-
eral important functions. Foremost among these is an organizing one.
Many theorists have asserted that the self-concept acts largely to orga-
nize and guide personal experience (Lecky, 1945; Swann, 1987). Accord-
ing to this view, effective action requires the development of a self-
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theory (Epstein, 1973) that provides individuals with a perspective from
which their own behavior and the behavior of others can be understood.
Without such a conceptual system, the world would be a welter of
confusion, and meaningful behavior would be impossible (Kelly, 1963).

In more specific terms, at least four functions of firmly held self-
conceptions can be delineated: They facilitate the processing of personal
information (Markus, 1977); they furnish individuals with a basis for
immediate action (Gergen, 1971) and a goal for future behavior (Bau-
meister, 1986; Markus & Nurius, 1986); they are linked to a heightened
sense of existential security (Thoits, 1983b); and they serve an important
interpersonal function insofar as others relate to us largely on the basis
of the identities we project (Swann, 1987).

Taken together, well-defined and stable conceptions of the self serve
many functions and provide many benefits. Individuals experiencing
identity confusion are without these benefits. As a consequence, they
may encounter a variety of cognitive, motivational, affective, and inter-
personal deficits and conflicts (Baumeister, 1986; Erikson, 1956). Ulti-
mately, these adjustive demands may strip the person of resources nec-
essary to fight off illness and disease (Selye, 1956).

Applying these ideas to the domain of positive life changes, the
identity disruption model holds that the more a positive life event
changes the way a person views the self, the more likely the person
should be to develop illness. A reasonable assumption is that favorable
life events are more consistent with the self-image of people with high
self-esteem than ones with low self-esteem. High self-esteem people are
used to thinking of themselves in favorable terms; events of a positive
nature should initiate few, if any, disturbances in their self-concept.
Consequently, positive life experiences should not place people with
high self-esteem at risk for illness, according to the identity disruption
model.

This is not the case for people with low self-esteem. Almost by
definition, these individuals are unaccustomed to thinking of them-
selves in positive terms. An accumulation of favorable events may there-
fore cause disturbances in the self-image of those with low self-esteem.
In turn, disturbances in the self-concept should increase the likelihood
of illness, according to the identity disruption framework

In an initial test of these ideas, Brown and McGill (1989) had a
sample of female high school students complete Rosenberg’s self-esteem
scale (1965) and a standard life events inventory (Sarason, Johnson, &
Siegel, 1978). The life events scale gathered information regarding recent
experiences, both positive and negative, in the student’s life. These
subjects also completed a health checklist developed for use by Brown
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and Siegel (1988). The health checklist was readministered several
months later, and changes in self-reports of illness were examined as a
joint function of positive life events and self-esteem.

As anticipated, positive life events were linked with deteriorations
in self-reports of health only among low self-esteem subjects. The more
positive life events low self-esteem subjects reported experiencing, the
more illness they reported during the course of the investigation. For
high self-esteem subjects, high levels of positive life events were associ-
ated with fewer health complaints. These findings were subsequently
replicated and extended in a second study that tracked visits to a medi-
cal facility over a 6-month period (Brown & McGill, 1989, Study 2). In
this investigation, high levels of positive life events were associated with
increased visits to a university health center among college students
with low self-esteem but with fewer visits to the health center among
college students with high self-esteem.

To summarize, these two investigations suggest that positive life
events compromise the physical well-being of people with low self-
esteem but not people with high self-esteem. Presumably, this occurs
because positive life events are inconsistent with, and initiate distur-
bances in, the self-image of people with low self-esteem. These distur-
bances leave low self-esteem people unsure of themselves and without a
firm basis for action. In turn, uncertainty (and an attendant loss of
feelings of control) places people with low self-esteem at risk for illness.

Though demonstrating that positive events can have negative con-
sequences for people with low self-esteem, Brown and McGill’s findings
(1989) do not indicate that low self-esteem people prefer negative life
experiences over positive life experiences. Elsewhere, | have argued that
all individuals, regardless of their chronic levels of self-esteem, strive to
achieve high feelings of personal worth (Brown et al., 1988; Brown &
Gallagher, 1991; Brown & Smart, 1991). Nothing in the data reported by
Brown and McGill contradicts this assumption. Instead, the data under-
score the extent to which people with low self-esteem must endure a
compromise between their desire for self-enhancement and their re-
quirement for self-consistency.

DIRECT VERSUS INDIRECT FORMS OF
SELF-ENHANCEMENT

The preceding analysis suggests that the challenge researchers face
in understanding the nature of low self-esteem lies in understanding
how self-enhancement needs and self-consistency processes combine to
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influence the behavior of people with low self-esteem. In other words,
how do those with low self-esteem manifest their need for self-
enhancement in the face of pressures toward maintaining consistent
self-views?

One approach to this issue has focussed on indirect forms of self-
enhancement. Brown et al. (1988) proposed that, in an effort to satisfy
competing demands between self-enhancement desires and the need for
self-consistency, low self-esteem people enhance feelings of self-worth
indirectly via association with others. This proposition builds on the
notion of the extended self, an idea first articulated by William James
more than a century ago. James (1890) noted that an interesting feature
of the self-concept is its ability to incorporate people and objects that are
not directly part of the self.

A man’s SELF is the sum total of all that he CAN call his, not only his body
and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and children,
his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands and horses,
and yacht and bank-account. All these things give him the same emotions. If
they wax and prosper, he feels triumphant; if they dwindle and die away, he
feels cast down—not necessarily in the same degree for each thing but in
much the same way for all. (pp. 291-292)

The ability of the self-concept to reach beyond the physical self suggests
a way that low self-esteem people may satisfy their desire for self-
enhancement without violating their requirement for self-consistency.
Specifically, they may do so by embellishing the qualities of those with
whom they share a connection.

This hypothesis was first tested in an investigation by Brown et al.
(1988). These researchers used the minimal intergroup paradigm devel-
oped by Tajfel and colleagues (for a review, see Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
Adapting this procedure, Brown et al. first arbitrarily divided subjects
into two groups based on their alleged propensity to overestimate or
underestimate the number of dots in a series of stimulus displays. Each
of the groups was then split into two smaller groups, and these smaller
groups worked on a group problem-solving task. Thus, there were four
groups: two groups of (alleged) overestimators and two groups of (al-
leged) underestimators. The task was a brainstorming task in which
subjects were asked to generate numerous and unusual uses for a fly-
swatter.

After the groups had generated their uses, subjects were asked to
make comparative evaluations of the groups’ answers. Half of the sub-
jects were asked to compare the answers of their own group (i.e., the
group they had actively participated in) with an out-group (i.e., a group
of the opposite label); the rest of the subjects were asked to compare the
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answers of an in-group (i.e., a group of the same label, but not the group
they had actively participated in) with an out-group.

Brown et al. (1988) anticipated that high self-esteem subjects would
engage in direct forms of self-enhancement. In the present context, this
would take the form of exaggerating the relative merits of the group in
which these subjects had actively participated. This they could do by
rating their own group’s uses as especially exemplary compared to the
uses an out-group had created. A different set of predictions was gener-
ated for subjects with low self-esteem. Subjects with low self-esteem
were not expected to champion the quality of their own group’s work.
Instead, they were expected to engage in indirect forms of self-
enhancement in which they inflated the merits of the group with which
they were associated by name only. Low self-esteem subjects, then,
were expected to exaggerate the relative quality of the uses generated by
their fellow in-group members but not the quality of the uses generated
by the group in which they had been an active participant.

These predictions were confirmed. Group favoritism among high
self-esteem subjects was especially pronounced when these subjects
compared their own group against an out-group. This is a direct form of
self-enhancement insofar as these high self-esteem subjects were glorify-
ing a product they had personally helped create. Low self-esteem sub-
jects showed virtually no favoritism under these conditions. Instead,
they showed favoritism only when evaluating the relative quality of the
in-group’s product. This is an indirect form of self-enhancement insofar
as these low self-esteem subjects were lauding a product they had per-
sonally played no hand in creating. The entire pattern of findings thus
supports the claim that high self-esteem people engage in forms of self-
enhancement that directly implicate the self, whereas low self-esteem
people seek to enhance self-worth indirectly via their association with
others.

A critical assumption underlying this interpretation is that group
favoritism stems from a desire to enhance feelings of personal worth. A
second study was conducted to examine this issue more closely. Prior to
engaging in the brainstorming task, subjects in Study 2 were given
positive or negative feedback regarding their group’s status. Some sub-
jects were told that it was better to be an overestimator than an under-
estimator; others were led to believe that the opposite was true. These
manipulations were expected to arouse temporarily different needs for
self-enhancement. Subjects who had recently had self-esteem threat-
ened through the receipt of negative feedback would presumably be
more in need of self-enhancement than those who had recently had self-
esteem bolstered through the receipt of positive feedback. Assuming
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that a desire to enhance self-worth motivates group bias in the minimal
intergroup paradigm (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), the tendencies observed in
Study 1 were expected to be exacerbated among subjects who had just
received negative feedback and attenuated among subjects who had just
received positive feedback.

The predicted pattern was observed. There was little evidence of
self-enhancing group comparisons, either direct or indirect, among sub-
jects who had received positive feedback. Group favoritism was very
apparent, however, among those who had received negative feedback.
Moreover, for high self-esteem subjects, this favoritism once again oc-
curred when comparisons were made between one’s own group and an
out-group; for low self-esteem subjects, favoritism once again occurred
when comparisons were made between an in-group and an out-group.
These findings provide further evidence that high self-esteem people
pursue direct forms of self-enhancement, whereas low self-esteem peo-
ple favor forms of self-enhancement that do not directly implicate the
self.

To summarize, the findings by Brown et al. (1988) suggest that
people with low self-esteem seek self-enhancement vicariously via their
associations with others. Rather than blowing their own horn, people
with low self-esteem glorify those with whom they share some connec-
tion or association. Presumably, this strategy enables them to fulfill their
desire for self-enhancement without sacrificing their need for self-
consistency.

BENEFITS FROM ASSOCIATING WITH EXEMPLARY OTHERS

Although implied by the pattern of findings, the studies by Brown
et al. (1988) provided no evidence that people with low self-esteem
actually benefit more from their association with superior-performing
others. A recent investigation by Brown, Novick, Lord, and Richards
(1992 Study 4) provides evidence relevant to this assertion. In the con-
text of an ostensive impression-formation task, female subjects were
asked to view photographs of other women (targets). Some of these
targets were very attractive; others were unattractive. Independent of
the attractiveness manipulation, the psychological relationship between
the subject and the target was also experimentally varied. This was
accomplished by leading half of the subjects to believe that they shared
the same birthday with the woman in the photograph; other subjects
were given information indicating that they and the woman in the pho-
tograph were not born on the same day. After receiving this informa-
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tion, subjects rated their own attractiveness by answering some items
that were embedded in a larger questionnaire.

Leading some subjects to believe that they were born on the same
day as the woman in the photograph was intended to infuse a sense of
psychological closeness between the subject and the other women
(Cialdini & De Nicholas, 1989; Finch & Cialdini, 1989). Once established,
feelings of relatedness were expected to lead subjects to take on or
assume the characteristics of the other person (see Heider, 1958). As-
suming that people with low self-esteem are most apt to seize upon their
association with others in an attempt to inflate self-worth, Brown et al.
(1992) predicted that low self-esteem subjects would be especially in-
clined to regard themselves as more attractive when they were subjec-
tively joined with the attractive target. This proved to be the case. Low
self-esteem subjects, but not high self-esteem subjects, subsequently
rated themselves as more attractive when they believed that they were
linked to an attractive person than when they believed they were linked
to an unattractive person.

To summarize, it appears that low self-esteem people do derive
feelings of self-worth through their associations with others. This sug-
gests that other forms of self-enhancement that do not directly implicate
the self may be especially prevalent among low self-esteem people.
Cialdini and his associates (Cialdini et al., 1976; Cialdini & Richardson,
1980) have shown that people tend to unite themselves with other peo-
ple or groups who are superior on some dimension and distance them-
selves from those who are inferior on some dimension. College stu-
dents, for example, are more likely to use the pronoun we when
discussing a football game their university team has won than when
talking about a game their team has lost (Cialdini et al., 1976). This
tendency is apt to be particularly characteristic of people with low self-
esteem. Hero worship, intense national pride, and extreme allegiance to
local sports teams may also be more common among low self-esteem
people. By extolling the virtues of those with whom they are associated,
or emphasizing their connection with those who exemplary in some
way, people with low self-esteem appear capable of deriving benefit for
their own feelings of self-worth without compromising their need for
self-consistency.

COMPARISON WITH OTHER APPROACHES

The analysis presented in this chapter bears on previous accounts of
the nature of low self-esteem. Self-enhancement needs have been con-
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ceived within a drive-reduction framework (Dittes, 1959; Jones, 1973).
From this perspective, the need for self-enhancement increases the long-
er self-esteem needs go unfulfilled. Because they are chronically low in
self-esteem, this position holds that people with low self-esteem experi-
ence more powerful needs for self-enhancement than do those with
high self-esteem.

Very little support exists for this position. Study after study has
found that people with low self-esteem are less, not more, likely to
display self-enhancing behaviors than are persons with high self-esteem
(for reviews, see Brown, 1991; Taylor & Brown, 1988). The clarity of this
evidence strongly suggests that people with low self-esteem do not ex-
perience greater needs for self-enhancement than do those with high
self-esteem.

The fact that people with low self-esteem are less apt to show signs
of self-enhancement raises an alternative possibility: Perhaps people
with low self-esteem experience a diminished need for self-
enhancement, leading them to be disinterested in enhancing feelings of
personal worth (see Alloy & Abramson, 1988 for an elaboration). The
evidence to support this claim, however, is also sparse. Consider, for
example, the findings reported in Study 2 by Brown et al. (1988). Group
favoritism in the minimal intergroup paradigm has been shown to bol-
ster feelings of self-worth (Lemyre & Smith, 1985; Oakes & Turner,
1980). The fact that low self-esteem subjects responded to negative feed-
back (a temporary threat to self-esteem) by engaging in group favoritism
suggests that they were actively attempting to enhance self-worth. This
implies that self-enhancement needs are an important source of motiva-
tion among people with low self-esteem.

A third possibility is that self-consistency needs overpower self-
enhancement needs in people with low self-esteem; this position is simi-
lar to one taken by Swann (1983, 1987). Swann assumes that self-
enhancement and self-consistency motives jointly influence behavior,
but that self-consistency needs dominate. This leads to the prediction
that people with low self-esteem prefer maintaining consistent negative
self-views over improving feelings of personal worth. Guided by this
assumption, Swann and his colleagues have amassed a great deal of
evidence detailing ways in which people with low self-esteem maintain
their negative self-views (Swann, 1983, 1987).

Though I agree that self-consistency is an important determinant of
behavior, I do not believe that self-enhancement motives are subordi-
nate to self-consistency concerns. People with low self-esteem may en-
gage in behaviors that perpetuate their negative self-views, but this does
not mean that they want to reinforce a negative self-image. Instead, this
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outcome may represent an unintended consequence of behavior di-
rected toward other goals. Moreover, every year, scores of people with
low self-esteem enter psychotherapy, purchase self-help books, or take
other steps to improve their feelings of self-worth. These behaviors con-
tradict the notion that people with low self-esteem are content to remain
insecure and lacking in confidence. Self-consistency needs, it seems,
temper but do not override people’s desire to enhance feelings of per-
sonal worth.

In contrast to these previous analyses, the position I have outlined
in this chapter assumes that people with low self-esteem are subject to
the same needs for self-enhancement and self-consistency as are those
with high self-esteem. What distinguishes the two self-esteem groups
are the characteristic ways in which they try to satisfy these needs. High
self-esteem people seek self-enhancement in ways that directly implicate
the self; low self-esteem people seek self-enhancement in ways that do
not directly involve the self (Brown et al., 1988; Brown et al., 1992).

This approach resembles one taken by Baumeister, Tice, and Hutton
(1989). These theorists argued that self-esteem differences incorporate
variations in interpersonal style. People with high self-esteem are asser-
tive and risk oriented in social situations; those with low self-esteem are
more conservative and risk averse in the interpersonal domain. Differ-
ences of this type also emerge under private conditions, when individu-
als believe they are accountable only to themselves (Brown, 1992; Brown
& Gallagher, 1992).

Motivational ambivalence might underlie the conservatism of peo-
ple with low self-esteem. Caught between an affectively based desire to
enhance feelings of self-worth and a cognitively based need to maintain
their existing self-conceptions (Shrauger, 1975; Swann et al., 1987), peo-
ple with low self-esteem must fashion a compromise. This compromise
takes the form of a conservative middle ground. From this perspective,
the modesty low self-esteem people display represents an equilibrium
point held in check by two competing forces (see Lewin, 1935).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Self-approval is a basic human desire. From the earliest years of life,
people embark on a journey to achieve a positive self-image. Yet not
everyone achieves this goal. Some people are beset by doubts about
themselves. They lack confidence that they can accomplish important
life tasks; they agonize over a perceived moral deficiency; they despair
over a presumed character flaw. How are we to account for this state of
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affairs? Do these people lack a desire for self-approval? These questions
have occupied researchers who have sought to understand the nature of
low self-esteem.

In this chapter, I have argued that all individuals experience a pow-
erful need to enhance their feelings of personal worth, but that these
needs are supplemented by a collateral need to maintain self-
consistency. People with high self-esteem experience little or no conflict
in satisfying these dual imperatives. For these individuals, the need to
achieve a positive self-image is strengthened by the complementary
need to protect favorable self-views against change.

A different state of affairs exists for people with low self-esteem. For
these individuals, self-enhancement needs are countered by a need to
maintain negative self-views. The joint impact of these competing mo-
tives appears to place low self-esteem people at risk when positive life
events are experienced. These opposing forces also appear to lead peo-
ple with low self-esteem to seek alternative routes to self-enhancement.
Indirect forms of self-enhancement represent a suitable compromise.
Tying self-worth to the achievements and outstanding qualities of others
allows people with low self-esteem to feel good about themselves with-
out drastically undermining their prevailing self-views.
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CHAPTER 7

SELF-ESTEEM, SELF-
PREDICTION, AND LIVING UP
TO COMMITMENTS

Topp F. HEATHERTON AND NALINI AMBADY

In this chapter, we examine the role of self-esteem in complex self-
regulation. Although high self-esteem generally is associated with supe-
rior self-regulation (Bandura, 1989; Taylor, 1989), we present evidence
indicating that high self-esteem may interfere with self-regulation when
self-esteem is threatened. We propose that an optimal level of self-
esteem is important for successfully making and living up to commit-
ments.

THE NEED FOR SELF-REGULATION

Self-regulation occurs when behavior is guided more by internal
standards and expectations than by situational contingencies, cues, or
guides (Bandura, 1989; Carver & Scheier, 1981; Kirschenbaum,
Tomarken, & Humphrey, 1985). Individuals self-regulate when they set
their own goals or standards and try to attain these goals and standards
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(Scheier & Carver, 1988). Thus, complex self-regulation involves the
making and keeping of commitments.

The attainment of goals and keeping of commitments depends
upon an accurate knowledge of personal abilities and the setting of
realistic goals (Sandelands, Brockner, & Glynn, 1988). Overestimating or
underestimating one’s abilities can impede self-regulation; a good analo-
gy is the notion of bidding for a building project. The goal is to bid as
close to actual costs as is possible, allowing for a modest profit. If one
bids too low, the actual costs are likely to surpass the amount bid,
resulting in a monetary loss (a striking example of this fallacious bidding
strategy recently occurred at William James Hall at Harvard University
when an asbestos abatement contractor had to forfeit a $25,000 deposit
because the company realized—after winning the bid—that it would
lose money if it actually performed the work). On the other hand, bid-
ding too high is likely to result in more realistic competitors being
granted the project, again resulting in monetary loss.

Similarly, setting goals that are far beyond one’s abilities almost
guarantees failure. Consider the apparent demise in the early 1990s of
Donald Trump’s financial empire. When entrepreneurs try to achieve
the fiscally impossible, no degree of personal skill, luck, or persistence is
likely to lead to a successful outcome. Trump’s business goals may sim-
ply not have been viable for him or anyone else, and his risky attempts
to achieve such unrealizable goals may have contributed to his monetary
troubles. On the other hand, society encourages individuals to strive for
superhuman proficiency, and history records many instances of individ-
uals actually achieving what appeared to be objectively impossible. For
example, White (1982) notes that many eminent individuals display a
resilient sense of self, as observed in their sustained and persistent
efforts, that appears impervious to rejection, and Bandura (1989) notes
that many famous artists and musicians encountered years of criticism
and failure before finally getting acclaim. Yet not all who follow this
course succeed, and it remains to be seen whether the pursuit of grandi-
ose goals is a viable strategy for the majority of individuals.

For most people, continued failures are likely to have a negative
impact on self-esteem, which may subsequently lessen self-regulatory
capacities by interfering with future goal setting and goal attainment,
and thereby increasing the likelihood of future failure. Thus, the failure
to judge one’s abilities or the viability of one’s goals contributes to poor
self-regulation. Accurate self-knowledge about one’s capabilities can in-
dicate whether goals are attainable, and therefore whether a specific
course of action is desirable and likely to be successful, or whether it is
more efficient to pursue a different course of action.
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SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-REGULATION FAILURE

Low SeLF-ESTEEM (THE LiTTLE ENGINE THAT CAN Bur WON'T)

Self-regulation failures among people with low self-esteem are most
often related to their tendency to underestimate their capabilities and
subsequently to set more humble goals for themselves. By attempting
less challenging goals, they attain lesser outcomes (Campbell & Fairey,
1985; Coopersmith, 1967); such behavior must be considered inadequate
self-regulation.

Individuals with low self-esteem attempt less challenging goals for a
number of reasons. For example, low self-esteem individuals expect to
perform worse than do those with high self-esteem (Brockner, 1979;
McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981). These negative expectations may cause
them to undertake less challenging goals, which they view as being
better matched to their abilities. Similarly, low self-esteem individuals
lack self-clarity, are less certain about their abilities and skills, and are
therefore less confident that their efforts will lead to success (Baum-
gardner, 1991; Campbell, 1990). This lack of self-clarity means that they
are not sure about what they are capable of, and therefore they play it
safe by keeping their aspirations modest.

Individuals with low self-esteem may be motivated to set lower
goals for themselves because they are concerned with protecting them-
selves from the image-damaging consequences of failure; high self-
esteem individuals are more concerned with enhancing their public im-
age (Baumeister & Tice, 1985; Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989). Hence,
for self-protection, low self-esteem individuals use behavioral and psy-
chological strategies (e.g., self-handicapping or making excuses) to min-
imize the impact of failure on their self-image (Tice, 1991). By setting
impediments in the way of success and by making excuses, low self-
esteem individuals hope to escape public scrutiny about the inadequacy
of their performance. At the same time, by setting goals that are easier to
attain, they are less likely to fail and to suffer from embarrassment,
humiliation, or other injuries to their self-images.

The attributions for behavioral outcomes made by low self-esteem
individuals contribute to their motivation to set lower goals in order to
minimize the likelihood of failure. Most individuals take credit for their
successes and blame external factors for their failures (Cohen, van den
Bout, van Vliet, & Kramer, 1989; Kuiper, 1978; Rizley, 1978; Zautra,
Guenther, & Chartier, 1985). Low self-esteem individuals, however, are
less likely to make these self-serving and self-protective attributions, and
they tend to make internal attributions for failure (Fitch, 1970; Ickes &
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Layden, 1978; Tennen & Herzberger, 1987). To avoid blaming themselves
if they fail, they might set goals that are less demanding but have a high
probability of success.

Thus, low self-esteem individuals consistently choose less risky and
challenging actions because they are threatened by failure (Josephs,
1990). Failure reinforces the negative self-concept of low self-esteem in-
dividuals, partially because they tend to make internal attributions and
blame themselves for failure, but also because they may not have the
necessary coping strategies to overcome such experiences (Tennen &
Herzberger, 1987). Therefore, they do not persist at difficult tasks or at
tasks where they might fail (Brockner, 1983; Campbell & Fairey, 1985;
Shrauger & Sorman, 1977).

In summary, self-regulation failure among low self-esteem individu-
als is related to their tendency to set less challenging goals for them-
selves. This could be because they lack a realistic knowledge of their
own abilities, because they lack self-confidence, or because they try to
avoid the image-damaging consequences of failure by pursuing and
persisting at tasks where they are more likely to succeed.

HiGH SELF-ESTEEM (IF THE LITTLE ENGINE REALLY CAN'T, IT
SHOULDN’'T TRY)

Individuals with high self-esteem generally undertake more chal-
lenging goals than do individuals with low self-esteem (Bandura, 1989).
They expect to perform better (Brockner, 1979; McFarlin & Blascovich,
1981), and they usually do perform better than individuals with low self-
esteem (Brockner 1979; 1983; Taylor, 1989). This can be considered effi-
cient self-regulation, because a realistic knowledge of their potential
capacities enables them to achieve their loftier goals.

Although these ambitions can often lead to superior performance,
they are also likely to increase the number of failure experiences. High
self-esteem individuals, however, generally use a variety of different
methods to cope with such failures, such as making external attributions
for failure, increasing their ratings on self-dimensions that are unrelated
to the failure experience (Baumeister, 1982) in order to affirm their posi-
tive self-views (Steele, 1988) and derogating out-groups in response to
ego threats in order to enhance self-esteem (Crocker, Thompson,
McGraw, & Ingerman, 1987). Likewise, after failure, individuals with
high self-esteem work harder and therefore tend to perform better than
those with low self-esteem (Perez, 1973; Shrauger & Sorman, 1977). This
reinforces the notion that hard work pays off, increases future task per-
sistence, and bolsters existing levels of self-esteem.
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Although individuals with high self-esteem generally outperform
those with low self-esteem in self-regulatory tasks, certain circum-
stances might promote the opposite outcome. In these cases, self-
regulatory failure among high self-esteem individuals is related to over-
confidence. For instance, it is well documented that many people over-
estimate their ability to control outcomes over which they actually have
little or no control (Langer, 1975; Taylor & Brown, 1988). These “positive
illusions” are often associated with healthy psychological adjustment
(partially because those who lack these illusions tend to be more de-
pressed; Taylor & Brown, 1988), but they may become dysfunctional and
maladaptive when they exceed optimal levels (Baumeister, 1989). People
with high self-esteem risk setting overly ambitious goals and expecting
too much from themselves, and therefore they often experience failure
directly because of their overconfidence. Although an increase in the
number of failures is probably “part of the territory” for those who set
challenging goals, these failures are offset by the superior payoffs that
occur when they do not fail. It is possible, however, that high self-
esteem individuals set goals that are so challenging or so lofty that they
will never be obtained. In these cases, there is no success to counteract
the failure, and available coping mechanisms may not be sufficient to
withstand the onslaught of repeated failure. Setting goals that are too
ambitious may ultimately be more self-defeating than setting goals that
are too easy, because failure is likely to result from the former, whereas
success (even though it is diluted) is more likely to be the outcome of the
latter course of action.

The tendency to make unrealistic commitments or set unrealistic
goals, and therefore the tendency to experience self-regulatory failure,
may be especially likely to occur when high self-esteem individuals feel
personally threatened (Schlenker, Weigold, & Hallam, 1990). In this
case, the need to affirm or enhance their egos may be likely to promote
overconfidence or the setting of impossible goals or standards. For in-
stance, Baumeister and Tice (1985) found that for subjects who had to
repeat a task at which they had failed, subjects with high self-esteem
performed best after a humiliating failure, whereas subjects with low
self-esteem performed best when they could avoid self-blame by attrib-
uting failure to an external cause. Thus, those with high self-esteem are
most highly motivated to perform or excel after they have experienced a
failure for which external attributions are not possible.

Likewise, those with high self-esteem make more optimistic predic-
tions regarding future performance after initial failure than after initial
success, and they respond to failure with increased persistence (Mc-
Farlin & Blascovich, 1981). This increased persistence may not always
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pay off in superior performance. For example, if the task is unsolvable or
if sufficient performance is unattainable, increased performance is coun-
terproductive. There is evidence that high self-esteem subjects some-
times persist at tasks where they are unlikely to succeed. For example,
McFarlin, Baumeister, and Blascovich (1985) found that high self-esteem
subjects persisted longer in a truly unsolvable task than did low self-
esteem subjects; this occurred even when subjects were instructed not to
persist. Hence, because persistence was not a useful strategy, high self-
esteem subjects performed more poorly than did low self-esteem sub-
jects. McFarlin (1985) later demonstrated, however, that high self-
esteem subjects did not persist if they were told that the task might be
unsolvable, and they were also more prudent than low self-esteem sub-
jects when they were aware of the contingency between outcome and
effort. Similarly, Sandelands et al. (1988) found that high self-esteem
subjects persisted longer than low self-esteem subjects only when they
expected that persistence was a useful strategy (see also Janoff-Bulman
& Brickman, 1982). If the situation has some degree of ambiguity,
though, it seems that high self-esteem individuals may engage in non-
productive persistence.

In these studies, persistence was nonproductive rather than coun-
terproductive. That is, subjects did not suffer any genuine negative
consequences from persisting. Do high self-esteem subjects fail to self-
regulate and continue to persist at tasks even when such behavior is
counterproductive?

Baumeister, Heatherton and Tice (1993) recently demonstrated the
counterproductive influence of high self-esteem in the face of ego threats
on a complex self-regulatory task. Subjects in these experiments choose
performance contingencies for themselves on a video game from among
several options, with larger monetary rewards linked to greater chances
of failure. In the absence of an ego threat, subjects with higher self-
esteem showed a superior capacity for self-regulation than those with
low self-esteem by setting appropriate goals and meeting them; thus,
they left the experiment with more money than did low self-esteem
subjects. However, under conditions of ego threat (the suggestion that
subjects should set low goals because they might not be able to perform
effectively under pressure), subjects with high self-esteem set inap-
propriate, risky goals and ended up with smaller monetary rewards
than subjects with low self-esteem. Under threat, subjects with high
self-esteem were also significantly more likely to choke under pressure
(i.e., to show performance decrements under conditions when superior
performance is important; see Baumeister, 1984) than subjects with low
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self-esteem. These results suggest that under some conditions, such as
when their abilities are questioned or when their egos or self-esteem is
threatened, high self-esteem individuals may fail to regulate appro-
priately. This study showed that the failure to make realistic goals in the
face of ego threat had genuine monetary consequences for high self-
esteem individuals.

Although people with high self-esteem are normally quite effective
at complex self-regulation—they make accurate predictions that enable
them to commit to reachable and appropriate goals, and they manage
their performance so as to reach these goals successfully—under ego
threat, high self-esteem persons become concerned with making a good,
self-enhancing impression, fail to set realistic goals and do not perform
optimally. Low self-esteem subjects make better use of external guides
for performance (Brockner, 1983) and therefore, when the advice is use-
ful (as it was in the Baumeister, Heatherton and Tice study), low self-
esteem subjects outperform high self-esteem subjects. Thus, sensitivity
to external demands might lead to positive consequences and therefore
should not always be considered in the negative manner of yielding or
submissive behavior (Brockner, 1983). Of course, a reliance on external
guides and cues generally suggests poor self-regulatory capacities and
therefore cannot always be considered an optimal strategy.

The influence of failure on subsequent self-regulatory performance
as a function of self-esteem is largely unknown. Because high self-
esteem individuals generally show better self-regulation than low self-
esteem individuals, it is possible that they might learn from their fail-
ures. Conversely, it is possible that failures might lead to greater ego
threat and therefore increase counterregulatory behavior. An example of
such everyday self-regulatory behavior is the attempt to achieve weight
loss.

DIETING, SELF-REGULATION, AND SELF-ESTEEM

One of the most common and interesting examples of making a
commitment (which highlights the important role of self-regulation) is
attempted weight reduction. Up to 80% of women and many men un-
dertake dieting at some point in their lives (Heatherton & Polivy, 1992).
Dieting obviously involves the need to make some form of cognitive
commitment and to live up to that commitment. Studies have indicated
that high self-esteem individuals might be better able to live up to a
weight loss commitment (Mayo, 1978; Rodin, Elias, Silberstein, & Wag-
ner, 1988); thus the low self-esteem dieter may underestimate the
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strength of her or his inhibitory powers and may be more likely to give
in to temptation or to give up the weight loss effort. The greater per-
sistence of those with high self-esteem may make them more likely to
attempt repeated efforts at weight reduction, secure in the belief that
their superior abilities will lead to ultimate victory.

The self-esteem difference in weight regulation is also illustrated by
laboratory studies on the role of self-esteem in dietary disinhibition.
Low self-esteem dieters are more likely than are high self-esteem dieters
to engage in binge eating (Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991; Polivy,
Heatherton, & Herman, 1988). When given a preload (such as a milk-
shake), most individuals show proper regulation, eating less after the
preload than if they had not received one. A series of laboratory studies,
however, have demonstrated that dieters eat more ice cream after a diet-
breaking preload than if not preloaded (see Herman & Polivy, 1980). A
recent study has shown that this counterregulatory response occurs
only among low self-esteem dieters, although these are the majority of
dieters; in contrast, high self-esteem dieters ate at an intermediate level
and were unaffected by the preload manipulation (Polivy et al., 1988).
Similarly, low self-esteem dieters are likely to overeat when their self-
esteem is threatened, whereas high self-esteem dieters are less affected
by such ego threats (Heatherton, Herman, & Polivy, 1991).

In these instances, the low self-esteem dieter shows extremely poor
self-regulation. Note, however, that high self-esteem dieters do not nec-
essarily show proper regulation. They fail to regulate their behavior at
all, eating the same amount whether they are preloaded or not. Thus,
dieters generally do not regulate their eating very well, and low self-
esteem dieters are especially poor at regulation. It is possible that chron-
ic dieters (whether high or low in self-esteem) may enter a spiral where
each failure at dieting produces lower self-esteem, and lowered self-
esteem in turn may lead to subsequent dietary failure (Heatherton &
Polivy, 1992). Over time, these subsequent failures may be especially
damaging for those with high self-esteem. After all, the low self-esteem
dieter never expected to succeed, so failure has little attributional conse-
quence. On the other hand, the high self-esteem dieter is used to suc-
cess, and repeated failures may force the high self-esteem dieter to con-
clude that her or his self-regulatory skills are not as great as hoped. If
high self-esteem individuals are indeed sensitive to performance capa-
bilities, then they must find a way to reconcile their lofty self-views with
the information that they have failed. Failure may humble high-esteem
individuals, forcing them to downgrade their performance estimates; for
some people, this humility may be coupled with decrements in self-
esteem.
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SELF-ESTEEM CHANGES

The possibility that self-regulation failures may have a negative and
cumulative impact on trait self-esteem has not yet been examined. We
speculate that repeated failures—in any domain—are likely to diminish
feelings of self-worth. Research on this topic has been held back by
conceptual ambiguity about self-esteem. Self-esteem is normally consid-
ered a stable trait, and therefore researchers have not often examined
whether failure changes acute levels of self-esteem.

There is considerable evidence that situational factors can lead to
temporary changes in self-evaluation (Baumgardner, Kaufman, & Levy,
1989; Jones, Rhodewalt, Berglas, & Skelton, 1981), and it appears that
although self-esteem is a relatively enduring trait, there are fluctuations
that can be measured (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). Some aspects of the
self may be more malleable than others, and individuals are generally
able to offset a threat to one dimension of their self-esteem by affirming
other, unrelated aspects of the self (Steele, 1988). This fluidity is proba-
bly more typical of individuals with high self-esteem; they seem more
likely to make external attributions for their failures and to affirm other
aspects of their selves. Those with low self-esteem may base their sense
of self in only one domain, and therefore may be less able to affirm
themselves in other areas. Because they tend to make internal attribu-
tions for failure, people with low self-esteem may generalize their nega-
tive feelings to other, unrelated domains (Kernis, Brockner, & Frankel,
1989). This may explain why low self-esteem has been implicated in the
development of a variety of emotional problems, including chronic de-
pression and severe anxiety (Brockner, 1983; Pyszczynski & Greenberg,
1987; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Tennen & Herzberger, 1987).

The recent development of a measurement scale for state self-
esteem may facilitate research on the negative consequences of self-
regulatory failure. Heatherton and Polivy (1991) developed the State
Self-Esteem Scale (SSES) to measure temporary changes in self-esteem.
The SSES is comprised of 20 items based on the Janis-Field Feelings of
Inadequacy Scale (Janis & Field, 1959); it measures three different com-
ponents of state self-esteem. The first component, performance self-
esteem, is evaluated by items such as “I feel confident about my abili-
ties” and “I feel like I'm not doing well.” Social self-esteem is evaluated
by items such as “I feel self-conscious” and “I am worried about what
other people think of me.” The third component, appearance-based self-
esteem is evaluated by items such as “I feel satisfied with the way my
body looks right now” and “I feel unattractive.” A recent study using
structural equation modeling and confirmatory factor analysis found
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that state self-esteem is distinct from mood (Bagozzi & Heatherton,
1991). Moreover, the SSES has been shown to be sensitive to real-world
and laboratory manipulations and therefore may help determine the
impact of failure on both high and low self-esteem subjects in order to
understand the reciprocal interactions between self-esteem and perfor-
mance (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). That is, the SSES can be used to
examine the negative consequences of failure on subsequent self-
esteem, and the resultant effect that changes in self-esteem have on self-
regulation.

SELF-ESTEEM: THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY

Our limited examination of the influence of self-esteem on commit-
ments and self-regulation suggests that, just as there seems to be an
optimal “margin of illusion” (Baumeister, 1989) for people not to become
overly optimistic or pessimistic, there might be an optimal range of self-
esteem for self-regulatory behavior. High self-esteem may lead to mal-
adaptive consequences when the “positive illusions” that preserve self-
esteem at normal levels become exaggerated and lead to out-of-control
behavior. Taylor and Brown (1988) identified three major categories of
positive illusions that are held by the majority of individuals and are
beneficial for health and well-being: unrealistically positive views of the
self, exaggerated perceptions of personal control, and unrealistic optim-
ism. We are most concerned with the first illusion.

Extremely exaggerated views of the self (especially when un-
founded) may be associated with poor self-regulation and poor reality
testing, as seen in episodes of mania, grandiosity, and delusions of
infallibility (Beck, 1967; Langer, 1975). (One could speculate that individ-
uals who score extremely high on self-esteem inventories are posturing,
but there is evidence that such positive self-evaluations are also held
privately; Greenwald & Breckler, 1985). Such exaggerated views of the
self are most likely to be seen in response to self-esteem threats (Green-
wald, 1985; Raskin, Novacek, & Hogan, 1991). People with very high
self-esteem may not be able to change maladaptive behavior, because all
their effort and energy is directed toward preserving and enhancing
their self-image. Thus, they may ignore information suggesting that
their behavior is self-defeating. For instance, employees with very high
self-esteem may not be able to accept criticism about their performance;
they may attribute such criticism to prejudice or envy, and their subse-
quent performance will suffer. Similarly, academics with unrealistically
high levels of self-esteem may keep trying unsuccessfully to publish a
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paper in a high-status journal when the better option in the long run
would be to publish it in one of lower status. Extremely high levels of
self-esteem might eventually be associated with feelings of paranoia
when grandiose feelings are not supported by others (Raskin et al.,
1991).

Conversely, people who are more realistic about the good and bad
aspects of themselves (and thus score lower on self-esteem scales; Bau-
meister et al., 1989) are less vulnerable to illusions of control (Taylor &
Brown, 1988). Such people are also likely to be depressed (Cohen et al.,
1989; Tennen & Herzberger, 1987). Extremely low self-esteem is related
to very poor self-regulation, such that a lack of effort and persistence at
challenging tasks may lead to a variety of physical and mental symp-
toms, including chronic depression (Brockner, 1983), eating disorders
(Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991), and many other self-defeating behav-
iors (Baumeister & Scher, 1988; Wahl, 1956). Thus, both extremely high
self-esteem (i.e., far beyond the level warranted by one’s abilities) and
extremely low self-esteem (i.e., far below the level warranted by one’s
abilities) might be counterregulatory. The boundaries for very high and
very low levels of self-esteem, still need to be identified.

The foregoing analysis suggests that there are negative conse-
quences to holding either high or low self-esteem that contradicts one’s
actual level of competence. Thus, we can speculate about potential strate-
gies to increase the functioning of those who are low and high in self-
esteem. In order to optimize self-regulation, the confidence of low
self-esteem individuals could be raised by identifying the dimensions of
self-esteem most integral to that individual’s sense of self and then bol-
stering that dimension. For example, individuals go on rigorous diets
because they want to improve the physical-appearance aspect of their
self-esteem. But very often dieting is unsuccessful, and repeated dietary
experiences are likely to result in disinhibition, binge eating, and a loss of
general self-esteem (Heatherton & Baumeister, 1991; Heatherton & Pol-
ivy, 1992). Therapeutic interventions aimed at increasing dieters’ accep-
tance of their physical appearance increased both their state and trait self-
esteem (Ciliska, 1990; Heatherton & Polivy, 1991). Once self-esteem was
increased, these individuals were better able to deal with situations
that promoted binge eating (Ciliska, 1990); that is, an increase in self-
esteem led to increased self-regulatory capacities.

The self-regulation of individuals whose self-esteem is so high that
they overestimate their capacities could be optimized by interventions
aimed at preventing overconfidence in the face of ego threat. This could
include teaching high self-esteem individuals to distance themselves
from their performance, to become less ego-involved with tasks, and to
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help them learn from failure experiences. To our knowledge, no such
interventions have been made. In fact, the notion that high self-esteem
needs to be treated at all may seem radical. Examples of failure that are a
direct result of overconfidence are commonplace, however, and individ-
uals with high self-esteem are not immune to the effects of their failures.

CONCLUSIONS

High self-esteem individuals are often regarded to be better in set-
ting and meeting their goals and commitments than are those with low
self-esteem. Under certain circumstances, however, people with high
self-esteem become overconfident, persevere at unsolvable tasks, or
function poorly under pressure, suggesting that the approach of those
with high self-esteem is not universally superior. This inferior response
is most likely to occur when the abilities or capacities of high self-esteem
persons are questioned or when other aspects of their self-esteem or ego
are threatened. It appears that an optimal level of self-esteem for self-
regulation is neither excessively high nor particularly low.

One aspect of this analysis that we believe deserves pursuing is that
of the potentially negative consequences of high self-esteem. For in-
stance, do high self-esteem individuals use information about failure to
regulate future behavior? In instances when they fail to regulate their
behavior on one trial and are given the chance to regulate on the next
trial, will they do so, or will they continue the spiral of self-defeating
behavior? What sorts of behaviors do they show when they are threat-
ened? Are these behaviors always more risky? How can we identify
extremely low and extremely high levels of self-esteem?

Researchers have long held the bias that high self-esteem is prefer-
red to low self-esteem. Although occasional cautions have been voiced
about defensive high self-esteem (Schneider & Turkat, 1975) and grandi-
osity (Raskin et al., 1991), there is a pervasive tendency for North Ameri-
can society to value and promote self-confidence. When this confidence
is unfounded, however, or when it leads to self-regulatory failure be-
cause goals are set that are unattainable, then high self-esteem may be
counterproductive and may interfere with the ability to make and live
up to commitments.
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CHAPTER 8

CAUGHT IN THE CROSSFIRE

POSITIVITY AND SELF-VERIFICATION
STRIVINGS AMONG PEOPLE
WITH LOW SELF-ESTEEM

CHris DE LA RONDE AND WiLLIAM B. SWANN, JR.

Why do people with negative self-concepts consistently behave in ways
that alienate their interaction partners? After all, such persons—that is,
depressed persons and those with low self-esteem—typically suffer
when they are rejected, and they seem motivated to bring others to like
them. Yet, they persist in enacting precisely those behaviors that repel
their interaction partners. It almost seems as if such persons have two
individuals lurking within: one urging them to seek favorable reactions,
the other demanding that they solicit unfavorable reactions.

The primary goal of this chapter is to explicate the ambivalence that
characterizes people with negative self-views. We suggest that this am-
bivalence grows out of a tendency for such persons to be trapped in a
crossfire between two competing motives. On the one hand, people
with negative self-views desire favorable feedback; on the other, they
desire feedback that confirms their self-views. We begin by examining
the nature and consequences of their desire for favorable evaluations.
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POSITIVITY STRIVINGS

Our cultural heritage, as well as a large body of theory and research,
suggests that people preferentially seek favorable feedback about them-
selves regardless of whether their self-views happen to be positive or
negative (e.g., S. C. Jones, 1973). In fact, there is abundant evidence that
people employ a diverse and well-honed array of strategies for enhanc-
ing their appraisals of themselves, including their self-presentational
activities (e.g., Baumeister, 1982; E. E. Jones, 1964; E. E. Jones & Pittman,
1982; Schlenker, 1980, 1985; Tedeschi & Lindskold, 1976), self-
attributions (e.g., Bradley, 1978; Greenwald, 1980; Snyder & Higgins,
1988; Zuckerman, 1979), predictions of future success (e.g., Alloy &
Abramson, 1988; Taylor & Brown, 1988; Weinstein, 1980), targets of so-
cial comparison (e.g., Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Tesser, 1986; Wills, 1981),
and belief change (e.g., Steele, 1988).

A perusal of this evidence might lead one to conclude that positivity
strivings can explain virtually all social behavior. Recent research on self-
verification processes, however, suggests that this conclusion might be
premature. In particular, several studies have shown that when people
with negative self-views choose interaction partners, they display a rela-
tive preference for those who think poorly of them (for reviews, see
Swann, 1990, 1992). Moreover, people with negative self-views prefer
partners who appraise them unfavorably whether the self-view is rela-
tively global (e.g., depression; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992)
or specific (e.g., sociability; Robinson & Smith-Lovin, 1992; Swann, Hix-
on, Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990; Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler,
1992). People with negative self-views also prefer interacting with those
who appraise them unfavorably over being in an unrelated experiment
(Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 1992). Even when people with negative
self-views happen to wind up in relationships in which they are ap-
praised favorably by their partners, they tend to withdraw from the
relationship (e.g., Swann, Hixon, & De La Ronde, 1992). In short, there
is converging evidence that people will gravitate toward social relation-
ships in which they anticipate self-confirmatory feedback and avoid rela-
tionships in which they expect self-discrepant feedback.

Although it might seem that positivity theories cannot handle evi-
dence that people with negative self-views seek partners who appraise
them negatively, recent permutations of the theories can accommodate
such evidence, at least in principle (e.g,. Baumeister, 1982; Brown, Col-
lins, & Schmidt, 1988; Epstein, 1973, 1983; Greenwald, 1980; E. E. Jones,
1990; E. E. Jones & Pittman, 1982; Schlenker, 1985; Steele, 1988; Tesser,
1986). Thus, for example, positivity theorists could argue that interaction



POSITIVITY AND SELF-VERIFICATION 149

partners who provide negative feedback may satisfy people’s positivity
strivings by allowing them to do the following:

¢ Improve themselves. Some (e.g., Trope, 1986) have argued that per-
sons with negative self-concepts actively seek negative feedback
to reduce uncertainty about themselves. Presumably, greater cer-
tainty will allow them to improve themselves and thus avoid neg-
ative feedback in the future.

» Win converts. People might choose interaction partners who ap-
praise them unfavorably in the hope of “winning them over.”
Ultimately, converting an enemy into a friend could produce ex-
ceptionally strong feelings of positivity.

e Interact with a similar other. People with negative self-concepts

might prefer partners with unfavorable appraisals because they

believe that these partners are similar to themselves and find that
interacting with such persons makes them feel better about them-

selves (e.g., Byrne, 1971).

Interact with a perceptive other. To a person with a negative self-

concept, an unfavorable appraisal might signal that the perceiver

is perceptive and thus a desirable person to be around.

In principle, then, positivity strivings could explain why people
with negative self-views prefer interaction partners who appraise them
unfavorably. Nevertheless, research and theorizing on self-verification
strivings suggest that people with negative self-views choose partners
who appraise them unfavorably because, at some level, they actually
want others to see them in a negative manner.

SELF-VERIFICATION THEORY

In the tradition of symbolic interaction theory (e.g., Cooley, 1902;
Mead, 1934; Stryker, 1981) and self-consistency formulations (e.g., Ar-
onson, 1968; Festinger, 1957; Lecky, 1945; Secord & Backman, 1965), self-
verification theory assumes that as people mature, they learn that their
relationships proceed most smoothly when others see them as they see
themselves—even if they see themselves negatively. For example, peo-
ple discover that those who develop overly positive appraisals may be-
come disappointed and disgruntled with them. Through repeated expo-
sure to this fact of social life, people come to associate self-verifying
evaluations with feelings of authenticity and non-verifying evaluations
with feelings of uneasiness or bemusement. Eventually, these epis-
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temic concerns become functionally autonomous (Allport, 1961) of the
interpersonal or pragmatic concerns that originally produced them and
people self-verify for either epistemic or pragmatic reasons. Thus, for
example, a man with low self-esteem may seek negative evaluations
either because he fears the social consequences of being appraised in an
overly positive fashion or because his past experiences have convinced
him that he should expect to encounter such evaluations.

Thus, both epistemic and pragmatic considerations may motivate
people to seek self-verifying appraisals, even if this means displaying a
preference for unfavorable evaluations. Swann and Read (1981a) dem-
onstrated that people do indeed prefer self-confirmatory feedback. In
this research, participants first completed a series of questionnaires,
including measures of self-perceived assertiveness and self-perceived
emotionality. The experimenter then asked for the participants’ consent
to show their responses on the personality inventory to another person.
Several minutes later, the experimenter returned and announced that
the other person had read over the participant’s responses on the per-
sonality inventory and answered some questions about the participant.
Some questions probed for evidence of assertiveness (e.g., “What makes
you think that this is the type of person who will complain in a restau-
rant if the service is bad?”); other questions probed for evidence of
unassertiveness (e.g., “Why would this person not be likely to complain
if someone cut into line in front of him or her at a movie?”). The experi-
menter told the participant to read the questions and select the five
questions for which he or she was most interested in seeing the an-
swers.

The results indicated that participants sought information that
would confirm their self-conceptions. Just as those who viewed them-
selves as assertive asked to examine more questions that probed for
evidence of assertiveness, those who viewed themselves as unassertive
asked to examine more questions that probed for evidence of unasser-
tiveness.

Swann and Read (1981a) conducted two follow-up investigations to
assess the generality of this preference for self-confirmatory feedback.
One study showed that males and females were equally likely to mani-
fest a desire for self-confirmatory feedback, and that participants were
even willing to relinquish their private funds to acquire such feedback.
Another study indicated that people with negative self-views preferen-
tially solicited unfavorable feedback even though they had just acknowl-
edged that such feedback made them feel depressed (Swann, Wenzlaff,
Krull, & Pelham, 1992).

The message emerging from this research is clear: Not only do
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people prefer information that confirms their self-conceptions, they also
will engage in active efforts to acquire such information. Subsequent
research has shown that in their quest for self-verifying feedback, peo-
ple may enact any of at least three distinct strategies. They may gravitate
toward self-verifying relationship partners (e.g., Robinson & Smith-
Lovin, 1992; Swann, Hixon, & De La Ronde, 1992; Swann, Hixon,
Stein-Seroussi, & Gilbert, 1990; Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989; Swann,
Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler, 1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992;
Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 1992), they may display signs and symbols
of who they are (e.g., Englander, 1960; Goffman, 1959; Stern & Scanlon,
1958), or they may enact behaviors that cause their interaction partners
to appraise them in a self-consistent manner (e.g., Swann & Ely, 1984;
Swann & Hill, 1982; Swann, Pelham, & Chidester, 1988; Swann & Read,
1981b).

WHY PEOPLE SELF-VERIFY: PREDICTION AND CONTROL,
OR PosrTIviTy?

In short, research on self-verification processes suggests that peo-
ple enact a wide range of behavioral strategies in an effort to bring others
to see them as they see themselves. Why? Both self-verification and
positivity theorists agree that people with negative self-views prefer
interaction partners who are apt to provide them with unfavorable feed-
back because doing so is reinforcing. There is some debate, however,
about why they find negative evaluations reinforcing. On the one hand,
self-verification theorists believe that self-confirmatory stimuli is rein-
forcing because it bolsters perceptions of predictability and control. As
noted above, however, advocates of positivity strivings have argued that
self-verifying feedback makes people feel good by enabling them to
improve themselves, interact with similar or perceptive others, or win
converts.

Three independent investigations offer converging evidence that
self-verification strivings are motivated by a desire for prediction and
control rather than positivity strivings. In the research of Swann, Hixon,
and De La Ronde (1992), married persons with positive self-views were
most committed to spouses who appraised them favorably, and married
persons with negative self-views were more committed to partners who
appraised them unfavorably. Ancillary measures suggested that this pat-
tern of commitment was best explained by self-verification theory. That
is, participants were more committed to the extent that they felt that
their spouses’ appraisals “made them feel that they really knew them-
selves,” rather than “confused them.” In contrast, commitment was not
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associated with the extent to which participants believed that their
spouse was perceptive or would help them improve themselves. In
addition, there was evidence that people did not commit themselves to
spouses who appraised them unfavorably in the hopes of winning them
over; in fact, people with negative self-views were more committed to
spouses to the extent that they expected their spouses’ appraisals would
worsen.

Swann, Stein-Seroussi, and Giesler (1992) provided further evi-
dence that the epistemic and pragmatic concerns specified by self-
verification theory cause people with negative self-views to choose inter-
action partners who appraise them unfavorably. Specifically, they asked
participants to think aloud as they chose between interacting with
someone who had appraised them favorably or someone who appraised
them unfavorably. These protocols were then tape-recorded, tran-
scribed, and rated by judges who were trained to recognize positivity
concerns (e.g., self-improvement, winning converts, a desire for a simi-
lar or perceptive partner), epistemic concerns (i.e., putting the person at
ease by confirming his or her self-view) and pragmatic concerns (i.e.,
fostering the perception that the interaction would proceed smoothly).
The results indicated that epistemic considerations best explained why
people with negative self-views chose partners who appraised them
unfavorably.

Finally, Swann, Wenzlaff, and Tafarodi (1992) showed that partici-
pants sought self-verifying information in a setting in which epistemic
factors only appeared to be operating. After receiving criticism or praise
regarding one set of abilities, participants chose feedback from a differ-
ent evaluator concerning an unrelated ability. Just as participants with
positive self-views responded to criticism by intensifying their efforts to
obtain favorable feedback, participants with negative self-views re-
sponded to praise by intensifying their search for unfavorable feedback.
Such findings fit well with self-verification theory but seem difficult to
interpret in terms of positivity strivings.

THE INTERPLAY OF POSITIVITY AND
SELE-VERIFICATION STRIVINGS

In arguing that positivity strivings cannot explain why people with
negative self-views choose interaction partners who appraise them unfa-
vorably, we are not questioning their importance. To the contrary, we
believe that a primary source of tension among people with negative
self-views is that they are trapped in a crossfire between desires for
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positivity and self-verification, a crossfire that demands compromises
that are never entirely satisfying. To understand the nature of this cross-
fire better, we begin by considering how it develops.

DEVELOPMENTAL ANTECEDENTS OF POSITIVITY
AND SELF-VERIFICATION STRIVINGS

Children are probably born with a desire for favorable evaluations;
if not, they develop it soon afterward. For example, 5-month-old chil-
dren attend more to smiling faces than nonsmiling ones shortly after
developing the ability to discriminate facial characteristics (Shapiro, Ep-
pler, Haith, & Reis, 1987). Similarly, as early as 4'/> months, children
tend to orient to voices that have the melodic contours of acceptance
rather than nonacceptance (Fernald, 1989). Furthermore, young children
endorse positive descriptions of themselves much earlier than they ac-
cept negative ones (e.g., Benenson & Dweck, 1986; Eshel & Klein, 1981;
Nicholls, 1978, 1979; Stipek, 1981; Stipek & Daniels, 1988; Stipek & Tan-
natt, 1984). The research literature therefore suggests that even very
young children display a propensity to approach superficially accepting
persons and to avoid threatening ones (see also Taylor & Brown, 1988).

The cognitive prerequisites for self-verification do not emerge until
much later in development. Not until 18 months does the sense of self as
object, an integral component of the self-verification process, emerge
(e.g., Lewis, 1987). Even after children develop rudimentary self-
conceptions, they will not self-verify until they accumulate sufficient
evidence to warrant a modicum of self-concept certainty. In the case of
such relatively concrete characteristics as gender, certainty may emerge
fairly early; witness the consternation of 4-year-olds when their gender
identity is mistaken. Relatively certain self-conceptions regarding ab-
stract personality traits and dispositions presumably emerge somewhat
later (e.g., Damon, 1983).

The fact that positivity strivings emerge earlier in development than
self-verification strivings suggest that they may be triggered by a rela-
tively simple process (i.e., one requiring relatively few mental computa-
tions). This also stands to reason from a strictly logical perspective.
Whereas both self-verification and positivity strivings require this initial
characterization of self-relevant stimuli, positivity strivings should re-
quire no more than a relatively simple characterization. That is, merely
identifying a stimulus as favorable or unfavorable should enable people
to approach the former and avoid the latter. In contrast, self-verification
should require more cognitive effort. If people are to approach a stimu-
lus only when it confirms their self-view, then (a) the stimulus must be
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characterized as favorable or unfavorable, (b) the relevant self-view must
be accessed, and (c) the two must be compared. Therefore, although
both positivity and self-verification strivings require the initial character-
ization of self-relevant stimuli, only self-verification strivings requires
accessing the self and a comparison between the stimulus and the rele-
vant conception of self.

Because self-verification strivings are logically predicated on a rela-
tively complex set of sequential operations, they should require more
cognitive resources than should positivity strivings. Depleting people’s
cognitive resources may therefore disrupt the additional steps that un-
derlie self-verification, but not the earlier characterization stage. In other
words, resource-deprived people should have difficulty comparing self-
relevant feedback to their self-concepts to assess its accuracy and there-
fore may be guided solely by the earlier assessment of the positivity of
the feedback. People who are not deprived of cognitive resources, how-
ever, should be guided by the later comparison of the feedback with a
relevant self-conception.

Swann, Hixon, Stein-Seroussi, and Gilbert (1990) tested this reason-
ing by depriving people of cognitive resources while they chose between
interaction partners who evaluated them in a relatively favorable or
unfavorable manner. The first study set the stage for testing this hypoth-
esis by demonstrating that depriving people of cognitive resources did,
in fact, interfere with their ability to access their self-conceptions. A
second study tested the primary hypothesis by having participants
choose an interaction partner while their cognitive resources were or
were not depleted. Specifically, people were deprived of cognitive re-
sources by choosing a partner hurriedly, whereas control participants
were allowed to take their time. In the rushed condition, all participants
(i.e., those with positive and negative self-views) tended to choose the
favorable evaluator over the unfavorable evaluator, presumably because
they lacked the cognitive resources to perform the additional mental
operations underlying self-verification. In the unrushed condition, how-
ever, participants self-verified, presumably because they possessed the
cognitive resources required for self-verification. Thus, given sufficient
time, participants with negative self-views chose the negative evaluator
over the favorable evaluator.

A follow-up study provided further support for the hypothesis that
depriving people of cognitive resources diminishes their tendency to
self-verify. In this study, the researchers deprived participants of cogni-
tive resources by having them rehearse a phone number while they were
choosing an interaction partner. Resource-deprived participants were
particularly likely to choose an interaction partner who appraised them
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favorably. In addition, when participants were liberated from the cogni-
tive load manipulation, they tended to choose a self-verifying partner.
The latter finding shows that cognitively loaded participants tended to
choose the favorable evaluator because they lacked the cognitive re-
sources needed to self-verify, rather than because the load manipulation
somehow prevented them from picking up the information needed.

Taken together, this research provides converging evidence that
positivity strivings grow out of a computationally simple tendency to
approach friendly stimuli and avoid menacing stimuli. Further, it ap-
pears that positivity strivings may be triggered by the mere categoriza-
tion of feedback. In contrast, self-verification seems to be a relatively
complex process that grows out of the comparison of social feedback
with representations of the self that are stored in memory. The distinc-
tion between positivity and self-verification strivings therefore seems
somewhat analogous to the distinction between affective and cognitive
responses (e.g., Shrauger, 1975; Zajonc, 1980).

Given the relative complexity of self-verification and the fact that
social interaction is cognitively demanding, one implication of this anal-
ysis is that people display positivity strivings more often than self-
verification strivings. Nevertheless, when people make important deci-
sions (e.g., choosing a spouse or a career), they are apt to take their time
and muster all the mental resources they have at their disposal. The
upshot may be that positivity strivings are relatively common, but that
self-verification strivings have more impact on relatively important deci-
sions.

Such generalizations about the pervasiveness of positivity and self-
verification strivings, however, must be treated cautiously. Thus far, we
have said nothing about what happens when people are motivated and
able to continue information processing beyond both the categorization
phase (which produces positivity strivings) and the comparison phase
(which produces self-verification). In such instances, there occurs a cost-
benefit analysis or strategic phase that utilizes the outputs of the two
earlier phases (probably in the form of affect or emotional readout; see
Buck, 1985; Pittman & Heller, 1987). This strategic analysis presumably
uses information about the self, the feedback, and social-contextual fac-
tors to generate hypothetical if-then scenarios that are designed to con-
struct an optimal set of behavioral choices (see also Hoffman, 1986).

If such strategic analyses always follow the categorization and com-
parison phases, it may be easier to understand why compensatory pos-
itivity strivings (in which people with negative self-views are more in-
clined to seek positive feedback than people with positive self-views)
have been so difficult to produce reliably (e.g., Brown, 1986; Brown,
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Collins & Schmidt, 1988; Campbell, 1986; Shrauger, 1975; Swann, 1990;
Taylor & Brown, 1988).* To display compensatory positivity strivings,
not only must people with negative self-views be able and willing to
access their self-concept, their strategic analyses must also favor pos-
itivity over self-verification strivings. The joint probability of all of these
events occurring, of course, is smaller than the probability associated
with the occurrence of either positivity or self-verification strivings.

SOME MODERATORS OF SELF-VERIFICATION AND PosITIVITY
STRIVINGS: SELF-CONCEPTION, RESPONSE, AND SociaL CONTEXT

Mental resources are a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for
self-verification. The availability of mental resources means only that
people will be able to access a self-view relevant to the behavior at hand;
self-verification strivings will override positivity strivings only insofar as
the self-conception and response have epistemic and pragmatic conse-
quences. The characteristics of self-conceptions, responses, and social
context that influence such consequences are considered below.

Characteristics of the Self-Conception

People should be particularly apt to verify self-views of which they
are certain; there are at least two reasons why this is so. Because people
perceive that they have especially consistent and plentiful evidence sup-
porting firmly held self-views (e.g., Pelham, 1991), they should rely
heavily on such self-views epistemically (i.e., in organizing their percep-
tions of the world) and pragmatically (i.e., in orchestrating their social
relationships). As a result, relatively certain self-views should be ac-
cessed more quickly than relatively uncertain ones. Heightened acces-
sibility of a self-view should, in turn, increase the likelihood that people
will translate the self-view into behavior. There is evidence that raising
the accessibility of beliefs by asking people to think about them (e.g.,
Snyder & Swann, 1976) or by challenging them (e.g., Sherman &
Gorkin, 1980; Swann & Read, 1981b) increases the likelihood that people
will later act on those beliefs (see also Fazio, 1986; Tesser, 1989).

*In principle, people with negative self-views might develop a chronically elevated appe-
tite for self-enhancement (because of the infrequency with which they receive favorable
feedback) that might motivate compensatory self-enhancement processes. Although this
form of compensatory self-enhancement would not require people to access their self-
conceptions, the research literature suggests that it rarely operates. Several studies show
that the self-enhancement strivings of people with low self-esteem are no greater than
those of people with high self-esteem (e.g., Swann et al., 1989).
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Increments in self-certainty should also raise the probability of self-
verification because, as people become more certain of their self-views,
the range of behaviors they regard as being compatible with their self-
views shrinks [Pelham, 1991; see also Sherif, Sherif, & Nebergall’s analy-
sis (1961) of latitude of acceptance]. This means, for example, that a man
who is highly certain of his self-conceived dominance may define domi-
nance quite narrowly and thus demand highly dominant (i.e., self-
verifying) behavior of himself.

Consistent with this reasoning, several studies have shown that
people are particularly inclined to verify their firmly held self-views.
Some investigators have shown that people tend to verify self-views of
which they are relatively certain (e.g., Maracek & Mettee, 1972; Pelham,
1991; Swann & Ely, 1984; Swann, Pelham, & Chidester, 1988). Others,
noting that belief certainty is related to extremity, have shown that peo-
ple who have extreme self-views are particularly inclined to self-verify
(e.g., Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992; Swann et al., 1989).

Of course, the foregoing analysis could be used as a basis for pre-
dicting a curvilinear relation between self-certainty and self-verification.
Although moderate (as compared to low) levels of certainty might moti-
vate people to self-verify, high levels of certainty might engender so
much confidence in self-views that people perceive little reason to enact
active self-verification strategies. Although this seems plausible in prin-
ciple, the indeterminate character of most personality attributes and the
fickleness of social feedback probably prevents most people from ever
becoming excessively certain of most of their self-views.

The evidence that people verify only their firmly held self-views
may help explain why attraction researchers have encountered little evi-
dence of self-verification strivings. Past researchers have often manipu-
lated rather than measured self-concepts (e.g., Aronson & Carlsmith,
1962; Dittes, 1959; Jacobs, Berscheid, & Walster, 1971; S. C. Jones &
Pines, 1968; S. C. Jones & Ratner, 1967; S. C. Jones & Schneider, 1968;
Skolnik, 1971; Walster, 1970). Given that most people in our society
possess chronic self-views that are quite positive (e.g., Swann, 1987;
Taylor & Brown, 1988), attempting to produce negative self-concepts by
confronting people with several doses of unfavorable feedback may ac-
tually prompt them to work to verify their positive self-views; it is very
unlikely that such feedback will suddenly convince them that they are
deficient.* Quite possibly, researchers would have uncovered more evi-

*Some investigators (e.g., Aronson & Carlsmith, 1962) attempted to induce participants to
form new self-views (unfettered by chronic self-conceptions) by providing them with
feedback on a novel task (e.g., diagnosing schizophrenia). We believe that although this
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dence of self-verification had they identified people who possessed
chronically negative self-views.

Characteristics of the Response

Some responses are more relevant to the epistemic and pragmatic
considerations underlying self-verification than are others. At one end
of this continuum are cognitive responses, such as perceptions of the
accuracy of feedback (e.g., Shrauger, 1975). To make such judgments,
people must engage in the comparison process that underlies self-
verification processes, which is to say that these responses explicitly
demand that people access their self-conceptions. Not surprisingly, then,
the research literature shows that cognitive responses conform closely
to self-verification theory (e.g., Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines,
1987). At the other end of this continuum are affective responses, such
as mood states following feedback. These types of responses are log-
ically independent of people’s representations of self. As a result, when
asked to report their moods, people feel under no obligation to access
their self-views and consequently refrain from doing so (see Simon’s
discussion, 1957, of “satisficing strategies” and Langer’s discussion,
1989, of mindless behavior). By default, the only processes left to influ-
ence affective responses are those that underlie positivity strivings (e.g.,
Tesser, 1989).

This suggests that the cognitive or affective character of a response
(e.g., Shrauger, 1975; Swann et al., 1987) is significant, because only
“cognitive” responses encourage people to access relevant self-conceptions
and contemplate the epistemic/pragmatic consequences of various
courses of action. In support of this, Swann et al. (1989) found that
people displayed positivity or self-verification strivings on behaviors
that fell in the same response class (and were therefore similarly cogni-
tive versus affective). Specifically, participants completed two measures
of feedback seeking: a within-attribute and a between-attribute measure.
To complete the within-attribute measure, participants specified wheth-
er they wanted favorable or unfavorable feedback regarding their spe-
cific (positive or negative) self-views. This meant that people could seek
favorable feedback only if they were willing to solicit self-discrepant
feedback and confront the aversive epistemic/pragmatic consequences
associated with having done so. Not surprisingly, then, people solicited
self-verifying feedback (see also Swann & Read, 1981b; Swann,

strategy is feasible in principle, it is problematic in practice because of a tendency for
people to assimilate new experiences to past ones. For example, although college student
participants may rarely diagnose schizophenics, they routinely estimate the psychological
health of the people they encounter (particularly if they live in large urban areas).
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Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992) on this measure. Participants com-
pleted the between-attribute measure by indicating whether they pre-
ferred to sample feedback pertaining to their strengths or weaknesses.
Participants chose feedback pertaining to their positive self-views, pre-
sumably because receiving praise regarding a strength is more
pleasant—and no less self-verifying—than receiving criticism regarding
a weakness.

We suggest the within- and between-attribute distinction of Swann
et al. (1989) is representative of a larger dichotomy. Many responses are
akin to the within-attribute measure in that they are highly sensitive to
and constrained by the epistemic and pragmatic considerations underly-
ing self-verification strivings. Such responses include (a) ratings of the
diagnosticity and accuracy of feedback, attributions regarding feedback,
and perceptions of the evaluator’s credibility (e.g., Swann et al., 1987);
(b) overt interaction strategies (e.g., Curtis & Miller, 1986; Swann & Ely,
1984; Swann & Hill, 1982; Swann, Pelham, & Chidester, 1988; Swann &
Read, 1981a); and (c) choice of partners with whom to interact (e.g.,
Swann et al., 1990; Swann et al., 1989; Swann, Stein-Seroussi, & Giesler,
1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, Krull, & Pelham, 1992; Swann, Wenzlaff, & Taf-
arodi, 1992).

At the same time, many responses are, like the between-attribute
measure, logically unrelated to the considerations underlying self-
verification strivings. Social comparison processes offer a good example.
The desire for prediction and control should not compel people who are
certain of their negative self-views to make themselves feel worse by
comparing themselves to their superiors. For this reason, people who
lack talent may enjoy the fruits of downward comparison without suf-
fering the epistemic and pragmatic consequences associated with failing
to self-verify (e.g., Taylor & Lobel, 1989; Tesser, 1986; Tesser & Camp-
bell, 1983; Wills, 1981). Other responses are similarly immune to the
considerations underlying self-verification strivings. Brown, Collins,
and Schmidt (1988), for example, have shown that persons with low self-
esteem promote their own group when they are indirectly, but not di-
rectly, responsible for the group’s performance (see Cialdini & Rich-
ardson, 1980). Baumgardner, Kaufman, and Levy (1989) similarly have
shown that by publicly derogating others, victims of chronic negative
feedback can make themselves feel good without claiming to be persons
that they are not.

Characteristics of the Social Context

One final factor may be the social psychological context in which
the response occurs. Thus, for example, the type of relationship that
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people with negative self-views are involved in may play an impor-
tant role in determining whether they will seek positive or relatively
negative appraisals. People who are dating, for example, know that
they must recruit the affections of their partner if the relationship is
to survive. When courtship culminates in marriage, however, such goals
are replaced by a desire to be known. In short, it seems that the goals
associated with dating relationships foster a desire for positive feed-
back, whereas the goals associated with marriage foster a desire for
self-verifying feedback. Swann, De La Ronde, and Hixon (1993) tested
this hypothesis by assessing the self-views and partner appraisals of
people involved in dating and marital relationships. Couples com-
pleted identical questionnaires assessing specific self-conceptions and
their appraisals of their partner on a complementary measure. A mea-
sure of intimacy (e.g., relationship satisfaction, time spent together,
self-disclosure) served as the primary criterion variable. The results
suggested that people do indeed approach courtship and marital
relationship differently. Specifically, dating persons were more inti-
mate with partners who viewed them favorably, and married persons
were more intimate with partners who saw them as they saw them-
selves.

We should add two general comments regarding factors that con-
tribute to the epistemic/pragmatic consequences of responses. First,
these consequences should be an additive function of characteristics of
the self-concept, the response, and the context, which means that high
levels of epistemic/pragmatic consequences on the part of one may com-
pensate for deficits in the other. That is, just as people may strive to
verify self-conceptions that are only moderately high in certainty when
the response occurs in a social context that is exceptionally high in
epistemic/pragmatic relevance (e.g., a marriage relationship), only self-
views of which they are highly certain may foster self-verification if the
context entails few epistemic/pragmatic consequences.

Second, our model does not require that people must “compute”
the epistemic/pragmatic consequences of a potential response every
time they contemplate it. Presumably, such computations may some-
times become automatized so that people can instantaneously discrimi-
nate responses that entail many versus few epistemic/pragmatic conse-
quences.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

We believe that people are motivated by desires for both positivity
and self-verification, and that both of these motives are influential deter-
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minants of human behavior. For people with negative self-views, these
forces place them in a crossfire: Just as their positivity strivings cause
them to seek favorable feedback, their self-verification strivings cause
them to seek unfavorable feedback.

Is there a way out of this crossfire? Perhaps. The desire to be adored
and the desire to be known can be satisfied simultaneously among per-
sons with positive self-views. This suggests that changing the self-views
of people with negative self-concepts is the most effective, as well as
most permanent, means for them to escape the crossfire. To change self-
conceptions effectively, however, therapists must first foster people’s
perceptions of predictability and control by providing them with rela-
tively accurate, self-verifying feedback. Once having reassured people
that their self-conceptions are veridical, the therapist can venture into
the psychologically threatening arena of proposing strategies for altering
their lives that will eventually lead to improvements in those self-
conceptions (e.g., Andrews, 1991; Finn & Tonsager, 1991).

Our formulation also suggests that a second, equally critical step
toward permanent self-concept change involves changing the social en-
vironments of persons with negative self-concepts. The research re-
viewed in this chapter suggests that the roots of self-concept stability are
not “all in the head”; rather, people stabilize their self-conceptions by
creating around themselves social environments that offer support for
those conceptions. The stability inherent in these environments, in turn,
stabilizes their behavior and their self-views. For this reason, for nega-
tive self-views to be vanquished, it is not enough to alter the self-
concepts themselves; the social environments that feed into and sustain
those self-views must also be changed.
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CHAPTER 9

THE ROLES OF STABILITY AND
LEVEL OF SELF-ESTEEM
IN PSYCHOLOGICAL
FUNCTIONING

MicHAEL H. KErNIS

During the past 30 years, a considerable amount of research has been
conducted to examine the role of self-esteem in individuals’ thoughts,
feelings, and actions. For the most part, this research has been directed
toward the examination of level of self-esteem as the critical aspect of
self-esteem. Some researchers, however, have begun to focus on such
other aspects as certainty and stability of self-esteem (e.g., Baumgardner,
1990; Harris & Snyder, 1985; Maracek & Mettee, 1972; Rosenberg, 1986;
Savin-Williams & Demo, 1983). In this chapter, I summarize the recent
efforts of myself and colleagues to understand the role of stability of self-
esteem (in combination with its level) in psychological functioning. I will
begin by describing briefly the nature of stability of self-esteem and its
assessment. Then I present a theoretical framework for understanding
the joint influences of stability and level of self-esteem on people’s reac-
tions to evaluative events. Following this, research that bears on this
framework will be described. As will be shown, important individual
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differences would have been obscured if both stability and level of self-
esteem had not been taken into consideration. I conclude by focusing on
some issues of validity related to the assessment and conceptualization
of stability of self-esteem.

CONCEPTUALIZATION AND ASSESSMENT OF STABILITY
OF SELF-ESTEEM

Stability of self-esteem has been conceptualized in terms of either
long-term or short-term fluctuations. Viewed as long-term fluctuations,
stability of self-esteem reflects change in an individual’s baseline level of
self-esteem that occurs “slowly and over an extended period of time”
(Rosenberg, 1986, p. 126). For example, gradual change in self-esteem
may occur over several years in response to academic or career success.
Viewed as short-term fluctuations, stability of self-esteem reflects the
magnitude of change in immediate, contextually based self-esteem (Ker-
nis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1989; Rosenberg, 1986; Savin-Williams &
Demo, 1983). Examples of short-term fluctuations are the temporary
increases or decreases in self-esteem that people may experience in re-
sponse to specific evaluative events. It is crucial to distinguish between
these two conceptualizations of self-esteem stability, because individuals
may exhibit substantial short-term fluctuations while manifesting little
or no long-term change in baseline self-esteem (see Rosenberg, 1986).
Although both types of stability are likely to have important implications
for psychological functioning, our research has focused on stability of
self-esteem as manifested in short-term fluctuations.

To measure the magnitude of these short-term fluctuations, my col-
leagues and I obtain multiple assessments, on a daily or more frequent
basis, of individuals’ self-esteem as they are going about their everyday
activities. Specifically, participants complete Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem
Scale (1965) under instructions to base their responses on how they feel
at that particular moment (i. e., current or contextually based self-esteem).
An index of self-esteem stability is then formed by computing the stan-
dard deviation of total self-esteem scores across these repeated assess-
ments; the greater the standard deviation, the greater the degree of self-
esteem instability. Issues related to the validity of this assessment
technique will be discussed in a later section.

A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Theoretically, self-esteem (or self-concept) instability has been asso-
ciated with enhanced sensitivity to evaluative events, increased concern
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about one’s self-view, and an overreliance on social sources of evaluation
(Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1989; Kugle, Clements, & Powell,
1983; Rosenberg, 1986; Turner, 1968). Note that these characteristics can
promote unstable self-esteem as well as be products of it. Rosenberg
(1986), for example, suggests that overreliance on social sources of eval-
uation can promote unstable self-esteem as a result of the ambiguous
and potentially contradictory nature of others’ sentiments. Likewise,
heightened sensitivity to specific evaluative events can promote unsta-
ble self-esteem. Viewed as products, on the other hand, these charac-
teristics suggest that individuals with unstable self-esteem may react
more strongly to a wide range of evaluative events than do individuals
with stable self-esteem. The nature of the reactions, however—as well
as the types of events reacted to—may also depend on individuals’ level
of self-esteem (Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1992). I turn now to a
discussion of these issues.

I assume, as have others, (e. g., Rogers, 1961), that people typically
strive to feel as positively about themselves as they can. For unstable
high self-esteem individuals, the goal would seem to be more stable and
secure positive self-feelings.* For unstable low self-esteem individuals,
though, a variety of environmental and personal constraints are likely to
place stable positive self-feelings beyond their immediate grasp (Brown,
Collins, & Schmidt, 1988). Instead, a more likely goal for these individu-
als is the avoidance of continuously (i.e., stable) negative self-feelings.

I believe that as a consequence of the desire to achieve more stable
and secure positive self-feelings, individuals with unstable high self-
esteem will be especially sensitive to both positive and negative evalua-
tive events. In response to positive events, they are expected to react
especially favorably, perhaps even embellishing the events’ positive self-
relevant implications. In so doing, they are at least able to maintain their
positive, yet tenuous self-feelings. In fact, if this can be done often
enough, they may be able to create artificially a semblance of secure
positive self-feelings for themselves (see Kernis, Grannemann, & Bar-
clay, 1992). The precarious nature of their positive self-feelings, how-
ever, can be easily uncovered by their strong, adverse reactions to
negative evaluative events. In contrast, individuals with stable high self-
esteem are thought to possess very secure positive self-feelings and, as a
consequence, to be not very reactive to either positive or negative self-
relevant events.

*For ease of presentation, throughout the chapter I refer to stable and unstable low and
high self-esteem individuals. It is important to note, however, that stability of self-esteem
is conceptualized and operationalized as a continuous dimension along which people

vary.



170 MICHAEL H. KERNIS

Among individuals with low self-esteem, the psychological quali-
ties thought to be associated with unstable self-esteem are somewhat
more complex. In my view, individuals with unstable self-esteem
“work” at avoiding a continuously negative self-view, in part by using
strategies that reduce the adverse impact of potentially threatening
events. Stated differently, individuals with unstable low self-esteem are
thought to be more resilient and have less adverse reactions to threaten-
ing self-relevant events, compared to individuals with stable low self-
esteem. I do not believe, however, that individuals with unstable low
self-esteem will react substantially more favorably to positive events
than their stable low self-esteem counterparts, because of concerns as to
whether a positive identity can be successfully defended (Brown et al.,
1988). Table 1 summarizes the hypothesized psychological qualities and
manifestations of stable and unstable low and high self-esteem.

In the following sections, I describe a series of studies in which my
colleagues and I have examined the roles of stability and level of self-
esteem in anger and hostility proneness, excuse making following suc-
cess and failure, reactions to interpersonal feedback, and depression.
These particular phenomena were examined because of their central
relevance to self-esteem-related processes and psychological functioning.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN ANGER AROUSAL
AND HOSTILITY

Numerous arguments have been made linking either low or high
self-esteem to heightened tendencies to experience anger and hostility.
For example, it has been suggested that high self-esteem individuals may
be quick to respond to threats with anger and hostility in order to protect
their positive self-feelings (Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, & Ingerman,
1987). In addition, it has been argued that self-esteem threats are more
likely to be perceived as unjustified if one’s self-esteem is high than if it is
low, and that unjustified threats are more likely to prompt anger (Averill,
1982). On the other hand, it has been suggested that low self-esteem may
be associated with greater proneness to experience anger and hostility,
because threats to an already low self-view are likely to be particularly
aversive (Averill, 1982).

Interestingly, investigations of the relationship between level of self-
esteem and aggression have yielded conflicting findings. Sometimes high
self-esteem appears to be related to greater aggression, yet at other times,
low self-esteem appears to be related to greater aggression (Licht, 1966;
Olweus, 1978; Rosenbaum & DeCharms, 1960; Toch, 1969; Worchel, 1958).
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TABLE 1. Self-Esteem Status Descriptions

Self-esteem
Status Psychological Qualities and Manifestations

Stable high Secure in positive self-feelings, not easily threatened
Manifestations: not very reactive to specific instances of positive or
negative evaluative events
Unstable high Fragile self-feelings, easily threatened
Manifestations: strong adverse reactions to negative evaluative
events; embellish favorable implications of positive evaluative
events
Unstable low More resilient than individuals with stable low self-esteem, attempt
to avoid continuous negative self-feelings
Manifestations: less adverse reactions to negative evaluative events;
increased use of strategies to counteract adverse impact of threat-
ening events; do not react especially favorably to positive self-
relevant events
Stable low Continuous negative self-feelings
Manifestations: little attempt to counteract adverse impact of nega-
tive self-relevant events or to assimilate positive self-relevant
events

Prior to our research (Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1989), however,
the relation between level of self-esteem (let alone stability of self-esteem)
and anger/hostility proneness had yet to be examined.

Our sample consisted of 45 male and female undergraduate students
who completed, in addition to measures of stability and level of self-
esteem, a number of anger and hostility inventories, including the No-
vaco Anger Inventory (Novaco, 1975), the Trait Anger Scale (Spielberger,
Jacobs, Russell, & Crane, 1983), and the Buss-Durkee Hostility Inventory
(Buss & Durkee, 1957). Several important findings emerged. First, self-
esteem instability, especially among individuals with high self-esteem,
was related to greater anger and hostility proneness. In fact, unstable
high self-esteem individuals reported the highest tendencies to experi-
ence anger and hostility, whereas stable high self-esteem individuals
reported the lowest. Anger and hostility are often instigated by self-
esteem threats of an interpersonal nature, such as insults or criticism
(e. g., Averill, 1982; da Gloria, 1984; Feshbach, 1970; Maslow, 1941). In
these instances, becoming angry and hostile may serve a variety of
functions, including defending against negative self-feelings (Novaco,
1975) and restoring one’s damaged self-esteem (Feshbach, 1970) or public
self-image (Felson, 1984).

The fact that individuals with unstable high self-esteem reported
especially high tendencies to experience anger and hostility is consistent
with the assertion that they possess fragile self-feelings that are highly
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vulnerable to challenge from various kinds of provocations. For these
individuals, it appears, anger and hostility serve a self-protective func-
tion. At the other extreme, the especially low tendencies of individuals
with stable high self-esteem to experience anger and hostility supports
the assertion that these individuals have little reason to feel threatened by
provocations. Instead, given their secure positive self-feelings, provoca-
tions are likely to “roll off” them without arousing much ire.

A second finding was that stable and unstable low self-esteem indi-
viduals reported moderate tendencies, greater than stable high self-
esteem individuals but less than unstable high self-esteem individuals.
This pattern is especially illuminating in light of the inconsistent findings
reported in the literature concerning the relation between level of self-
esteem and aggression. Low self-esteem individuals may be more likely
to experience anger and hostility than stable high self-esteem individuals
because of the sheer aversiveness of various provocations to an already
low self-view (Averill, 1982). Furthermore, for many low self-esteem
individuals, anger and hostility may be relatively primitive and automatic
reactions to this heightened aversiveness (see Berkowitz & Heimer, 1989),
rather than reactions that serve a self-protective function. The possibility
that anger and hostility serve different functions for high and low self-
esteem individuals is speculative at this point; nonetheless, it seems
intriguing enough to warrant direct examination.

Third, among low self-esteem individuals, stability of self-esteem
had virtually no impact on anger/hostility proneness. As will be de-
scribed in a later section, however, unstable low self-esteem individuals
do reactless defensively than stable low self-esteem individuals to explicit
interpersonally-based self-esteem threats. Finally, no overall differences
in anger and hostility proneness emerged as a function of level of self-
esteem per se. This last finding is very important because it indicates that
heightened tendencies to experience anger and hostility are not simply a
function of either low or high self-esteem.

EXCUSE MAKING

Excuse making can serve both self-protective and self-enhancement
functions. Following poor performance, excuse making can be consid-
ered self-protective because it reduces the negative diagnostic value of the
outcome. Most theoretical and empirical treatments of excuse making
emphasize its self-protective function (Darley & Goethals, 1980; Kernis &
Grannemann, 1990; Schlenker, 1980; Snyder & Higgins, 1988). In addi-
tion, however, excuse making following success can be considered self-
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enhancing because it implies that success occurred in spite of the opera-
tion of inhibitory factors (Kelley, 1972).

The question we (Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1992) addressed
was whether stability and level of self-esteem predict differential tenden-
cies to make excuses in either a self-protective or self-enhancing manner.
Our participants were students in a large introductory psychology class
who agreed to take part in the project in exchange for extra credit.
Stability and level of self-esteem were measured several weeks prior to
their first exam. For purposes of the study, participants were placed into
the success category if the letter grade they received on the exam was
equal to or better than what they had previously stated was their mini-
mally satisfying grade; conversely, they were placed into the failure
category if their grade fell below their minimally satisfying grade. Imme-
diately following receipt of performance feedback, they completed a
measure of excuse making derived from the attributional model of Darley
and Goethals (1980). Specifically, participants rated the extent to which a
variety of inhibiting power (e.g., “I didn’t get enough sleep the night
before the exam”), motivational (e.g., “I didn’t care enough to study hard
for this exam”), and task difficulty (e.g., “The amount of material covered
on this exam was too much”) factors affected their performance (for a full
description of this measure, see Kernis & Grannemann, 1990; Kernis et
al., 1992).

Several findings emerged that are of particular importance in the
present context. Among individuals with high self-esteem, self-esteem
instability was related to greater excuse making in a self-enhancing man-
ner following success, but not in a self-protective manner following
failure. Thus, individuals with unstable high self-esteem engaged in
excuse making primarily to embellish the positive implications of success-
ful performance. The fact that they did not engage in enhanced excuse
making following failure suggests that (a) they were not very threatened
by the failure, or (b) even though they were threatened, they were not
well versed in the use of strategies that could reduce the negative diag-
nostic implications of failure. Unfortunately, the data do not allow us to
distinguish between these two alternatives, so resolution of this issue
awaits further research.

In contrast, among individuals with low self-esteem, self-esteem
instability was related to greater excuse making following failure, but not
following success. Thus, individuals with unstable low self-esteem ap-
pear to engage in excuse making primarily as a way of diminishing the
negative implications of a poor performance. In other research (Kernis,
Brockner, & Frankel, 1989), we have shown that low self-esteem is associ-
ated with a greater tendency to overgeneralize the implications of specific
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instances of failure (Carver & Ganellen, 1983). Most importantly, other
data that we have collected indicate that this seems to be more true for
stable than for unstable low self-esteem individuals. Thus, not only are
unstable low self-esteem individuals less likely to overgeneralize the
impact of failure than stable low self-esteem individuals, they are also
more likely to offer excuses that can help to reduce the adverse impact of
failure. The fact that individuals with unstable low self-esteem did not
engage in enhanced excuse making following success indicates that, as
anticipated, they do not attempt to embellish the positive implications of
their own performances.

The asymmetrical effects of unstable self-esteem among high versus
low self-esteem individuals are striking. They suggest that whereas un-
stable high self-esteem individuals attempt to embellish the positive
implications of a successful performance, unstable low self-esteem indi-
viduals attempt to diminish the negative implications of a poor perfor-
mance. As was the case for anger/hostility proneness, no differences in
excuse making emerged as a function of level of self-esteem per se. Thus,
once again, a full explanation of the results necessitated considering both
stability and level of self-esteem.

REACTIONS TO INTERPERSONAL FEEDBACK

In a recent study (Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987), social-
ly confident and socially insecure individuals received either positive or
negative feedback regarding their social skills. A variety of cognitive and
affective reactions to the feedback then were assessed. Cognitive reac-
tions included judgments of the accuracy of the feedback, the validity of
the evaluation technique, and the competence of the evaluator. Affective
reactions and liking for the evaluator (considered to be a hybrid cognitive-
affective measure) were also assessed. On all of the cognitive measures
(and the hybrid measure), socially confident individuals responded more
favorably to positive feedback and less favorably to negative feedback
than did socially insecure individuals. Overall, emotional reactions were
more favorable following positive than negative feedback; no self-
confidence differences emerged.

The procedures that my colleagues and I (Kernis, Cornell, Sun, Berry,
& Harlow, 1993, Study 1) employed were very similar to those of Swann et
al. (1987), except that we (a) assessed participants’ global self-esteem
(both with regard to level and stability) rather than their social confi-
dence, (b) used a different measure of emotional reactions, and (c) in-
cluded a measure of excuse making.
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Although there were several notable exceptions, the findings that
emerged for level of self-esteem per se were generally consistent with
those that emerged in the Swann et al. (1987) study (for a description of
these data, see Kernis et al., 1993, Study 1). Most importantly for the
present purposes, differences among both high and low self-esteem
individuals emerged in our study as a function of self-esteem stability.
Among high self-esteem individuals who received positive feedback,
self-esteem instability was related to viewing the feedback as somewhat
more accurate, to regarding the evaluator as being especially competent
and likable, and to experiencing more positive affect. Thus, among high
self-esteem individuals, unstable self-esteem was related to more favor-
able reactions to positive feedback. .

In contrast, among high self-esteem individuals who received neg-
ative feedback, self-esteem instability was associated with greater dero-
gation of the evaluation technique and the evaluator, and with some-
what greater excuse-making. Minimizing the relevance of negative
evaluations and attacking the credibility of the source are important to
achieving a more secure positive self-view. In essence, individuals with
unstable high self-esteem appeared to be attempting to locate the cause
of the negative feedback within the evaluator and the evaluation tech-
nique. This tendency to externalize the cause of interpersonal threats
may be one reason why individuals with unstable high self-esteem are
especially prone to experience anger and hostility (Kernis et al., 1989;
Kulik & Brown, 1979).

Among individuals with low self-esteem who received negative
feedback, self-esteem instability was associated with less rejection of the
evaluator (i.e., viewing her as more competent and likable). Interestingly,
these reactions occurred even though self-esteem instability was related
to greater perceived accuracy of the feedback and perceived validity of the
evaluative technique. Thus, even though unstable low self-esteem indi-
viduals viewed negative feedback as more accurate and valid than did
stable low self-esteem individuals, they nevertheless were less likely to
“take it out” on the evaluator. Finally, as anticipated, among individuals
with low self-esteem, self-esteem stability did not relate to more favorable
reactions to positive feedback.

In sum, among high self-esteem individuals, self-esteem instability is
related to more favorable reactions to positive feedback and more defen-
sive reactions to negative feedback. Among low self-esteem individuals,
self-esteem instability is related to less defensive reactions to negative
feedback. These findings indicate that both level and stability of self-
esteem are related to individual differences in reactions to interpersonal
feedback.
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DEPRESSION

There are strong theoretical and empirical justifications for linking
low self-esteem with depression. Beck’s theory of depression (1967), for
example, holds that negative self-evaluations are an important compo-
nent (perhaps even a causal determinant) of depressive episodes. Also,
negative self-evaluations are one of the diagnostic criteria for clinical
depression (American Psychiatric Association, 1987). In support of this
proposed linkage, the results of numerous studies document the strong
inverse relation between self-esteem and depression (e.g., Tennen &
Herzberger, 1987). Recently, my colleagues and I (Kernis, Grannemann, &
Mathis, 1991) examined the extent to which stability of self-esteem mod-
erates the predictive relationship between level of self-esteem and de-
pression.

Recall that individuals with stable self-esteem experience less ex-
treme day-to-day self-esteem fluctuations than do individuals with un-
stable self-esteem. Thus, for individuals with stable self-esteem, the
esteem with which they view themselves at any point in time is likely to
be highly congruent with their level of self-esteem. It follows that any
predictive relationship that exists between self-esteem level and depres-
sion should be especially strong for these individuals. For individuals
with unstable self-esteem, however, the esteem in which they hold
themselves at any point in time may be very different from their self-
esteem level. Consequently, for these individuals, the predictive relation
between level of self-esteem and depression should be much weaker.

Participants in this study completed the Center for Epidemiological
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; Weissman, Sholomskas, Pottenger,
Prusoff, & Locke, 1977) approximately 5 weeks after they completed
measures of stability and level of self-esteem. Consistent with much
prior research, a strong inverse relation emerged between self-esteem
level and depression. Most important, stability of self-esteem signifi-
cantly moderated this relation. Predicted values indicated that, as antici-
pated, self-esteem level was a much stronger predictor of subsequent
depression for stable than for unstable self-esteem individuals. In fact,
among individuals with unstable self-esteem, there was little relation-
ship between level of self-esteem and depression. Subsequent analyses
indicated that the greater predictability of depression for stable than for
unstable self-esteem individuals was not attributable to the former indi-
viduals possessing more extreme levels of self-esteem (see Paunonen,
1988; Tellegen, 1988).

Examination of predicted values also indicated that unstable self-
esteem was associated with less depression among individuals with low
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self-esteem, but to greater depression among individuals with high self-
esteem. Thus, to the extent that low self-esteem promotes depression
(Wilson & Krane, 1980), it appears that stable low self-esteem individu-
als are most vulnerable. The decrease in depression associated with
unstable low self-esteem may reflect the fact that these individuals are
more resilient and react less adversely to negative evaluative events
(e.g., Kernis et al., 1992). At the other extreme, it appears that stable
high self-esteem individuals are least vulnerable to experiencing depres-
sion. The increase in depression associated with unstable high self-
esteem may reflect the fact that these individuals possess fragile self-
feelings that are highly vulnerable to challenge. Further research is
needed, however, to document the validity of these speculations and to
examine more directly the factors that link stability and level of self-
esteem to depression.

ISSUES OF ASSESSMENT AND VALIDITY

Is THERE AN EASIER WAY TO ASSESS STABILITY OF SELF-ESTEEM?

The assessment of self-esteem stability through repeated assess-
ments necessitates a substantial level of involvement on the part of both
participants and researchers. It would be much easier to conduct re-
search if stability of self-esteem could be assessed with a single adminis-
tration of a self-report measure. In our research, we have included a
variety of self-report measures to see if they relate strongly enough to
our measure of self-esteem stability to serve as an adequate substitute.
Specifically, my colleagues and I have examined the utility of (a) Rosen-
berg’s Stability of Self Scale (1965), (b) an index of certainty of self-
esteem, (c) responses to the Crowne and Marlowe (1960) Social Desir-
ability Scale (which is thought to tap defensive self-esteem), (d) a
self-report measure of the extent to which individuals’ self-views are
affected by transient evaluative events (Kernis & Grannemann, 1987),
and (e) simply asking people how much they think that they would
change their self-esteem responses on a day-to-day basis. None of
these measures, however, correlated highly enough (rs < +.28) with our
stability of self-esteem measure to be considered a viable substitute.
Moreover, when we have substituted these alternative measures for
stability of self-esteem in analyses predicting various outcomes, they do
not yield similar (nor readily interpretable) patterns. Consequently, we
are increasingly convinced that to measure stability of self-esteem, re-
peated assessments of contextually-based (i.e., current) self-esteem are
needed.
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Is STABILITY OF SELF-ESTEEM THE SAME THING
AS MooD VARIABILITY?

Because fluctuations in self-esteem may be accompanied by fluctua-
tions in mood, the extent to which the two overlap is an important issue.
Fortunately, we have collected some relevant data. Kernis et al. (1989)
obtained repeated assessments of both mood (via the self-feelings cod-
ing sheet; see Savin-Williams & Demo, 1983; Demo, 1985) and self-
esteem; stability of self-esteem was not significantly correlated with
mood variability (7[43] = .26). Furthermore, mood variability related to
anger and hostility proneness in a very different manner than did stabil-
ity of self-esteem. In other research, we (Cornell, Kernis, & Berry, 1991)
have administered the Affective Intensity Measure (AIM; Larsen, 1984)
to participants whose stability of self-esteem was also assessed. The
AIM is designed to assess individual differences in the frequency and
intensity of experiencing positive and negative emotions. High scores
are reflective, therefore, of greater mood variability. Although (in)stabil-
ity of self-esteem correlated significantly with scores on the Affective
Intensity Measure (AIM; Larsen, 1984), this correlation was not very
large (r[98] = .28). Taken together, these data indicate that although
there is some relationship between stability of self-esteem and mood
variability, they are distinct constructs.

Is STABILITY OF SELF-ESTEEM MERELY A STATISTICAL ISSUE
OF RELIABILITY?

Can we consider individuals with unstable self-esteem simply to be
more unreliable in their responses than individuals with stable self-
esteem? For several reasons, I believe that it would be wrong to do so.
First, it would mean ignoring the psychological significance of stability
of self-esteem. As my colleagues and I have shown repeatedly, theo-
retically meaningful differences within (and between) self-esteem levels
have emerged as a function of stability of self-esteem. Second, when
assessing stability of self-esteem, we explicitly direct people to respond
on the basis of how they feel at a particular moment in time. These
current, contextually based responses can be thought of as reflecting the
unstable component of self-esteem. Moreover, because people can legit-
imately change how they feel about themselves from day to day, there is
ample justification for viewing such changes as reflecting the true-score
component of responses rather than the error component (for a related
discussion, see Tellegen, 1988). In contrast, when assessing level of self-
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esteem, we now explicitly direct people to respond on the basis of how
they typically, or generally, feel about themselves. In my view, such
responses are more akin to the stable or baseline component of self-
esteem. Evidence supporting the distinction between current and typi-
cal self-evaluations is reported in Kernis and Johnson (1990).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The research discussed in this chapter suggests that it may not be
enough to ask how individuals with low self-esteem differ from individ-
uals with high self-esteem. Specifically, it suggests that a full under-
standing of the role of self-esteem in psychological functioning will ne-
cessitate taking into consideration both stability and level of self-esteem.

This chapter has provided a framework for understanding the joint
effects of these two aspects of self-esteem. The framework holds that
unstable self-esteem has different implications for individuals with high
versus low self-esteem. Among high self-esteem individuals, unstable
self-esteem appears to reflect more fragile and vulnerable self-feelings,
and greater reactivity to both positive and negative self-relevant events.
In contrast, among low self-esteem individuals, unstable self-esteem
appears to reflect more resilient self-feelings, and less adverse reactions
to negative self-relevant events.

Initial evidence bearing on the viability of these assertions was pre-
sented. Among high self-esteem individuals, unstable self-esteem was
shown to relate to greater tendencies to experience anger, hostility, and
depression, greater excuse making following success, and more (or less)
favorable reactions to positive (or negative) feedback. Among low self-
esteem individuals, unstable self-esteem was shown to relate to lower
tendencies to experience depression, greater excuse making following
failure, and less defensive reactions to negative feedback. These findings
are encouraging. Much more work is needed, however, to assess fully
the adequacy of the framework presented in this chapter.

In closing, it may be worthwhile to note that self-esteem instability
also represents the possibility of change. Among individuals with high
self-esteem, this should be relatively threatening, because it implies that
they may lose esteem. Among individuals with low self-esteem, though,
this should be relatively encouraging, as it implies that they may gain
esteem. The extent to which such changes actually occur, as well as the
factors that facilitate or inhibit them, also constitute important research
agendas for the future.
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CHAPTER 10

ON THE HIGHLY POSITIVE
THOUGHTS OF THE
HIGHLY DEPRESSED

BrerT W. PELHAM

Most contemporary theories of the self-concept emphasize the self-
defeating nature of low self-regard. Along these lines, most researchers
would probably agree that one of the most serious drawbacks of low
self-esteem is its close connection to clinical disorders such as depres-
sion. Consider the story of Ron, a typical student suffering from low
self-esteem. After receiving a low score on an exam, Ron became mildly
depressed. As suggested by research on the specific beliefs of people
low in self-esteem (e.g., see Pelham & Swann, 1989), Ron had always
harbored doubts about his abilities. Under the influence of his negative
mood, these doubts were transformed into highly negative beliefs, and
these negative beliefs eventually increased Ron’s emotional distress,
which contributed still further to his negative beliefs (see Beck, 1967,
1976, for a relevant discussion). Consistent with work on depression and
attributional style, Ron then began to make self-blaming attributions for
his growing list of failures, and these self-blaming attributions further
intensified his misery (e.g., see Metalsky, Seligman, Semmel, & Peter-
son, 1982).
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By now, Ron had become severely depressed, and his growing de-
pression, combined with his plummeting self-esteem, increased his ten-
dency to engage in self-focus after failure. This excessive self-focus,
however, only contributed to additional failures, which further in-
creased his depression (see, for example, Pyszczynski & Greenberg,
1987). As he spiraled downward into deep despair, Ron began to court
rejection in his interpersonal relationships by working to verify his
firmly held negative self-views (see Andrews, 1989; Swann, Wenzlaff,
Krull, & Pelham, 1992). This rejection, of course, only magnified his
agony. Finally, all of his positive illusions about himself were completely
shattered, and for the rest of his life, Ron became more excruciatingly
miserable with each passing day. His poor health grew poorer, his trou-
bled relationships became increasingly troubling, and his miserable fail-
ures became steadily more miserable (see Taylor & Brown, 1988). Per-
haps Ron’s one consolation was that, in keeping with work on
explanatory style and well-being, his pessimistic attributional style
drove him to an early grave (see Peterson, Seligman, & Vaillant, 1988;
Scheier & Carver, 1987).

Although this hypothetical story is theoretically plausible, all but
the most forgiving reader would probably consider it difficult to believe.
Surely, even Ron could have found some way to cope with his problems.
Casual observation and common sense suggest that even those who are
low in self-esteem do not suffer from chronic depression. Moreover,
even those who do become depressed do not experience increasing
misery every moment of their lives. Instead, most people who are low in
self-esteem find ways to make their lives meaningful, and most de-
pressed people eventually recover from their distress. In fact, most ap-
pear to do so without the benefit of chemical or therapeutic intervention
(Lewinsohn, Hoberman, Teri, & Hautzinger, 1988; Vernon & Roberts,
1982). The fact that depressed people recover, however, highlights a
limitation of many contemporary theories of depression (and related
theories of low self-esteem), for many of these theories suggest that
depression begets something (e.g., negative beliefs, self-focus, self-
verification) that systematically begets further depression. Because no
cyclical theory of depression identifies a mechanism for reversing the
vicious cycle of depression, no cyclical theory can account for the fact
that people frequently recover from depression. In other words, if one
takes most theories of depression and low self-esteem seriously, then it
is unclear why Ron’s story is the exception rather than the rule.

The purpose of this chapter is to complement existing accounts of
depression and low self-esteem by suggesting that, in addition to its
many negative consequences, depression may also have positive conse-
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quences. More specifically, it is argued that the typical depressed person
not only possesses at least one extremely positive specific self-view but
also considers this highly positive belief a highly meaningful aspect of
his or her identity. Furthermore, it is argued that in the service of devel-
oping and maintaining their most favorable self-views, depressed per-
sons (a) engage in self-serving downward social comparisons, (b) solicit
highly positive feedback from others, and (c) make self-serving attribu-
tions (e.g., they take special credit for success and deny special respon-
sibility for failure in the area of their most favorable self-evaluation).
Next, some preliminary evidence is presented suggesting that de-
pressed persons’ self-serving investments in their positive self-views
may play a role in the process of recovery from depression. Finally, the
limitations and implications of depressed persons’ positive beliefs are
discussed, with special emphasis on their relation to theoretical accounts
of low self-esteem.

DEPRESSED PERSONS POSSESS NEGATIVE BELIEFS

It is well established that depressed persons possess an abundance
of negative beliefs (Beck, 1967; Lewinsohn, Mischel, Chaplin, & Barton,
1980; Pietromonaco & Markus, 1985). To provide only a partial list, nega-
tive thoughts among depressed persons have been documented in such
diverse forms as self-blaming attributions, pessimistic probability judg-
ments, perceptions of incompetence, self-disserving social comparisons,
self-ideal discrepancies, suicidal ideation, attraction to rejecting relation-
ship partners, selective memory for negative events, excessive self-
awareness, and negative self-definition (e.g., see Beck, 1967; Higgins,
1987; Nelson & Craighead, 1977; Peterson et al., 1982; Swallow &
Kuiper, 1988; Swann et al., in press). To make matters worse, recent
evidence also suggests that the negative thoughts and judgments of
depressed persons (a) are applied to the self but not to others (Garber &
Hollon, 1980; Pietromonaco & Markus, 1985), and (b) are both automatic
and highly accessible and thus difficult to control (Bargh & Tota, 1988).
In view of such evidence, is there any reason to expect that depressed
people possess positive beliefs? It appears so.

DEPRESSED PERSONS POSSESS POSITIVE BELIEFS

To begin with, research in the self-enhancement tradition suggests
that all people are born with a basic desire for approval and positive
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feedback. In fact, some have suggested that distressed persons or those
who view themselves negatively should be especially interested in devel-
oping positive self-views (see Jones, 1973; Shrauger, 1975; Wills, 1981;
but compare Swann, 1990). Although researchers are still debating this
theoretical issue, there is ample evidence that people react to threats to
their self-worth by striving to restore their positive self-evaluations
(Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1985; Taylor, 1983; Tesser, 1986).

Thus, there is plenty of theoretical reason to believe that depressed
persons should be interested in developing especially positive self-
views. This idea might appear to contradict the evidence that depressed
persons possess negative self-views, but if one adopts a multifaceted
(i.e., an idiographic) view of the self-concept, it quickly becomes clear
that negative and positive self-views may co-occur in the same person
(Markus & Wurf, 1987; Pelham, 1991a; Swann, Pelham, & Krull, 1989;
Taylor & Brown, 1988). Consistent with this idea, there is growing evi-
dence that positive and negative beliefs and feelings are relatively inde-
pendent of one another (Peterson, 1991; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen,
1988), and that depression and low self-esteem are more strongly related
to negative than to positive beliefs and judgments (Bargh & Tota, 1988;
Gotlib & Olson, 1983; see Miller & Moretti, 1988, for a review). In fact,
even those who have emphasized the negative, self-defeating nature of
depression have often found that depressed and nondepressed persons
differ primarily in the degree to which they possess negative beliefs or
respond to negative information. When it comes to positive beliefs or
their reactions to positive events, depressed and nondepressed persons
are frequently indistinguishable (Bargh & Tota, 1988; Pietromonaco &
Markus, 1985).

DEePRESSED PERSONS PosseEss HiGHLY PosITive BELIEFS

Building on the assumption that depressed persons possess posi-
tive beliefs, my colleagues and I have recently begun to address the
simple question that is the primary focus of this chapter: How positive?
For example, in an initial examination of depressed people’s positive
self-views (Pelham, 1991b, Study 1), participants were given both a tra-
ditional measure of depression (the Beck Depression Inventory; Beck,
Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961) and a traditional set of self-
concept measures, including both Rosenberg’s unitary measure (1965) of
self-esteem and Pelham and Swann’s multifaceted measure (1989) of
people’s specific self-views (e.g., intelligence, social skills, athletic abili-
ty). To examine the possibility that depressed persons might possess at
least one form of highly positive belief, an idiographic analysis of de-
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pressed persons’ specific self-views was conducted in this study. More
specifically, both the typical (i.e., composite) beliefs of depressed and
nondepressed persons and the best (i.e., most favorable) specific self-
views of the same depressed and nondepressed persons were com-
pared. To examine the possibility that increasing levels of depression
might increase people’s efforts to enhance their best self-views, partici-
pants were placed in four distinct categories based on their depression
scores (nondepressed and mildly, moderately, and severely depressed).

Consistent with past research, it was expected that where most of
their beliefs were concerned, depressed persons would possess espe-
cially negative self-views, and this was true. As illustrated in the right-
hand column of Table 1, the composite self-views (i.e., most of the self-
views) of severely depressed persons were extremely negative relative
to those of the nondepressed (although they were not extremely nega-
tive in an absolute sense). Consistent with a compensatory model of
depression, however, it was also expected that severely depressed per-
sons’ best self-views might compare quite favorably with those of the
nondepressed; this was true as well. As suggested in the left-hand col-
umn of Table 1, the best self-views of severely depressed persons were
nearly identical to the best self-views of the nondepressed. Because the
participants in this study reported their self-views on a percentile scale
(relative to other college students), it is also possible to see that the best
self-views of severely depressed students were quite favorable in an
absolute sense. In particular, as a group, severely depressed participants
subjectively rated themselves at the 86th percentile on their best self-
views.

DEPRESSED PERSONS PosseEss EXTREMELY PosITIVE BELIEFs

It is possible, however, that depressed persons’ positive self-views
are not exactly what they appear to be. Because measures of depression
are highly correlated with measures of global self-esteem, it is possible
that the effects reported in Table 1 have more to do with low self-esteem
than with depression. To address this issue, an auxiliary analysis (an
analysis of covariance) was conducted, controlling for self-esteem differ-
ences between participants in the four depressive categories. This analy-
sis proved highly informative. First, as shown in Table 2, when global
self-esteem was controlled in the four groups, the advantage for the
nondepressed group evaporated for the composite measure (suggesting
that low self-esteem, rather than depression, was responsible for de-
pressed persons’ negative composite self-views; see Tennen & Herz-
berger, 1987; Tennen, Herzberger, & Nelson, 1987). More to the point,
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TABLE 1. Relation Between Depression
and People’s Specific Self-views

Self-View
Level of Depression Best Composite
Nondepressed (n = 161) 88 65
Mild (n = 94) 85 56
Moderate (n = 49) 80 46
Severe (n = 18) 86 41

NoTtEe: The theoretical range for all self-views was 2.5 to 97.5 on a
percentile scale (i.e., a rating of 50 indicates that a participant be-
lieves that she or he is neither better nor worse than the average
college student). Adapted from Pelham (1991b).

an analysis of participants’ best self-views revealed that severely de-
pressed persons possessed especially positive self-views.

This has proven to be a replicable effect. A follow-up study (Pelham,
1991b, Study 2) revealed the same advantage for the severely depressed
group, and subsequent studies have produced the same findings for
people’s self-ratings on valenced personality traits (e.g., extraversion,
agreeableness, conscientiousness) rather than dimensions of self-
perceived ability. Finally, auxiliary analyses of these effects have re-
vealed that they are not readily explained as a statistical artifact. For
example, the same results have appeared consistently in simultaneous
regression analyses, and conceptually similar results have also been
observed at a purely descriptive level (i.e., without using covariance
analyses; see Pelham, 1991b).

DEPRESSED PERSONS APPRECIATE THEIR POSITIVE BELIEFS

The findings reviewed thus far suggest quite clearly that the typical
severely depressed person possesses at least one exceptionally positive

TABLE 2. Relation Between Depression
and People’s Specific Self-Views Controlling
for Self-Esteem (Covariate-Adjusted Means)

Self-View
Level of Depression Best Composite
Nondepressed 86 60
Mild 86 59
Moderate 85 55
Severe 93 60

Norte: The theoretical range for all self-views was 2.5 to 97.5. Adapt-
ed from Pelham (1991b).
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self-evaluation. It is possible, however, that depressed persons attach
very little significance to their unusually favorable self-evaluations.
More specifically, previous analyses of both depression and low self-
esteem suggest that depressed persons might place little confidence in
their positive self-views and might consider their exceptional self-views
exceptionally unimportant (Beck, 1967; Pelham & Swann, 1989; Warren
& McEachren, 1983).

In the studies reviewed in this chapter, however, this possibility
was addressed by assessing both the certainty and the importance of
participants’ best specific self-views. These studies have revealed little
evidence that depressed persons lack confidence in their most favorable
self-evaluations. Instead, they have revealed that precisely the opposite
is true. In fact, when considered together, all of the studies conducted to
date have revealed that, relative to the nondepressed, severely de-
pressed persons are especially confident of their most favorable self-
views. The same studies have also shown that, like the nondepressed,
severely depressed persons consider their best self-views much more
personally important than their other self-views (see Pelham, 1991b, for
more detail). Thus it appears that depressed persons’ especially positive
self-views are especially meaningful aspects of their identities.

HOW DO THEY DO IT?

If depressed persons possess at least one category of meaningful,
highly positive self-views, then it is possible that, in at least one area of
their lives, severely depressed persons behave much like their non-
depressed counterparts. In other words, it is possible that in the interest
of developing positive self-views in one specific area, depressed people
engage in many of the same self-serving strategies that characterize
most of the thoughts of the nondepressed. If it is true that depressed
persons engage in self-serving biases in the area of their best self-views,
this could represent a potential route through which depressed persons
could recover from their depression. It has been shown, for example,
that self-enhancing downward comparisons have short-term emotional
benefits (e.g., Gibbons, 1986; Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989). Similarly, it has
also been shown that depressed persons who are trained to make self-
serving attributions experience long-term psychological benefits (Lay-
den, 1982). With findings such as these in mind, my colleagues and I
have recently begun to explore the origins and consequences of de-
pressed persons’ positive self-views. Although our preliminary studies
have not allowed us to disentangle fully the causes and consequences of
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depressed persons’ positive self-views, they have shown that depressed
persons engage in a number of self-serving biases that are specific to
their best self-views. These include (a) the tendency to make self-serving
downward social comparisons, (b) attempts to obtain positive feedback
from others, and (c) the tendency to make self-serving attributions.

DEPRESSED PERSONS MAKE SELF-SERVING SOociAL COMPARISONS

In his theory of downward social comparison processes, Wills
(1981) argues that, in order to restore their sense of subjective well-
being, distressed persons sometimes make self-serving downward so-
cial comparisons (e.g., comparisons with less fortunate others). In fact,
Wills has argued that, to reduce their suffering, distressed persons will
sometimes derogate others to generate favorable social comparisons
where none actually exist. Instead of suffering by comparison, for in-
stance, a distressed shot-putter may convince herself that her oppo-
nent’s record toss was produced by a heavy dose of steroids instead of a
heavy dose of ability. In short, Wills has suggested that among dis-
tressed persons the derogation of others is a common form of self-
serving social comparison. If this is true, it is possible that such self-
serving derogations might play a role in the development of depressed
persons’ highly positive beliefs.

In support of this idea, preliminary evidence suggests that de-
pressed persons do indeed derogate others in the area of their best self-
views (Pelham, 1991b, Study 2). In particular, a study of recent acquain-
tances focused on depressed and nondepressed participants’ views of
their partners on the dimension of ability that target participants identi-
fied as their most favorable. This study revealed that whereas non-
depressed persons viewed their partners in much the same way that
their partners viewed themselves, depressed persons clearly derogated
their partners. These effects were dramatic: Whereas severely depressed
persons rated their partners quite negatively (at the 44th percentile on
the dimension of the depressed person’s best self-view), their partners
rated themselves quite favorably (at the 83rd percentile on the same
dimension). Moreover, the more depressed persons derogated their
partners, the more positively they viewed themselves. In addition, these
effects were specific to depressed persons’ best self-views. On a compos-
ite measure of self-views, neither depressed nor nondepressed partici-
pants derogated their partners at all.

In a related study (Pelham & Swinkels, 1992) depressed persons
were asked to rate people with whom they had had no previous contact
(film personalities in one study, and a nondescript student in another
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study). In addition, participants reported their current mood both before
and after they rated these strangers. Both of these studies revealed that
although depressed and nondepressed persons were equally likely to
derogate a stranger on the dimension of their best self-view, only de-
pressed persons experienced emotional benefits from doing so. In the
study involving ratings of celebrities, these effects were especially clear.
An examination of the change in participants’ mood over the course of
the study revealed that among the nondepressed, derogations (i.e., neg-
ative evaluations of the targets) were weakly but reliably associated with
decreases in mood. In contrast, among severely depressed participants,
those who rated the targets most negatively reported the greatest in-
creases in mood. As in the study cited above, these effects were confined
to depressed participants’ best self-views; there were no effects on the
composite measure. Thus, there is tentative evidence that depressed
participants sometimes engage in self-serving downward comparisons.
Moreover, when they do engage in such comparisons, depressed partic-
ipants appear to experience emotional benefits not shared by the non-
depressed.

DEPRESSED PERSONS SoLiciT PosiTIivE FEEDBACK FROM OTHERS

Although preliminary evidence suggests that self-serving social
comparisons may play a role in the development of depressed persons’
positive self-views, there is little reason to believe that depressed per-
sons develop their positive beliefs by means of downward comparisons
alone. In fact, it is possible that most of the self-serving strategies that
permeate the thinking of the nondepressed may be shared, in at least
one circumscribed area, by those who are severely depressed.

Consider, for instance, the recent finding (Swann et al., 1992) that
depressed people are especially likely to solicit negative feedback from
their relationship partners (e.g., “Why do you think I'm unlikely to
do well in school?” or “Why am I likely to make a bad impression in
social settings?”). Although these findings appear to describe depressed
persons’ overall pattern of information seeking, depressed persons
might be much more likely to solicit positive interpersonal feedback
when it comes to their best self-views (e.g., “But before we discuss my
intellectual and social incompetence, why don’t you tell me what you
like best about my latest sculpture?”).

A recent study provided empirical support for this line of reason-
ing. In that study (Pelham, Swinkels, & Karney, 1992), participants were
given the opportunity to solicit positive versus negative interpersonal
feedback from their friends and roommates in five different areas. Con-
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sistent with the findings of Swann et al. (1992), severely depressed par-
ticipants sought relatively negative self-relevant feedback from their
partners in most areas. In fact, when given a choice between asking their
relationship partners positive leading questions (i.e., that fished for
compliments) and negative leading questions (i.e., that fished for criti-
cisms), severely depressed persons chose negative leading questions
slightly more often than they chose positive ones. (In contrast, non-
depressed participants showed a clear preference for favorable feed-
back.) When it came to the one belief that severely depressed persons
considered their most favorable, however, their pattern of feedback
seeking was virtually indistinguishable from that of the nondepressed
(i.e., they showed a dramatic preference for positive feedback). Finally,
like the nondepressed, severely depressed persons not only indicated
that they wished to receive positive feedback about their best self-views,
they also reported that they were more interested in hearing about this
area than they were in hearing about their less positive self-views.

DEPRESSED PERSONS MAKE SELF-SERVING CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS

Both conventional wisdom and empirical research suggest that self-
blame is one of the hallmarks of depression. Dozens of studies have
supported this idea by demonstrating that depressed people characteris-
tically make more self-blaming causal attributions than the non-
depressed (e.g., see Peterson, Schwartz, & Seligman, 1981; Peterson et
al., 1982). In comparison with the nondepressed, that is, depressed
persons make more internal, stable, and global attributions for their
personal failures and misfortunes (“It happened because of me, it'll
probably continue to happen forever, and it affects all areas of my life.”)
In fact, this self-disserving brand of explanations has even been dubbed
the “depressive attributional style” (e.g., see Abramson, Seligman, &
Teasedale, 1978; Tennen et al., 1987). The model outlined in this chapter
suggests, however, that the depressive attributional style might not per-
meate all of the attributions made by depressed persons.

To test this possibility, we (Pelham et al., 1992) recently conducted a
study in which we measured the attributions that depressed persons
made for positive and negative life events in five different areas (includ-
ing the area that participants had earlier identified as the area of their
best self-view). Thus, for example, for a participant who had identified
intellectual ability as her best self-view, we could compare her attribu-
tions for academic events with her typical attributions in four other
areas. When we examined a composite measure of participants’ attribu-
tions across most areas, we replicated the findings of previous studies.
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Thus, in most areas, severely depressed persons evenhandedly took
slightly more credit for failure than for success, and nondepressed per-
sons heavy-handedly took more credit for success than for failure. In the
area of their best self-views, however, severely depressed persons made
attributions that were slightly more self-serving than those made by the
nondepressed. Similar findings were observed when we examined attri-
butions of controllability and globality. The dreary attributions that de-
pressed persons made in most areas became much sunnier when we
examined events in the area of their best self-views.

Like the findings on social comparison and information seeking,
these findings are correlational, and thus it is not clear whether these
self-serving attributions produce or are produced by depressed persons’
positive self-views. Independent of where these self-serving biases
come from, however, one thing is clear: Depressed people are quite
capable of entertaining self-serving thoughts. They simply appear to be
very selective about when they do so.

DOES IT DO THEM ANY GOOD?

If depressed persons possess highly positive self-views and engage
in self-serving biases when it comes to their positive self-views, this may
help explain why depression does not always beget further depression.
As people become increasingly depressed, they may react to their mis-
eries by becoming especially invested in their most positive beliefs. To
the degree that they do so, they should facilitate their own recovery
from depression. We have gathered preliminary evidence that this is the
case. In particular, we (Pelham & Karney, 1992) recently completed a
prospective study of mildly depressed persons. In that study, we found
that the importance depressed persons attributed to their best self-views
predicted their recovery from depression. More specifically, those who
attributed the greatest importance to their best self-views showed the
greatest evidence of recovery 8 weeks later (see Needles & Abramson,
1990, for related findings).

In future studies, my colleagues and I will attempt to gain clearer
insights on the precise mechanisms through which this process oper-
ates. For example, research on the self-investment model (Pelham,
1991a) suggests that belief importance should energize almost all forms
of self-enhancing behavior, any of which could facilitate recovery from
depression. On the other hand, there is also reason to believe that
investing oneself heavily in a single belief can have costs as well as
benefits (Linville, 1987), and in future studies we intend to pay special
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attention to both the costs and benefits of positive beliefs among the
depressed. All in all, it seems reasonable to assume at this point that the
benefits of depressed persons’ positive self-views outweigh their costs.
Thus, for instance, depressed persons’ self-serving attributions probably
have relatively few drawbacks. Even if they contribute little to long-term
recovery from depression, they almost certainly provide temporary re-
lief from distress. Just as we feel better about our important achieve-
ments when we believe that we are personally responsible for them, we
may become less distraught over our failures when we attribute them to
external causes (Weiner, 1986).

CONCLUSIONS

Although it is becoming increasingly clear that depressed persons
possess at least one highly positive belief, the work reviewed in this
chapter clearly leaves many questions unanswered. To select only a few
examples, very little is known about the precise mechanisms that allow
the typical depressed person to recover. It is even possible that de-
pressed persons’ highly positive beliefs are the cause rather than the
consequence of their distressed states. Finally, there is no guarantee that
depressed persons’ positive beliefs loom large in their daily lives. In fact,
a recent pilot study suggested that although depressed persons pri-
vately report possessing highly positive beliefs, they are not very likely
to mention them in their spontaneous self-descriptions.

On the whole, however, preliminary studies have suggested that
depressed persons emphasize, enjoy, and enhance their positive beliefs
in ways that belie their acute distress. It is also important to remember
that the findings highlighted in this chapter have included replications
of previous findings for composite measures of depressed persons’ be-
liefs. Thus, if depressed persons’ most positive self-views had not been
singled out in these investigations, they would have merely reinforced
the well-established idea that depressed persons possess negative self-
views. In the final analysis, these findings are meant to complement
rather than challenge the traditional wisdom on depression. Although it
is clear that depression is associated with numerous forms of negative
thinking, it may be instructive to remember that, like other painful expe-
riences (e.g., divorce, dieting, dental work), depression may occasion-
ally have positive consequences.

Because many theoretical treatments of low self-esteem bear a
strong resemblance to theories of depression, it is tempting to conclude
that the compensatory model of depression presented here may be
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translated directly into a compensatory analysis of low self-esteem. Al-
though this model does have some obvious implications for theories of
low self-esteem (e.g., persons low in self-esteem appear to be especially
susceptible to depression), our initial findings have suggested that it is
primarily acute distress rather than the perception that one is unworthy
that drives the self-enhancing compensations reported in this chapter.
For instance, covariance analyses assessing the unique contributions of
depression and global self-esteem to people’s best self-views have con-
sistently shown that both high levels of self-esteem and high levels of
depression are associated with especially positive best self-views. In
other words, most of the compensations reported in this chapter appear
to be uniquely associated with depression rather than with low self-
esteem.

Does this mean, then, that persons low in self-esteem are doomed
to experience the kind of self-perpetuating vicious cycles from which
depressed persons eventually manage to escape? The answer may de-
pend on which particular cycles (or potential escape routes) one exam-
ines. First of all, the implicit assumptions researchers typically make
about depression and self-esteem suggest that low self-esteem is more of
a self-perpetuating problem than depression. Even our use of the terms
in everyday language suggests that whereas depression is usually tem-
porary, low self-esteem is usually permanent. Thus, it makes perfect
sense for Willie to say that he was depressed yesterday but is feeling fine
today. If Willie claims that he was a low self-esteem person yesterday but
has since become a high self-esteem person, however, we may begin to
suspect that his psychological problems extend well beyond depression
or low self-esteem.

On the other hand, the critique of cyclical theories put forth in this
chapter suggests that even low self-esteem cannot have exclusively neg-
ative consequences. Thus, it seems likely that those who are low in self-
esteem may develop their own unique ways of coping with their percep-
tions of unworthiness. For example, Brown (in Chapter 6 of this volume)
has suggested that persons low in self-esteem may engage in indirect
rather than direct forms of self-enhancement, presumably with the goal
of safely enhancing their self-worth (see also Baumgardner, Kauffman,
& Levy, 1989; Brockner & Hulton, 1979).

And just as depression and low self-esteem may sometimes have
their advantages, optimism and high self-esteem may occasionally have
their disadvantages. Heatherton and Ambadi (in Chapter 7 of this vol-
ume) have suggested that, when their sense of self-worth is challenged
in an achievement setting, people high in self-esteem may unwittingly
engage in self-defeating behaviors by biting off more than they can
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chew. Similarly, Pelham and Taylor (1992) have recently shown that
persons high in self-esteem are especially likely to engage in highly
enjoyable but highly risky behaviors such as riding a motorcycle. The
same study also revealed that, relative to their less esteemed counter-
parts, people high in global self-esteem (a) reported higher rates of
driving while under the influence of alcohol and (b) reported receiving
more citations for speeding during a 1-year interval. Thus, in at least one
area of their lives, high self-esteem persons may typically place them-
selves at risk for both physical injury and emotional hardship. Although
the costs of high self-esteem may be somewhat circumscribed, as in the
studies cited above, it seems unlikely that high self-esteem could have
exclusively positive consequences. Just as there must be mechanisms for
keeping depression and low self-esteem from spiraling into abject mis-
ery, there must also be mechanisms for keeping high self-esteem from
skyrocketing upward into unabashed self-adoration.

In summary, at both a practical and a theoretical level, the analysis
offered in this chapter is intended to stand as a reminder that neither
depression nor low self-esteem can have exclusively negative conse-
quences. Whether investment in positive self-views represents a prima-
ry or a trivial route to recovery from depression, it is clear that most
depressed people do typically recover. If we wish to understand how
they manage to do so, we must expand our focus beyond the ways in
which the distressed and devaluated reinforce their miseries and pay
greater attention to the ways in which they attempt to relieve them.
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CHAPTER 11

UNDERSTANDING THE INNER
NATURE OF LOW SELF-ESTEEM

UNCERTAIN, FRAGILE, PROTECTIVE,
AND CONFLICTED

Roy F. BAUMEISTER

In recent decades, psychologists have offered many speculations and
hypotheses about people with low self-esteem. Perhaps they hate them-
selves. Perhaps they seek to distort things in a negative, pessimistic
direction. Perhaps they are indifferent to praise and popularity. Perhaps
they lack some key drive to succeed or to think well of themselves.
Perhaps they are irrational and self-destructive. In the last two decades,
however, a growing body of enlightening data on low self-esteem has
allowed psychologists to move beyond the earlier, more speculative the-
ories. One can begin to sort the welter of competing theories into a
coherent set of empirically grounded conclusions.

It is clear that there is no one key, no single answer to the puzzle of
low self-esteem. But taken together, the various contributions covered in
this book may finally allow us to understand the person with low self-
esteem better. Let me summarize some main themes emerging from the
previous chapters.
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THE NEED FOR SELF-WORTH

It is apparent that the vast majority of people generally want to
think well of themselves. Intuitively, this is easy to accept; favorable
views of self are associated with happiness, pleasant emotional states,
and other positive subjective results. People with low self-esteem do not
lack the desire for self-worth. Thus, to understand low self-esteem, one
should not think in terms of the absence of needs, but rather in terms of
unfulfilled needs and possibly conflicting, competing needs.

The need for self-worth is indicated in many of the chapters. Spen-
cer, Josephs, and Steele (Chapter 2) make self-affirmation the cor-
nerstone of their argument (following Steele, 1988) and contend that this
need for self-worth, which they label self-integrity, is fundamental and
widespread. They note that self-affirming gestures are particularly rele-
vant to coping with threats. Blaine and Crocker (Chapter 4) explore the
variety of strategies people use to nurture a positive sense of self, both
before and after threatening events. Tice (Chapter 3) argues that people
desire to protect their self-esteem against loss and to enhance their posi-
tive views of themselves when possible. Pelham (Chapter 10) points out
convincingly that even depressed people manage to find something
about themselves to be proud of, and they are quite jealously protective
of that basis for self-worth.

What distinguishes people with low self-esteem is not the size of
their desire to think well of themselves, but rather some interference
with fulfilling that desire. Their basis for thinking well of themselves
may be smaller than other people’s, in the sense that they have fewer
reasons to regard themselves as superior beings. This shortage makes
them more vulnerable to threats insofar as when events impugn their
self-worth, they are less able to point to alternative positive qualities
they have (Spencer et al., Chapter 2). Because of this fragility, they need
to emphasize protection rather than enhancement of self-worth (Tice,
Chapter 3). This weakness, which Spencer et al. portray as a deficiency
in resources, may be an important reason that people with very low self-
esteem will become jealously defensive of their few positive attributes:
They cannot afford to have these undermined, because they depend
heavily on these for their sense of self-worth.

The only view that even begins to suggest any exceptions to the
basic, universal need for self-worth is the one advanced by De La Ronde
and Swann (Chapter 8), who contend that the need to confirm one’s
view of oneself is a powerful motive, especially for cognitive function-
ing. Still, even their position does not suggest that people with low self-
esteem desire to change for the worse. Their data suggest that people
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are more likely to believe criticism than praise where their faults are
concerned, even though they may have initial reactions that emotionally
prefer the praise. Ultimately, according to De La Ronde and Swann,
people with low self-esteem therefore desire neither highly positive nor
strongly negative feedback. They do not want to change their self-
conceptions in either a positive or a negative direction.

Combining these various views, it seems safe to conclude that peo-
ple with low self-esteem hate to experience anything that threatens to
lower their self-esteem further. They want to think well of themselves,
and most seem to find some basis for doing so, although this basis tends
to be more fragile and limited than what someone with high self-esteem
might have. Events that threaten to undermine self-worth may therefore
bring out defensive and protective reactions among people with low
self-esteem. The view of low self-esteem as a weakly or inadequately
satisfied desire for self-worth is an important part of the key to under-
standing such people.

SELF-CONCEPTIONS ACCOMPANYING LOW SELF-ESTEEM

The essence of self-esteem is how a person regards himself or her-
self, and it is therefore extremely valuable to understand the self-
conceptions of people with low self-esteem. Two key insights into the
nature of these self-conceptions have been articulated and elaborated in
this book. They complement each other and form a vital foundation for
understanding the person with low self-esteem.

The first insight is articulated in detail by Campbell and Lavallee
(Chapter 1; based on Campbell, 1990; see also Baumgardner, 1990): Peo-
ple with low self-esteem seem to know less about themselves than peo-
ple with high self-esteem. Campbell and Lavallee have labeled this as
self-concept confusion, which takes a variety of forms. People with low
self-esteem have self-conceptions that change and fluctuate from day to
day. Their views about themselves may contain contradictions and in-
consistencies, and they simply have fewer definite beliefs about what
they are like than other people have. In short, what they know about
themselves tends to be uncertain, incoherent, and in flux.

This deficient self-knowledge is a powerful key to understanding a
great deal about people with low self-esteem. Even seemingly paradoxi-
cal patterns, such as the occasional apparent preference for failure or
criticism (as described by De La Ronde and Swann in Chapter 8), may be
linked to self-knowledge. De La Ronde and Swann contend that people
mainly seek to confirm their most firmly held self-conceptions (see also
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Swann, 1987), and that many people with low self-esteem will have
relatively few such firm self-conceptions. A motive to maintain con-
sistency with one’s firmly held self-conceptions would therefore be
largely irrelevant to people with low self-esteem, although in a few well-
selected domains such consistency effects may be quite powerful and
may extend to a rejection of praise or other overly positive feedback.

The self-knowledge deficiency is also relevant to understanding
how people with low self-esteem fare in the large and small events that
fill everyday life. Heatherton and Ambady (Chapter 7) analyze how
people manage their lives: People must make appropriate commitments
and then live up to them. Making appropriate commitments and under-
taking the most promising projects depends, however, on self-
knowledge. People with high self-esteem can draw on their extensive
self-knowledge to manage their lives effectively. Lacking such firm and
clear self-knowledge, people with low self-esteem may fall into various
problems of setting inappropriate goals, starting things that are too diffi-
cult to achieve or too easy to be worth achieving, and so forth.

The second insight into low self-esteem is spelled out by Tice (Chap-
ter 3; see also Baumeister, Tice, & Hutton, 1989). By and large, low self-
esteem is low only in a relative sense; in an absolute sense, it is medium.
To be sure, there may be occasional people who hate themselves or think
they are utterly worthless (although Pelham in Chapter 10 questions
even that), but if so these are probably a small minority marked by
pathological extremes. The vast majority of people who end up classi-
fied as low in self-esteem do not regard themselves as hopeless, worth-
less individuals, as contemptible rejects, as wicked, morally despicable
villains, or as chronic losers. They describe themselves instead in neu-
tral, intermediate, noncommittal terms.

Low self-esteem can thus be understood more as the absence of
positive views of self rather than as the presence of negative views.
Consistent with this, Blaine and Crocker (Chapter 4) have discussed the
relative lack of self-aggrandizing patterns or biases exhibited by people
with low self-esteem. Whereas many people systematically interpret
events in ways that favor themselves, people with low self-esteem show
an absence of such self-serving biases. It would be wrong to suggest that
people with low self-esteem twist things in the opposite direction or bias
their thoughts to give themselves less credit or more blame than they
deserve. Rather, what distinguishes them is the absence of positive, self-
serving patterns.

Pelham (Chapter 10) indicates that even the self-views of severely
depressed people are not low or negative in an absolute sense. Iron-
ically, depressed people hold “best” views of themselves as being supe-
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rior to 86% of other people on selected dimensions. These people clearly
do not despise themselves. It is the lack of more positive views about the
self, rather than the definite assertion of negative views, that character-
izes people with low self-esteem.

These two key insights are, of course, highly compatible, as Camp-
bell and Lavallee suggest. A confused, incoherent pattern of self-
knowledge could easily lead to a globally intermediate, neutral self-
evaluation.

ROADBLOCKS TO SELF-LOVE

The central dilemma of low self-esteem, then, is what prevents
these people from holding the positive views of themselves that others
have. The key factor that needs explaining is not the presence of self-
hate (for self-hate is not generally there), but rather the absence of self-
love. As Tice indicates, people with low self-esteem generally evaluate
themselves in neutral, intermediate ways. Or, as articulated in the chap-
ters by Campbell and Lavallee and by Spencer et al., what afflicts people
with low self-esteem is a relative lack of positive things to assert and
believe about themselves, rather than a firm belief in one’s own bad
qualities. Understanding what keeps low self-esteem low is not, there-
fore, a matter of explaining how they became convinced that they are
bad, but rather of analyzing what keeps them from adopting a broadly
positive view of self.

Harter in Chapter 5 points out some important factors that restrain
people from coming to regard themselves in more favorable terms. By
and large, nobody is good at everything, and so each person has good
points and bad points. Many people maintain high self-esteem by con-
vincing themselves that the things they are good at are important, wide-
ly valued ones, whereas their weaknesses are confined to relatively
trivial domains. But there are substantial limits on what one can come to
regard as trivial, because society places considerable value on certain
attributes. People get stuck at a low level of self-esteem when they are
unable to minimize the importance of their weaknesses. Physical attrac-
tiveness, charm and sex appeal, charisma, and intelligence are generally
recognized as important traits, and people who lack these qualities may
not be able to dismiss them as unimportant, unlike people who may be
tone-deaf or poor at swimming or inept at video games. Although many
researchers have emphasized intellectual and social aspects of self-
esteem, Harter points out that physical attractiveness is a strong and
stable predictor of self-esteem, partly because the culture emphasizes
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the importance of physical attractiveness (perhaps especially for fe-
males). If you are ugly, it will be harder to think very highly of yourself.

Social forces operate in another way to keep self-esteem low in
some people, according to Harter: People compare themselves with oth-
ers, and these comparisons inevitably reveal many of one’s shortcom-
ings. Thus, in principle one might be able to discount one’s shortcom-
ings as long as one is improving, but at certain stages in life (especially
childhood) everyone else is improving, too, and so improving in an
absolute sense may still leave one at the bottom of the heap. Because so
many abilities are evaluated solely in comparison with others, people
may find it hard to persuade themselves that they are better than they
are. Too often, it will be obvious that others are superior to oneself.

Blaine and Crocker (Chapter 4) offer a broad context for this inabili-
ty to dismiss one’s weaknesses. Normally, people support favorable
views of themselves by using a variety of biases and defenses. Taylor
and Brown (1988) proposed that these positive illusions are an integral
part of mental health and adjustment. People with low self-esteem seem
to lack these biases and distortions to some extent.

Inevitably, circular relationships develop. If one’s view of self is not
all that favorable, then one may shy away from forming large positive
illusions about oneself, because these are vulnerable to being discon-
firmed (Blaine & Crocker, Chapter 4). To convince oneself erroneously
that one will accomplish great things is to invite disappointment. People
with low self-esteem prefer to see themselves in a fairly accurate and
unbiased fashion, which deters them from distorting daily feedback so
as to form great, exaggerated expectations about the future. In this way,
they can protect themselves against loss and disappointment, but they
sacrifice the chance to inflate self-esteem through such biases and distor-
tions.

Another circular pattern was suggested by Harter in Chapter 5. Low
self-esteem is often based on an accurate appraisal of one’s abilities (or
lack thereof). If one can see one’s own shortcomings, others may see
them, too, and in many cases social rejection may ensue. As Harter has
persuasively explained, self-esteem is based mainly on those two pillars,
namely, competence and social acceptance. If you see yourself as lacking
competence and as rejected by others, the combination is likely to be a
very persuasive basis for keeping self-esteem low.

As these people gradually become convinced of their own short-
comings and weaknesses, these firm self-conceptions generate their
own consistency pressures. De La Ronde and Swann (Chapter 8) review
evidence that people resist changing their views of themselves after
these are firmly in place, and this applies even to unflattering views.
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Once low self-esteem is established, people will tend to be skeptical of
highly flattering messages, will distrust others who may hold exces-
sively favorable opinions of them, and will tend to fit new information
into these firm and stable self-conceptions. Low self-esteem can thus
become self-perpetuating.

Further self-perpetuating patterns were suggested by Heatherton
and Ambady (Chapter 7). Poor self-regulation strategies deprive one of
chances for successful experiences that might have raised self-esteem.
Because of their poor self-knowledge and resultant inability to make
appropriate commitments, and perhaps because of their broadly self-
protective orientation, people with low self-esteem may skip some un-
dertakings that might have brought them important success experi-
ences. Meanwhile, the commitments they do make will sometimes be
excessive and unrealistic, leading to the vicious spiraling effect de-
scribed by Heatherton and Ambady in terms of dieting. They set goals
that are too high, and so they fail, and so their self-esteem remains low
or becomes even lower.

EMOTIONAL PATTERNS

Thus far I have focused on beliefs about the self, interpretations of
the world, and other cognitive patterns associated with low self-esteem,
but a number of chapters have shed light on emotional patterns as well.
Self-esteem goes beyond cognition to involve motivation and emotion.
Campbell and Lavallee (Chapter 1) reviewed evidence linking low self-
esteem to a high frequency of mood swings. The deficit in self-
knowledge results in a surplus of emotion. The reason, presumably, is
that people with low self-esteem are more at the mercy of situations and
events because they lack a firm sense of who they are. When situations
and events go against what might be expected or desired, emotional
responses are intensified. A firm and positive sense of self enables one
to navigate life on an even keel. People with low self-esteem, who lack
this firm and positive self-knowledge, experience more of an emotional
roller coaster in their daily lives.

Harter’s data in Chapter 5 are consistent with the picture of emo-
tionality among people with low self-esteem. In particular, Harter says
that low self-esteem is typically accompanied by a relatively high fre-
quency of emotional distress and negative affect. Moreover, emotion is
not merely linked to one’s stable, ongoing level of self-esteem. Kernis’s
ground-breaking work on stability of self-esteem, as reviewed by him in
Chapter 9, makes clear that emotion is strongly linked to temporary
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changes and fluctuations in self-esteem (see also Harris & Snyder, 1986).
He has shown convincingly that some people have stable levels of
self-esteem, whereas others show fluctuations. For the latter, emotions
follow; when self-esteem rises, people experience good moods and
pleasant emotions. Losing self-esteem is linked to anger, hostility, and
probably a host of other bad emotions.

If low self-esteem is marked by a surplus of bad emotions, it may
also bring some special ways of experiencing positive emotion. An espe-
cially interesting one is discussed by Pelham in Chapter 10. As already
noted, Pelham points out that depressed people (who have low self-
esteem) also have a few strongly positive views about themselves, about
which they are very protective. One form this protectiveness takes is
that they derogate others on these dimensions. Derogating others on
things about which one cherishes special images of one’s own compe-
tence is something that everyone does, but only these depressed, low
self-esteem individuals appear to derive strong emotional benefits from
doing so. It makes them feel good to describe others in unflattering
terms, at least on dimensions where they pride themselves on being
superior.

INTERPERSONAL PATTERNS

Low self-esteem is also marked by some distinctive patterns of inter-
personal behavior. To a substantial extent, these can be understood on
the basis of the cognitive and emotional patterns already covered, but
they are of considerable interest in their own right and can lead to social
consequences that in turn affect self-esteem.

Tice in Chapter 3 articulates one broad and fundamental pattern. In
contrast to people with high self-esteem, who are generally trying to
make a good impressicn on others and to boost their reputations, people
with low self-esteem are cautious and tentativein their self-presentations.
Their first goal is to avoid any loss of self-esteem. This self-protective
orientation can be understood in the context of the analysis by Spencer
et al. (Chapter 2) of self-esteem as a personal resource. When resources
are scarce, people want to preserve them and avoid taking any chances
with them. Campbell and Lavallee’s exposition of self-concept confusion
(Chapter 1) is also relevant. When people are not sure about themselves,
it is prudent to be cautious in one’s self-presentational claims and inter-
personal acts.

Thus, people with low self-esteem do desire social approval and
acceptance, and they want to think well of themselves, but they are
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reluctant to approach social interactions with an aggressive, self-
aggrandizing attitude. Bold, confident claims about one’s own fine quali-
ties generate pressures and anxieties to live up to inflated images of
oneself, along with risks of disconfirmation, failure, and disappoint-
ment. People with low self-esteem eschew such claims because these
might lead ultimately to further losses in esteem.

The reluctance to seek self-enhancement in an open, direct manner
does not mean, however, that people with low self-esteem entirely
abandon the project of boosting their self-worth through interpersonal
contacts. They are merely forced to use safer, more roundabout means.
Brown in Chapter 6 highlights some of the indirect methods of self-
enhancement that people with low self-esteem prefer. Instead of claim-
ing to be personally superior to others, they claim that the group to
which they belong is superior. (In fact, they are careful to boost their
group’s esteem in ways that will not obviously implicate themselves or
put pressure on themselves to maintain this superiority.) Superiority,
after all, does not have to be achieved individually; through most of
history, people have derived the better part of their self-worth from
belonging to esteemed groups (Baumeister, 1991a). Brown’s research
indicates that the collective path to self-worth is still preferred by some
people, particularly those with low self-esteem.

Pelham'’s research with depressed people suggests another indirect
approach. Rather than exaggerating one’s own good qualities, the de-
pressed person demeans and derogates other people on selected dimen-
sions. One can thus achieve superiority relative to others without mak-
ing excessive claims about oneself. Rather than saying, “I’'m wonderful,”
people say “I'm so-so, but you and he and she are terrible.” Baum-
gardner, Kaufman, and Levy (1989) have likewise suggested that people
with low self-esteem use derogation of others to shore up their sense of
self-worth, rather than using directly self-enhancing strategies. Spencer
et al. (Chapter 2) have also provided useful evidence of the downward
comparison patterns favored by people with low self-esteem. In these
studies, subjects who were low in self-esteem sought out others who
were performing poorly or making a poor impression, because compar-
ing oneself with such people is reassuring.

Confidence is, of course, an asset in social situations, and people
with low self-esteem may suffer from a lack of confidence in approach-
ing others or initiating social interactions. I have already touched on
Harter’s discussion in Chapter 5 of the social problems that accompany
and reinforce low self-esteem. Physical attractiveness and general com-
petence in life are important foundations of self-esteem, and many chil-
dren and adults have low self-esteem partly because they know, cor-
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rectly, that they are deficient in these areas. These deficiencies—that is,
unattractiveness and incompetence—increase the likelihood of social
rejection. Because social rejection is extremely painful, causing acute
anxiety, people with low self-esteem may gravitate toward shyness and
reticence. After all, a few painful or embarrassing rejections may make
one reluctant to continue approaching others or initiating conversations.
But because good interpersonal relationships are important foundations
for high self-esteem (as well as for emotional health and adjustment),
these people therefore may remain low in self-esteem.

CHANGING LEVELS OF SELF-ESTEEM

Researchers have generally found self-esteem to be relatively stable.
If one measures self-esteem on two separate occasions, correlations are
quite high; in my own research, for example, I found a test-retest cor-
relation of .904 on self-esteem as measured by Fleming and Courtney’s
version (1984) of the Janis and Field (1959) scale (Baumeister, 1991c).
Still, this general stability should not be overestimated. Self-esteem lev-
els do fluctuate from day to day, and there is significant evidence of
long-term change in level of self-esteem, particularly at certain periods
in life.

Heatherton and Ambady, in Chapter 7, summarize some of their
work measuring state self-esteem. It appears that there is a substantial
correlation between state and trait self-esteem. The implication is that
each person’s self-esteem fluctuates around a baseline level, and it re-
turns to that baseline after the short-term effects of daily events wear off.
Receiving a compliment, an unexpected exam grade, or a romantic rejec-
tion will alter one’s view of oneself temporarily, but after a while it
returns to where it was initially. Yet the temporary states of self-esteem
are of interest in their own right, and one may expect research on them
to build, especially now that a reliable measure of state self-esteem has
been furnished (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991).

Another approach to examining fluctuations in self-esteem has been
taken by Kernis and his colleagues, and this approach has yielded inter-
esting and exciting findings (see Chapter 9). Kernis’s approach begins
with the insight that certain people fluctuate more than others, and so
his work compares people with stable self-esteem against people whose
self-esteem is prone to fluctuating. Depression, for example, has been
linked to low self-esteem in many studies, but Kernis finds that only
people with stable low self-esteem exhibit depression. Low but fluctuat-
ing self-esteem is not associated with depression. By the same token,
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only people with stable low self-esteem tend to overgeneralize the impli-
cations of failure. A setback or disappointment leads them to believe
they are helpless and incompetent, and that the future will be full of
more such failures. In contrast, people with unstable low self-esteem
respond to failure by making excuses and attempting to minimize the
implications.

The core of the distinction between stable and unstable low self-
esteem is the chance to feel very positively about oneself. Unstable low
self-esteem contains grounds for hope and for struggle, because one
does occasionally enjoy a very positive view of oneself. In contrast,
stable low self-esteem means that the person rarely or never experiences
moments of high self-esteem.

Of course, high self-esteem can also be either stable or unstable,
and Kernis shows that there are important differences at that level, too.
The essence, again, is that people who are high and stable simply do not
feel vulnerable to losing self-esteem, whereas the person with unstable
high self-esteem knows what it is like to feel very badly about oneself.
The threat of a severe drop into low self-esteem is familiar and palpable
to the people with unstable high self-esteem, whereas such a threat does
not touch the individual with stable high self-esteem.

Thus, the individual with unstable high self-esteem is of particular
interest, even to the study of low self-esteem, because this individual
sees low self-esteem as a familiar and threatening—but still basically
uncharacteristic—state. The responses of these people confirm the un-
desirable nature of low self-esteem, for they seem driven to defend
themselves against these low moments and against anything that might
provoke a loss of esteem. According to Kernis, their defenses go well
beyond the interpretive biases and other patterns described by Blaine
and Crocker in Chapter 4. Indeed, unstable high self-esteem is associ-
ated with unusually high levels of aggression and hostility. Kernis’s
work thus furnishes an essential insight into the psychology of the bully.
Most likely, the bully is someone with an insecure but inflated view of
self. Feeling that he or she may lose esteem at any moment, the bully
responds zealously, even violently, to potential threats. Bullies may
seem egotistical, but they are very different from the secure person with
high self-esteem, who does not feel vulnerable to threat or loss. Entering
a state of low self-esteem is thus apparently an extremely aversive expe-
rience, and people who are familiar with that threat show all manner of
defensive reactions designed to avoid the experience.

Not all changes in self-esteem, however, involve temporary states.
In principle, it should be possible for self-esteem to show a permanent
change in either direction. Harter (Chapter 5) provides important evi-
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dence that substantial, long-term self-esteem change does occur, at least
among young people. She finds, though, that these changes are far
more likely to occur around major transition points in life than during
periods of external stability. Major changes in social roles, statuses, rela-
tionships, and identities are crucial points for self-esteem: People reas-
sess who they are when they begin or leave a job, graduate from school,
enter or leave a marriage, and so forth.

Still, it is reassuring that self-esteem can change substantially, re-
gardless of what circumstances bring it about. This important part of
personality is not fixed in concrete for one’s whole life. Significant
changes in one’s life structure may often be accompanied by significant
changes in how one regards oneself.

RESPONDING TO IMAGE THREATS

Many of the themes covered in this work converge in the issue of
how people respond to threats to self-esteem. It is undeniably true that
daily life contains many events that have the potential to deflate self-
esteem, to prove that we are not as good as we like to think we are, to
embarrass and humiliate us. Dealing with these threats is an important
key to adjustment and happiness. People with low self-esteem do not
deal with these threats in the same ways that people with high self-
esteem do; indeed, their ways of dealing with these threats almost cer-
tainly contribute to making their self-esteem low.

Several perspectives agree that people with low self-esteem are
more vulnerable to these threats than people with high self-esteem. For
one thing, people with low self-esteem do not have firm, strongly held
views about themselves, and this uncertainty of self-knolwedge leaves
them at the mercy of external sources of feedback and information
(Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1). (Kernis in Chapter 9 adds that insta-
bility of self-esteem, in which one fluctuates among high and low levels
of self-esteem, also involves a lack of firm self-knowledge and a vul-
nerability to external evaluation.) People with secure, high self-esteem
can dismiss or ignore criticism because they feel certain that it does not
describe them correctly. But a person with low self-esteem, lacking these
firm convictions about the self, may pause to think that the criticism
might be correct and accurate.

Thus, a lack of secure certainty in one’s good qualities increases
one’s fragility, that is, one’s vulnerability to threat. Spencer et al. (Chap-
ter 2) elaborate another aspect of this vulnerability. When events threat-
en self-esteem in one realm, some people can simply turn their attention
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to arenas where they excel. A person with high self-esteem presumably
has plenty of strengths, capabilities, and virtues (at least in his or her
own opinion), and so a threat to any one of them will not seriously
damage the overall positivity of self-regard. But a person with low self-
esteem does not have all these alternative supports for self-worth. There
are fewer alternative strengths or virtues to ruminate about when con-
soling oneself for a particular failure or setback. Threats are therefore
more devastating to the person with low self-esteem.

This may well be why, as Pelham explains in Chapter 10, people
with low self-esteem are particularly jealous and defensive about their
good points. These people certainly do think they have some excep-
tionally positive qualities, but they cannot afford to have these jeopar-
dized or undermined, because they do not have others to fall back on.
More generally, it seems likely that the fragility and vulnerability asso-
ciated with low self-esteem persons may be an important reason for the
defensive, cautious, self-protective orientation that they show.

If people with low self-esteem are more defensive, however, then
what is the basis for the “breakdown in motivation to enhance the self”
discussed by Blaine and Crocker in Chapter 4? Why do these people
seem to lack various interpretive and self-serving biases? On the face of
it, this conclusion seems to run contrary to the findings of an important
body of research. Blaine and Crocker provide a valuable insight into this
seeming contradiction by stressing the importance of distinguishing be-
tween how people act before versus after the threat. The lack of defen-
sive reactions by people with low self-esteem is more apparent than real.
In truth, people with low self-esteem seem quite aware of their vul-
nerability, and so they begin dealing with threats before these arise.
(In Tice’s terms, they develop a self-protective approach to events in
general.)

People with high self-esteem may exhibit dramatic defensive re-
sponses after a failure, but these are exaggerated because such individu-
als normally do not expect to fail and normally manage their lives to
cultivate and maximize success. To them, failure is a rare, unforeseen,
and even shocking outcome, and so they exhibit drastic responses. To
persons with low self-esteem, in contrast, failure is a familiar, ongoing
concern, neither rare nor unforeseen. Blaine and Crocker emphasize
that these individuals start preparing for possible failure (and other
threats) long in advance, and so when these threats do arise, they can be
taken more in stride. The blow has been softened in advance.

Another factor pointed out by Blaine and Crocker is that identical
failures may provoke more defensive after-the-fact responses from high
than low self-esteem persons because the responses are more discrepant
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with how the people regard themselves. Simply put, a C on an exam is
less discrepant to an acknowledged mediocre student than to someone
who fancies himself or herself to be a genius. People with high self-
esteem may show drastic responses to such a setback because they need
to rebuild their views of themselves back to an extremely high level. But
people with low self-esteem may not even want to rebuild their self-
images to that extreme, because they anticipate further problems or
disappointments in the future.

Still, it is apparent that people with low self-esteem do use some
defenses and strategies to boost their self-regard. One of these is down-
ward social comparison, discussed in Chapters 2 and 10. When events
imply that you are less than excellent, it may be easier to convince
yourself that other people also fall short than to convince yourself that
you are excellent after all. And if other people also fall short, then it is
not so bad for you to fall short, too. For this reason, downward social
comparisons seem to have a strong appeal to people with low self-
esteem.

Thus, people with low self-esteem do not seem to respond to
threats by trying to bounce back to a highly favorable opinion of them-
selves. Rather, they seem to stay where they are and seek out company.
Or, better yet, they like to find others who have done even worse than
they have.

But why don’t people with low self-esteem want to build them-
selves up to a high level after some threatening event? As Blaine and
Crocker suggest, they are well aware that an overly favorable view of
self is vulnerable to future disconfirmations. This danger is not merely
an abstract exercise, as revealed in some of the fascinating findings
covered by Brown in Chapter 6. When unexpectedly favorable things
happen, people with low self-esteem feel bad and actually begin to get
sick. In a sense, strongly favorable feedback and positive life events
constitute a different sort of “threat” to people with low self-esteem,
because these events undermine their views about themselves. People
resist change in either direction, especially if an upward change may
bring an increased burden of expectations.

GOALS AND MOTIVATIONS

These various insights make it possible to return to one of this
book’s fundamental questions, namely, the issue of what goals and mo-
tivations guide people with low self-esteem. As we have seen, in many
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respects their goals and motives are not very different from those of
people with high self-esteem; however, they do have some distinctive
features.

It is clear, first of all, that people with low self-esteem want to avoid
losing esteem. Whether this is described as a general self-protective
orientation (Tice, Chapter 3) or a wish to conserve a scarce resource
(Spencer et al., Chapter 4), people with low self-esteem are strongly
motivated to prevent any further losses. Even the apparent preference
for negative feedback that De La Ronde and Swann (Chapter 8) discuss
is only a desire for confirmation of their current level of self-esteem, and
certainly not any desire to fall even lower.

There are several aspects to the interest shown by people low in
self-esteem in hearing about their faults or shortcomings. Both Tice and
Spencer et al. have emphasized the desire to remedy deficiencies and
shortcomings; these persons want to learn about their faults and flaws so
that they can fix them. Spencer et al. report evidence that people with
low self-esteem only want to hear about their shortcomings if these can
be remedied, and that they avoid hearing about unchangeable faults or
inadequacies. By the same token, Kernis (Chapter 9) finds that people
with unstable low self-esteem—that is, people who know they can occa-
sionally escape from low self-esteem—defend themselves aggressively
against failure and its threatening implications. Taken together, these
findings show that people with low self-esteem are oriented toward
finding some positive self-worth. They want to avoid threatening
events, remedy their shortcomings, and reach a level of adequacy that
will enable them to think well of themselves.

There are other signs of an interest in positive self-worth among
people low in self-esteem. Pelham (Chapter 10) shows that these people
seek out negative feedback about their weaknesses but prefer favorable
feedback in connection with the few things they think they are good at.
The indirect ego-boosting strategies elucidated by Brown (Chapter 6),
Blaine and Crocker (Chapter 4), and others provide further testimony to
a general wish for positive self-worth.

Still, low self-esteem individuals find it difficult to think well of
themselves, and the risks associated with an overly inflated egotism
seem to deter them from pursuing ego-boosting strategies with too
much zeal. Blaine and Crocker note that a too-favorable image of self is
highly vulnerable to disconfirmation and disappointment, and so a
broad tendency toward modest humility is a strategic adaptation de-
signed to avoid such painful letdowns. Brown has detailed how overly
positive outcomes can undermine the stable security of the self-concept.
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De La Ronde and Swann explain how overly positive feedback can jeop-
ardize one’s sense of knowing oneself and can disrupt one’s social life
and interaction patterns.

Elsewhere, I have analyzed some of the dangers and stresses that
attend the maintenance of a highly positive image of self (see Baumeis-
ter, 1991b; also 1989). These risks include an increased chance of discon-
firmation, vulnerability to attack, a demand for successes to live up to
inflated images of oneself, a tendency toward overconfidence and over-
commitment, and various interpersonal difficulties. People with low
self-esteem seem to have an acute grasp of the risks that accompany such
a surfeit of egotism.

Perhaps the best integration of these views is Brown’s suggestion in
Chapter 6 that low self-esteem is often marked by a motivational con-
flict. Low self-esteem individuals would like to gain in esteem and de-
velop highly positive views of themselves, but they also may fear and
distrust such an inflation of self-regard. For people with high self-
esteem, consistency motives and favorability motives agree in furnish-
ing a wish for positive feedback, but for people with low self-esteem, the
two sets of motives are in conflict.

Shrauger (1975) concluded that people with low self-esteem favor
positive feedback on emotional measures but favor negative feedback on
measures of cognition. In other words, they feel better after success or
flattery than after failure or criticism, but they are also more skeptical. As
several chapters have noted, his hypothesis has continued to receive
empirical support (e.g., McFarlin & Blascovich, 1981; Swann, Griffin,
Predmore, & Gaines, 1987) and still appears to be valid today. As they go
through life, people with low self-esteem are frequently caught in the
crossfire between thought and feeling.

An analogy to financial investments is useful in understanding the
psychology of low self-esteem. As Tice and Spencer et al. suggest, low
self-esteem persons resemble investors with limited financial resources.
Such individuals want to avoid risk and preserve their capital. Only after
this initial objective is met do they begin to look for gains. Like stocks
that offers safe returns, the projects undertaken by people with low self-
esteem are likely to be cautious, conservative enterprises with small
yields but minimal risks. These people cannot afford to enter a situation
that holds a significant possibility of some esteem-threatening outcome,
even if there is also a large possibility of some significantly esteem-
enhancing outcome. As Heatherton and Ambady (Chapter 7) suggest,
this caution will result in substantial differences in the way people with
low as opposed to high self-esteem go about managing their affairs. It is
important to recognize, however, that both strategies have a rational,
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comprehensible core. Both make sense in terms of the resources, pros-
pects, and expectations of the individual.

CONCLUSION

The work covered in this book furnishes, at last, a powerful and
multifaceted basis for understanding people with low self-esteem. For
decades researchers have been puzzled over what inner states and
drives lie behind people who seemingly say bad things about them-
selves (the operational definition of low self-esteem). Various self-
destructive, irrational, and maladaptive mechanisms have been sug-
gested. Many of those speculations can now be laid to rest, as a viable
picture has emerged.

Low self-esteem can be understood in terms of confusion or uncer-
tainty in self-knowledge, a cautious and self-protective approach to life,
a shortage of positive resources in the self, and a chronic internal con-
flict. To elaborate: People with low self-esteem lack a clear, consistent,
unified understanding of who they are, which leaves them at the mercy
of events and changing situations and which makes it difficult for them
to manage their affairs optimally. They favor self-protection over self-
enhancement, inclining toward low-risk situations and preferring to ex-
pose themselves mainly to safe, neutral, noncommittal circumstances,
even if this strategy means giving up some opportunities for success and
prestige. Having fewer positive beliefs about themselves to fall back on
in times of stress or pressure, they feel vulnerable to threatening events
and sometimes have difficulty coping with adversity. Positive, flattering
events, however, elicit an inner conflict between (a) an emotional desire
to gain esteem and (b) a skeptical distrust mixed with a reluctance to
accept the risks and pressures of a highly positive image.

Generalizing about large numbers of people is always hazardous, of
course, and certainly there may be isolated individuals who combine
low self-esteem with irrational, self-destructive, or other pathological
signs. Sampling techniques that aggressively seek out extremes of self-
regard may indeed find enough pathological individuals to yield unusu-
al results and confirm some of the more unsavory impressions and
hypotheses about low self-esteem. For the most part, however, low self-
esteem is not marked by those patterns. People with low self-esteem can
be well understood as ordinary people who are trying in a fairly sensi-
ble, rational fashion to adapt effectively to their circumstances and to
make their way through life with a minimum of suffering, distress, and
humiliation. In that, of course, they are no different from people with
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high self-esteem. They do differ, however, in how present and familiar
these risks seem, and hence in how necessary it seems to take these risks
into account in making the choices and decisions that mark the course of
human life.
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TOWARD EXPLANATION OF THE EMERGING TRENDS

Expectancy theory offers a fundamental explanation of behavior,
particularly in organizational settings (Vroom, 1964). According to the
theory, behavior is a function of (a) people’s beliefs that they can suc-
cessfully perform the desired behavior, (b) the perception that certain
outcomes are contingent upon the successful performance of the behav-
ior, and (c) the judgment that the performance-contingent outcomes are
valued. The first two of these three components are expectancies. The
former is similar to Bandura’s notion (1977) of self-efficacy, and the latter
refers to the perceived relationship between behavior and outcome. Al-
though behavior and outcome are conceptually distinct, in practice they
often are inextricably linked; when this is so, the first belief refers to the
expectation of being able to perform a behavior and thereby elicit its
associated outcomes. The third component describes the motivational
value of the outcomes associated with the behavior. Therefore, whether
someone will behave in an esteem-building way (e.g., performing well
in an athletic, intellectual, or social situation) depends upon the individ-
ual’s expectations that he or she can perform the behavior, the belief that
the behavior leads to certain outcomes, and the value that he or she
places on the outcomes.

How is self-esteem related to the expectations and values that are
central to expectancy theory? According to several contributors to this
volume, high and low self-esteem people differ much more on the ex-
pectancy than the value dimension. Both groups want to feel good about
themselves (i.e., both value outcomes that will heighten their self-
esteem); however, low self-esteem people have lower expectations than
their high self-esteem counterparts that they will be able to perform
esteem-heightening behaviors.

Given that low and high self-esteem individuals diverge more on
expectations than on values, it is tempting to conclude that self-esteem
differences in belief and behavior are mediated by expectations. Expec-
tations may well be a partial determinant of self-esteem effects. Within
the context of expectancy theory, however, we offer a somewhat differ-
ent explanation: Specifically, it is individuals’ perceptions of the discrepancy
or tension between expectancies and values that account for the consequences of
self-esteem. Expectations and values are matched at a high level for those
with high self-esteem. They believe that they can act in an esteem-
enhancing way, and they want to do so. A very different picture
emerges of persons with low self-esteem. The latter covet esteem-
enhancing outcomes, but do not believe that they can elicit those out-
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comes. Indeed, it is the very realization that they cannot get what they
want that lies at the core of their low self-esteem.

Harter, in Chapter 5, implies that expectancy-value discrepancy is
one antecedent of self-esteem. Drawing from the seminal theorizing of
James (1890), Harter found that self-esteem depends upon being suc-
cessful in domains of psychological significance. Low self-esteem arises
when people judge themselves as incompetent (i.e., they have low ex-
pectations) in areas in which they value being competent.

Differences between high and low self-esteem persons in their per-
ceptions of the expectancy-value discrepancy may also account for four
empirical trends cited in previous chapters: (a) Self-consistency and self-
enhancement work together for high self-esteem persons, but not for
those low in self-esteem (Brown, Chapter 6; De La Ronde & Swann,
Chapter 8); (b) self-enhancement effects typically are found on affective
measures, whereas self-consistency effects generally are observed on
cognitive measures (Blaine & Crocker, Chapter 4); (c) high self-esteem
persons are more certain about their self-knowledge than are low self-
esteem individuals (Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1); and (d) high self-
esteem people are more likely to practice self-enhancement, whereas
those low in self-esteem are more apt to engage in self-protection (Tice,
Chapter 3).

SELF-ENHANCEMENT AND SELF-CONSISTENCY

Self-enhancement refers to the tendency to think and act in ways
that allow people to feel good about themselves, whereas self-
consistency refers to the tendency to think and act in ways that reinforce
peoples’ existing self-views. These two tendencies push high (or low)
self-esteem persons in the same (or opposite) direction. Most of the
contributors to this volume treat self-enhancement and self-consistency
as motivations. For example, the chapter by De La Ronde and Swann
speaks of positivity (self-enhancement) and self-verification (self-
consistency) strivings, whereas Brown in Chapter 6 noted that low self-
esteem people act in ways that enable them “to fulfill their desire for
self-enhancement without sacrificing their need for self-consistency”
(emphasis added).

As other contributors note, however, the tendencies to be self-
consistent and self-enhancing have cognitive (i.e., information process-
ing) as well as motivational substrates. For example, Blaine and Crocker
(Chapter 4), in noting that low self-esteem persons assign greater credi-
bility to negative feedback, suggest that “one need not assume a motive
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for self-consistency; one need only assume that reasonable, logical
thought processes can lead high and low self-esteem people to different
conclusions regarding positive and negative feedback.” Miller and Ross
(1975) were among the first to set forth an information-processing expla-
nation of the self-serving bias in attributions for successes and failures.
Because expected (or unexpected) outcomes are generally attributed to
internal (or external) causes, and because high self-esteem people have
higher expectancies for success than those low in self-esteem, the former
are more likely to attribute success internally and failure externally than
are the latter.

Thus, from a purely cognitive perspective, outcomes should be
more easily processed and accepted (i.e., attributed internally, remem-
bered better, and assigned greater credibility) if they are consistent with
individuals’ prior expectations. It is not only that the motives for self-
enhancement and self-consistency are less congruent for low self-esteem
persons, but also that the latter experience greater tension between the
expectation for self-enhancement and the desire for self-enhancement
relative to their high self-esteem counterparts.

Although our primary focus is on the perception of the tension
between the expectation and desire for self-enhancement (hereafter re-
ferred to as the expectancy-value discrepancy), the level of congruence be-
tween self-enhancement and self-consistency motives offers a partial
explanation of the consequences of self-esteem. Spencer, Josephs, and
Steele (Chapter 2) suggest that people seek to maintain “an image of
self-integrity, that is, overall moral and adaptive adequacy.” Self-
integrity may be achieved through self-verification (the motivated pro-
cess by which people think, act, or elicit behaviors from others in ways
consistent with their prior self-image) and/or self-enhancement (the mo-
tivated process by which people elicit or perceive outcomes in ways that
allow them to feel better about themselves). Spencer et al. show that
high self-esteem individuals are less bothered by esteem-threatening
feedback because they have more self-enhancing (and hence self-
affirming) resources inherent in their self-esteem.

These two routes to self-integrity work together for high self-esteem
people, but not for low self-esteem persons. When confronted with
positive feedback, low self-esteem individuals may have to choose be-
tween feeling good about themselves (and accepting the feedback) or
preserving their self-identity (and rejecting the feedback). Brown (Chap-
ter 6) also has discussed the consequences of this strictly motivational
crossfire, which low self-esteem persons are more apt to experience.
Thus, low self-esteem people are more likely than their high self-esteem
counterparts to be buffeted by two sources of psychological tension: the
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perception of the discrepancy between their expectation and desire for
self-enhancement, and the opposition of the motive for self-enhancement
to the motive for self-consistency. One difference between these two
sources of tension is the long-standing distinction between cognitive
and motivational explanations of behavior. The former discrepancy com-
bines cognitive (expectation for self-enhancement) and motivational (de-
sire for self-enhancement) elements; the latter tension is entirely motiva-
tional. Both may explain why the tendencies toward self-enhancement
and self-consistency are united for high self-esteem persons and divided
for low self-esteem individuals. If so, then these tendencies are most
appropriately viewed as resulting from a combination of information pro-
cessing and motivated activity, rather than as being dominated by one
type or the other.

Although these two sources of tension are conceptually distinct,
they are sometimes (and mistakenly) used interchangeably. For exam-
ple, in explaining different modes of self-enhancement for high versus
low self-esteem people, Brown says in Chapter 6 that “high self-esteem
people, being confident of their abilities and positive qualities, seek self-
enhancement in ways that directly implicate the self. Low self-esteem
people, lacking confidence in their own abilities and qualities, seek self-
enhancement in ways that do not directly involve the self” (emphasis
added). This explanation focuses on differences between low and high
self-esteem people in their expectations and, therefore, possible discrep-
ancies between their expectation and desire for success (i.e., that low
self-esteem individuals perceive a greater discrepancy). Yet almost im-
mediately thereafter, Brown explains the same phenomenon in the fol-
lowing way: “motivational ambivalence might underlie the conservatism
of people with low self-esteem. Caught between an affectively based
desire to enhance feelings of self-worth and a cognitively based need to
maintain their existing self-conceptions . . . people with low self-esteem
must fashion a compromise. This compromise takes the form of a con-
servative middle ground” (emphasis added). This latter explanation fo-
cuses on the tension between self-enhancement and self-consistency
motives among low self-esteem people, and not on the perceived dis-
crepancy between their expectation and desire for success.

It may even be the case that the expectancy-value discrepancy sub-
sumes the motivational tension between self-enhancement and self-
consistency. Several studies have shown that in those instances in which
people with negative self-views (e.g., low self-esteem persons, depres-
sives) have positive beliefs or expectations about themselves, they act in
esteem-enhancing or self-serving ways (Brockner, 1988; Pelham, Chap-
ter 10). That is, the reduction of the expectancy-value discrepancy
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among low self-esteem people causes them to respond in the customary
ways of persons high in self-esteem. Moreover, on logical grounds it
seems that the reduction of the motivational tension between self-
enhancement and self-consistency for low self-esteem persons requires
that their expectations become more positive; note, however, that raised
expectations would also reduce the expectancy-value discrepancy
among this group.

EFrFeCTS ON AFFECTIVE AND COGNITIVE MEASURES

Considerable evidence from an older literature review (Shrauger,
1975) and more recent empirical findings (Blaine & Crocker, Chapter 4)
suggest that self-enhancement effects are generally found on affective
dependent variables (e.g., liking for an evaluator), whereas self-consis-
tency effects are obtained on cognitive measures (e.g., causal attribu-
tions for, memory of, and credibility judgments of evaluative feedback).
If self-enhancement and self-consistency tendencies reflect a mixture of
cognitive processes and motivational forces—and are not simply viewed
as motives—then differences in the expectancy-value discrepancy be-
tween high and low self-esteem persons may account for the emergence
of self-enhancement effects on affective measures and self-consistency
effects on cognitive measures.

The typical way that the above results are described is that on affec-
tive measures, all people show greater preference for positive than nega-
tive feedback. In some instances this tendency is more pronounced
among low than high self-esteem persons (S. C. Jones, 1973), presum-
ably because the former are more needy of positive evaluations. On
cognitive measures, persons high in self-esteem show greater accep-
tance of positive than negative feedback, relative to their low self-esteem
counterparts. An alternative way to describe the same results is that on
both affective and cognitive measures, high self-esteem people tend
toward self-enhancement (and/or self-consistency, given that for them
both tendencies work in concert). People with low self-esteem, in con-
trast, exhibit self-enhancement on affective measures and self-consis-
tency on cognitive measures.

It seems unlikely that the reactions of low self-esteem individuals
simply reflect motivational forces. If they did, then we would be hard-
pressed to explain why one motivational force is predominant on one
type of dependent measure, whereas another is salient on the other type
of measure. Moreover, Blaine and Crocker state that to “muddy the waters
further, it should also be noted that although both self-consistency and
self-enhancement theories are framed in motivational terms, data con-
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sistent with self-consistency theory can also be interpreted in cognitive
terms” (emphasis added).

From our perspective, the quote is potentially clarifying rather than
muddying. Low self-esteem people have negative expectations. There-
fore, from a strictly cognitive (rather than motivational) perspective,
they are likely to respond to negative feedback (i.e., that is consistent
with their self-image) by attributing it more internally, remembering it
better, and assigning it greater credibility, relative to their high self-
esteem counterparts. In short, the perceived discrepancy between what
low self-esteem persons want (to receive esteem-enhancing feedback)
and what they expect (to not be able to elicit esteem-enhancing feed-
back) leads them to show different tendencies on affective versus cogni-
tive measures. Their negative expectations set the stage for self-
consistency effects on cognitive measures, and their desire to feel good
about themselves leads to self-enhancing tendencies on affective mea-
sures. For high self-esteem individuals, self-enhancement and self-
consistency tendencies—whether mediated by cognitive or motivational
processes—work hand in hand. As a consequence, they are more likely
to be self-enhancing or self-consistent on both cognitive and affective
measures.

CLARITY OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE

In Chapter 1, Campbell and Lavallee provide impressive evidence
that low and high self-esteem people differ in the clarity of their self-
knowledge. This difference may be attributable in part to the tendency
of persons with low self-esteem to perceive more of an expectancy-value
discrepancy than those high in self-esteem. People come to know them-
selves via introspection, a state of self-focused attention. If introspection
makes salient the negative discrepancy between what people expect
from themselves and what they want, then they may have difficulty
coming to know themselves. One way to deal with the discomfort of
introspection is avoidance. It has been shown that low self-esteem peo-
ple are made more anxious by, and are more motivated to avoid, the
state of self-focused attention (Brockner & Wallnau, 1981). The present
reasoning may help explain why they find self-focused attention an un-
pleasant experience to be avoided: It makes salient a painful discrepancy
between expectations and desires.

Not all people low in self-esteem avoid self-focused attention. Psy-
chotherapy is a self-focusing experience undertaken by millions of peo-
ple seeking to improve their opinions of themselves. The expectancy-
value discrepancy experienced during introspection, however, may
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distract low self-esteem people from coming to know themselves. For
these people, the truth about themselves hurts. Consequently, they may
be reluctant to face what they think is the truth, and thereby may mini-
mize the certainty of their self-knowledge. Campbell and Lavallee offer a
similar viewpoint:

When the current self-view is less positive . . . people are caught . ..

between what they want to believe is true of them and what they think might

be true of them. These conflicting . . . reactions . . . can lead in turn to in-

creased self-concept uncertainty . . . Studies have shown that when people

are led to believe that they might possess some negative attribute, they seem

to seek uncertainty in that they actively avoid acquiring certain diagnostic
information about the attribute.

Although the perceived discrepancy between expectations and val-
ues may account for a number of differences between persons who are
high and low in self-esteem, the causal arrow can also run in the oppo-
site direction. Just as greater expectancy-value discrepancy may cause
low self-esteem people to be more avoidant of self-focused attention and
to be less self-knowledgeable as a result, people who are less self-
knowledgeable may be more likely to avoid self-focused attention. Dix-
on and Baumeister (1991) examined the relationship between self-
complexity and avoidance of self-focus. Self-complexity is operationalized
as the number of different categories of adjectives people use to describe
themselves, as well as the diversity of those categories. It seems likely
that less self-knowledgeable people are lower in self-complexity. Dixon
and Baumeister discovered that low self-complexity people were more
avoidant of self-focused attention, particularly if they had just received
negative performance feedback. Thus, self-knowledge and self-focus
avoidance may be reciprocally related.

SELF-ENHANCEMENT VERSUS SELF-PROTECTION

Self-enhancement refers to the tendency to think and act in ways
that allow people to feel good about themselves. These tendencies can
be further subdivided into two categories: acting and perceiving in ways
that maximize positive boosts to self-esteem, and acting and perceiving
in ways that minimize negative threats to self-esteem. Several contribu-
tors to this volume (see Chapters 1, 2, and 3) have noted that high self-
esteem people are more likely to exhibit the first of these two tendencies,
whereas low self-esteem people are more likely to exhibit the second.
(The former tendency has been dubbed self-enhancement and the latter
has been called self-protection.)
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Although self-enhancement and self-protection are similar in cer-
tain ways, they do differ in a number of important respects. Self-
enhancement refers to the tendency to think and act in ways that enable
favorable things to occur (i.e., to feel good about oneself), whereas self-
protection refers to a tendency to think and act in ways that minimize
bad things that may happen (i.e., to avoid feeling bad about oneself).
Self-enhancement also is more psychologically “risky” than self-
protection. The behaviors needed to bring about self-enhancement typ-
ically have greater reward value, but also have a lower probability of
success relative to those needed to produce self-protection.

We refer to self-enhancement and self-protection as behavioral and
psychological tendencies resulting from a combination of motivational
and cognitive processes. The contributors to this volume generally speak
of these tendencies in largely motivational terms. We agree that the two
tendencies result from motivational forces in part, but we do not wish to
take the position that they are entirely the result of motivated activity;
this position parallels the one we took earlier in discussing self-
enhancement and self-consistency.

Tice (1991) neatly illustrates self-esteem differences in self-enhance-
ment versus self-protection in the context of self-handicapping. As origi-
nally conceptualized (E. E. Jones & Berglas, 1978), self-handicapping refers
to the process whereby people create obstacles for themselves in the
service of heightening the esteem-protecting or -enhancing value of the
feedback. In response to negative feedback, people can protect their self-
esteem by attributing their poor performance to the self-imposed obsta-
cle; in response to positive feedback, people can enhance their self-
esteem by attributing their favorable performance to internal qualities
that enabled them to overcome the self-imposed obstacle. Self-handi-
capping thus combines self-protective and self-enhancing tendencies
(which are, of course, conceptually distinct).

Tice (1991) found that self-esteem was associated with preferences
in peoples’ self-handicapping behavior. When the performance situation
was described as one that could only identify exceptionally poorly quali-
fied people, low self-esteem individuals showed a greater tendency to
self-handicap. Self-handicapping in this situation served self-protective
purposes, in that it enabled people to attribute their poor performance (if
it materialized) to the handicap. When the performance situation was
described as one that could only identify highly qualified people, how-
ever, high self-esteem persons were more likely to self-handicap. By
doing so, they could experience self-enhancement by attributing any
favorable outcome to their internal qualities. Numerous other studies
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(see Chapters 1, 2, and 3) have shown the conceptually analogous find-
ings that low (or high) self-esteem persons are more likely to self-protect
(or self-enhance).

Differences between high and low self-esteem people in the
expectancy-value discrepancy may account for these tendencies, in at
least two ways. The first explanation is simpler than the second. First, let
us assume that self-enhancement reflects a relatively dramatic (or, as
noted earlier, risky) attempt at self-aggrandizement rather than self-
protection. All people want to think and act in ways that will enable
them to feel good about themselves. Relative to low self-esteem people,
however, those high in self-esteem expect that they will be able to per-
form the behaviors that allow them to feel good about themselves. Low
self-esteem people set more “modest” self-aggrandizement goals than
high self-esteem individuals, translating into a greater tendency toward
self-protection for the former group and self-enhancement for the latter.

Second, in the previous section of this chapter, we speculated that
differences between high and low self-esteem people in the expectancy-
value discrepancy led to differences in the certainty of their self-
knowledge (i.e., low self-esteem people have a less clear sense of who
they are). We now hypothesize that the joint combination of expectancy-
value discrepancy (shown more by low than high self-esteem individu-
als) and self-knowledge uncertainty (also found more among the former
group) leads to the tendencies for low self-esteem persons to be self-
protective and for high self-esteem individuals to be self-enhancing. If
expectancy-value discrepancy and self-knowledge uncertainty are re-
lated, then most people will fall into two groups: those having high
discrepancy and high uncertainty (low self-esteem persons), and those
having low discrepancy and low uncertainty (high self-esteem individu-
als). The combination of high discrepancy and high uncertainty should
lead to self-protection.

With high discrepancy, people are likely to set modest self-
aggrandizement goals, as mentioned in the first explanation. Further-
more, high uncertainty enables people to think that the “jury is still out”
on whether they can act or think in ways that enable them to feel good
about themselves. Indeed, it is this very uncertainty that may allow the
individual to strive toward self-improvement. So, just as Campbell and
Lavallee suggested in Chapter 1 that people seek uncertainty when they
believe that they might possess some negative attribute, the reverse
causal sequence may also apply: The presence of uncertainty provides
hope to people that they may be able to feel good (or at least better)
about themselves in the end, so they should not yet give up the fight. In
short, we suggest that the self-protective tendencies of people with low
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self-esteem reflect a compromise. Uncertainty allows them to seek self-
improvement, but modest beliefs about their capabilities lead to a damp-
ening of their quest for self-improvement.

The self-enhancing tendencies of high self-esteem people reflect the
firm conviction that they can succeed in their risky, esteem-building
ventures. They have little expectancy-value discrepancy (i.e., they think
that they can live up to what they want), and they are fairly certain of
their belief in themselves.

Even if expectancy-value discrepancy and self-knowledge uncer-
tainty are positively correlated, there should be a nontrivial number of
individuals who fall in two other categories: those who are high in
discrepancy and low in uncertainty, and those who are low in discrepan-
cy and high in uncertainty. The former refers to low self-esteem people
who are certain in their self-knowledge, whereas the latter describes
high self-esteem persons who are not so sure in what they know about
themselves. The former group would be expected to show the fewest
attempts at self-improvement; that is, they should be relatively unlikely
to exhibit self-protection or self-enhancement, because they firmly be-
lieve that there is little hope for them. The results of a handful of studies
are consistent with this speculation. Marecek and Mettee (1972) gave all
subjects positive feedback, but varied whether that feedback was
attributable to luck (a self-irrelevant factor) or skill (a self-enhancing
factor). Subjects varied not only in their level of self-esteem, but
also in the certainty with which they maintained their self-evalua-
tions. All groups improved their performance on a subsequent task,
save one—Ilow ‘self-esteem individuals who were certain of their self-
appraisals and who also believed that their prior success was the result
of skill. Put differently, this group failed to capitalize on its self-
enhancing success.

Kernis's remarks in Chapter 9 on the joint effects of self-esteem level
and stability also may be germane. Stability refers to the consistency in
peoples’ situation-specific judgments of their self-esteem. To assess sta-
bility, subjects complete a self-esteem scale with regard to how they are
feeling at that particular moment; this procedure is performed on multi-
ple occasions over a 5- to 7-day period. Stability is inversely related to
the size of the standard deviation of these judgments. It seems reason-
able that self-knowledge certainty will manifest itself in the stability with
which people describe their self-esteem; that is, one of the determinants
of how consistently people describe themselves is the depth with which
they know themselves. People with a confused sense of self may find
their state self-esteem to be more situationally influenced, and hence
less stable over time.
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If this reasoning is correct, then several of Kernis’s findings are
consistent with the notion that people with high expectancy-value dis-
crepancy and low uncertainty in their self-knowledge will be particularly
unlikely to self-protect. In one study, Kernis, Grannemann, and Mathis
(in press) found that low self-esteem/high stability people—who map
onto those high in expectancy-value discrepancy and low in self-
knowledge uncertainty—were unlikely to make self-protective excuses
for failure feedback. As Kernis puts it in Chapter 9, “Individuals with
unstable low self-esteem appear to engage in excuse making primarily as
a way of diminishing the negative implications of a poor performance.”

In another study, Kernis examined the relationship between self-
esteem and overgeneralization following failure, the tendency to allow
negative feedback to call to mind other negative thoughts about oneself
(Carver & Ganellen, 1983). Although previous research has shown that
low self-esteem is strongly related to overgeneralization following fail-
ure (Kernis, Brockner, & Frankel, 1989), this seems to be particularly true
among those with stable low self-esteem. Thus, stable low self-esteem
people react to failure in a particularly nonself-protective fashion; failure
triggers the process of bringing other self-critical thoughts to mind.

Kernis, Grannemann, and Mathis (1991) also found that stability of
self-esteem moderates the relationship between self-esteem and depres-
sion. The most depressed individuals are those who are low in self-
esteem and high in stability. The fact that this group acts in the least self-
protective fashion may account for their high levels of depression.

What about the people who are low in expectancy-value discrepan-
cy and high in self-knowledge uncertainty? Like the presumably larger
group of people who are low in expectancy-value discrepancy and low
in self-knowledge uncertainty, these people should exhibit self-
enhancement. Unlike the low expectancy-value discrepancy/low uncer-
tainty people, however, they are not quite certain that they deserve their
low expectancy-value discrepancy status. Thus, they may strive toward
self-enhancement more than the low expectancy-value discrepancy/low
uncertainty people. For example, Kernis, Grannemann, and Mathis (in
press) found that unstable high self-esteem people were more likely to
self-enhance (i.e., explain the cause of positive feedback in a way that
shined favorably upon them) than their stable high self-esteem counter-
parts.

Moreover, even if these two groups do not differ in their degree of
self-enhancement, they may differ in the nature of the underlying pro-
cess. For example, Marecek and Mettee (1972) found that high self-
esteem persons reacted in a self-enhancing way to success feedback,
regardless of their level of self-esteem certainty. It is possible that this
tendency required little psychological effort for those high in certainty;
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they were merely doing what came naturally. The high self-esteem/
uncertain individuals may have been hypothesis testing in their self-
enhancing reactions, however, wanting to convince themselves that
they were indeed worthy of their positive (albeit tentative) beliefs about
themselves. Clearly, these speculative comments await further research.

Adaptivity of Self-Enhancement Versus Self-Protection

Although high (or low) self-esteem people generally self-enhance
(or self-protect), we are not saying that one tendency is uniformly more
adaptive than the other. Heatherton and Ambady (Chapter 7) define
complex self-regulation (i.e., adaptive functioning) as the ability to make
accurate predictions about one’s capabilities; commit oneself to reach-
able, appropriate goals; and manage performance so as to reach the
goals. According to Heatherton and Ambady, both low and high self-
esteem persons may have difficulty self-regulating, but for different rea-
sons. Although persons with low self-esteem want to do well, the com-
bination of low expectations and low self-clarity may lead them to set
modest goals. Self-regulation failure may occur if these goals are too
modest (i.e., if the persons sell themselves short).

People with high self-esteem have less expectancy-value discrepan-
cy and are more certain of who they are and what they can accomplish.
Self-regulation failure may occur, however, if their high expectations
and certainty are unrealistic. Heatherton and Ambady report that these
people may be maladaptively overconfident in the face of challenging
conditions, such as when they were told to “set low goals because they
might not be able to perform effectively under pressure.” In their quest
for self-enhancement, high self-esteem individuals were shown to set
risky, inappropriate goals, which led them to perform more poorly than
their low self-esteem counterparts. We speculate that the high self-
esteem people who showed this tendency were at least somewhat un-
certain of their high self-esteem status (i.e., unstable high self-esteem
people, in Kernis's framwork). Heatherton and Ambady suggested that
high self-esteem people may fail to self-regulate “when their abilities are
questioned.” It is possible that situations which force them to question
their abilities elicit the hypothesis-testing mode of self-enhancement in
which unstable high self-esteem people may engage.

ORGANIZATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

The tendency of low self-esteem persons to perceive a greater
expectancy-value discrepancy than their high self-esteem counterparts
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may account for a variety of phenomena described in the present vol-
ume. It is useful to discuss how the various phenomena, in turn, may
shed light on some important and unresolved issues in organizational
behavior.

SELF-ENHANCEMENT AND SELF-CONSISTENCY

These two tendencies pull low self-esteem persons in opposite di-
rections. The fact that self-consistency may be at odds with self-
enhancement for sqme people may help explain why attempts to uplift
employee performance or morale often meet with mixed success at best.
Consider self-fulfilling prophecies as a case in point. Organizational
scholars have argued that managers should take advantage of the fact
that people often behave consistently with how they are expected to
behave. The prescription is for managers to communicate high expecta-
tions to their subordinates to elicit greater performance; indeed, several
studies have shown that managers or organizations who expect more
from their workers do engender greater productivity (Eden, 1990).

Given the apparent simplicity of the notion that managers may elicit
greater performance through high expectations, it is perplexing that
they do not capitalize on it to a greater extent. One possible explanation,
at least among workers with relatively low self-esteem, resides in the
tension between self-enhancement and self-consistency. Although self-
enhancement tendencies may lead low self-esteem people to conform
with their managers’ high expectations, their self-consistency tendencies
push them in the opposite direction. From an information-processing
perspective, these people may have difficulty believing that they can live
up to the high expectations set for them. From a motivational vantage
point, they run the risk of having their identities disrupted (Brown,
Chapter 6) by conforming to their managers’ high expectations.

ErrECTS ON AFFECTIVE AND COGNITIVE MEASURES

Social psychologists have noted that attitudes and behaviors often
are related weakly, if at all. The organizational counterpart to attitude-
behavior relationships (or the lack thereof) is the literature examining
the linkage between job satisfaction and performance. Contrary to the
intuitive belief that “the happy worker is the productive worker,” many
studies have found very slight correlations between job satisfaction and
performance.

The causes of self-enhancement effects on affective measures and
self-consistency effects on cognitive measures may provide at least a
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partial explanation of satisfaction-performance inconsistency. If people
with low self-esteem are given positive feedback about their job perfor-
mance, they are likely to show self-enhancement on affective measures.
For example, they should express liking for the evaluator. Their cogni-
tive reactions however (e.g., expectations for future performance, attri-
bution for their past performance, and the credibility of the feedback),
are likely to lag behind, showing self-consistency effects instead. Thus,
these people may like a positive evaluator more than a negative evalua-
tor, but their cognitive appraisals will not tend toward self-enhancement
nearly as much.

We make the assumption that cognitive reactions are very relevant
to performance. For example, if persons low in self-esteem respond to
positive evaluations by not raising their expectations for future perfor-
mance, or by attributing the success to nonself-enhancing causes, then
their subsequent performance is not likely to improve. In short, at least
within the context of the reactions of low self-esteem persons to positive
feedback, we see the possibility for satisfaction-performance inconsis-
tency.

In-Group Bias

Intergroup relations are a ubiquitous aspect of organizational life.
Smooth coordination between interdependent groups is necessary for
effective performance. One intergroup phenomenon that could influ-
ence how well groups work together is in-group bias: the tendency for
groups to evaluate or treat members of their own group more favorably
than members of out-groups. The fact that people usually exhibit self-
enhancement on affective measures but self-consistency on cognitive
dimensions could account for an interesting paradox of group behavior
noted by Luhtanen and Crocker (1991). On the one hand, in-group bias
does seem to heighten self-esteem. Thus, one might expect people to
exhibit in-group bias after negative feedback, particularly if they are low
in chronic self-esteem. These are the conditions under which people
should be most in need of esteem-enhancing (or esteem-protecting) ex-
periences. On the other hand, Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, and Inger-
man (1987) found that following negative feedback, high self-esteem
people showed more in-group bias. They rated others who had per-
formed poorly (like themselves) much more favorably than did their low
self-esteem counterparts.

If in-group bias heightens self-esteem, then why did the more
needy group show less in-group bias? Heightened self-esteem resulting
from in-group bias seems to be an example of self-enhancement on
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affective measures. Low self-esteem people, however, may have diffi-
culty believing that their group is better than the out-group. Their reac-
tion is reminiscent of a remark made by Woody Allen, who in the film
Annie Hall quoted Groucho Marx as saying that he wouldn’t want to join
any club that would have him as a member. Although their esteem
stands to benefit from in-group bias, the cognitive judgments of low
self-esteem people push them toward self-consistency, thereby making
it more difficult to exhibit in-group bias.

It is also possible, as Brown (Chapter 6) suggests, that low self-
esteem people will exhibit in-group bias, albeit indirectly. Whereas per-
sons high in self-esteem self-enhance directly by rating favorably groups
of which they are members, low self-esteem people self-enhance indi-
rectly by rating favorably groups to which they do not belong, but that
are similar to groups of which they are members. These tendencies
could be manifested, for example, in an organization grouped on the
basis of the product or service provided. In such an organization, people
working in similar functional areas (e.g., marketing, manufacturing,
sales, research and development) are assigned to different product or
service teams. Thus, members of a product team in a functional area
have counterparts working on a different product team. Consider how
people in a functional area (e.g., marketing) in team A might respond as
a function of their self-esteem. High self-esteem people may self-
enhance directly by rating their product team as better than team B. Low
self-esteem individuals in marketing in team A may self-enhance indi-
rectly by rating favorably the members of the marketing function in
team B.

CLARITY OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE

Brockner (1988) reported that low self-esteem people are more “be-
haviorally plastic” than their high self-esteem counterparts (i.e., they are
more likely to be influenced in the direction of a variety of external cues).
These plasticity effects have been demonstrated under controlled labora-
tory conditions and in organizational settings. Organizational examples
of self-esteem differences in behavioral plasticity include (a) the tenden-
cy for low (but not high) self-esteem people to vary their supervisory
style as a function of their own supervisor’s competence, success, and
reward power (Weiss, 1977); (b) the tendency of low self-esteem people
to be more influenced by the organization’s socialization practices (G. R.
Jones, 1986); and (c) the fact that the performance and satisfaction of
persons low in self-esteem vary as a function of the supportiveness of
their peer group (greater supportiveness leads to higher performance
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and satisfaction), which is not the case for persons with high self-esteem
(Mossholder, Bedeian, & Armenakis, 1982).

Brockner explained these and many other examples of behavioral
plasticity as attributable to the tendency of low self-esteem people to be
less sure of themselves (i.e., to be less confident in the correctness of
their behaviors and beliefs), thereby rendering them more susceptible to
influence by external cues. The present conceptualization offers a possi-
ble explanation of their tendency to be less certain about the correctness
of their behaviors and beliefs. The perceived discrepancy between what
they believe they can accomplish and what they want to accomplish
leads to greater self-concept confusion. Not having as clear a sense of
who they are, they are more likely to be influenced by external cues for
appropriate thoughts, feelings, and behavior.

SELF-ENHANCEMENT VERSUS SELF-PROTECTION

People high in self-esteem attempt to capitalize on situations that
provide them with the opportunity for self-enhancement, whereas per-
sons having low self-esteem are more likely to respond in situations that
pose a threat to their self-esteem. As Tice demonstrates in Chapter 3,
situations differ in the extent to which they provide opportunities for
self-enhancement or pose threats to self-esteem. For example, imagine
two very different managerial or organizational reactions to employee
performance. In the first organization, the culture is one in which suc-
cessful performance is celebrated; unsuccessful performance, though
not taken lightly, does not elicit strict, punitive reactions. In the second
organization, there is little reaction to (i.e., celebration of) positive per-
formance, but there are harsh reactions to negative employee perfor-
mance. The first organization mainly provides opportunity for self-
enhancement, whereas the second one primarily presents a threat to
self-esteem. All else being equal, we predict that high self-esteem indi-
viduals would be more responsive in the first situation, and low self-
esteem people would be more responsive in the second situation.

Although organizations (or situations) may differ in the extent to
which they provide opportunities for self-enhancement versus threats to
self-esteem, it is likely that the same organization (or situation) com-
bines elements of both. For example, suppose that external cues sug-
gested that although it was by no means certain, employees should not
expect to perform well in a given situation. High self-esteem people may
experience this as a challenge, or an opportunity for self-enhancement.
Low self-esteem persons may interpret the situation as a threat against
which they need to protect themselves. Thus, both groups may be moti-
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vated to perform, and both may even perform at the same level. The
underlying process driving motivation and performance, however,
could be very different; moreover, unless the investigator included mea-
sures in addition to motivation and performance, this difference in the
underlying process would go unnoticed.

Factors other than the individuals’ self-esteem may affect whether
the situation is framed as providing opportunity for self-enhancement or
a possible threat to self-esteem. In the example of people believing that it
is likely but not certain that they will not perform well, suppose that
some people were given the choice about whether they wanted to un-
dertake the task, whereas others were forced to work on the task.
Through a self-perception process, those who chose to work on the task
may have inferred that there must have been something positive about
the undertaking, such as the opportunity for self-enhancement. Or the
act of choosing may have been a self-affirming experience (Steele, 1988),
in which people experienced a temporary boost to self-esteem. If the
perception of choice leads people to frame the situation as providing
opportunity for self-enhancement, then high self-esteem people may be
particularly responsive (i.e., they may work harder at the task).

If people are coerced to work on this very same task, however, they
may frame the situation as one that threatens their self-esteem, through
either a self-perception or a self-(dis)affirmation process. If so, then low
self-esteem people may be more responsive than if the same situation
were framed as an opportunity. In summary, predictions about the mo-
tivation levels of high or low self-esteem persons in a given situation
may depend upon whether the self-threatening aspects are salient
(which should prompt low self-esteem individuals into action via self-
protection) or the opportunity for self-enhancement is present (which
should elicit greater striving among high self-esteem people).

COLLECTIVE SELF-ESTEEM

There is growing interest in the role of self-evaluative variables and
processes in work organizations. The book Self-Esteem at Work (Brockner,
1988) explores the causes and consequences of employee self-esteem.
Others have applied Bandura’s work (1977) on self-efficacy to individual
behavior in organizations (Gist, 1987). Furthermore, several scales of
work-related self-concept have been published recently, including one
concerning organization-based self-esteem. This measure refers to the extent
to which people believe that “they are valuable, worthwhile, effectual
members of their employing organizations” (Pierce, Gardner, Cum-
mings, & Dunham, 1989, p. 634). The present volume provides an im-



EXPECTANCY-VALUE DISCREPANCY 237

pressive array of theory and research that may help explain individual
behavior in organizations.

Furthermore, because so much activity in organizations is under-
taken in a group context, organizations may provide particularly fertile
ground in which to study collective self-esteem. Collective self-esteem
can be conceptualized in several ways, varying along the dimension of
unit of analysis. Social identity relates to one form of collective self-
esteem, referring to “that part of the individuals’ self-concept which
derives from their knowledge of their membership in a social group (or
groups) together with the value and emotional significance of that mem-
bership” (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255). Note that the individual is the unit of
analysis in social identity theory. Individuals who have more of their
self-identity invested in their group memberships will be more influ-
enced by group actions having self-evaluative implications. For example,
Brockner, Tyler, and Cooper-Schneider (1992) discovered that the per-
ceived fairness of an institution’s actions had greater impact on individu-
als who were more committed to the institution prior to the action. In
several settings, it was found that people reacted particularly negatively
when they were highly committed to the institution beforehand, but felt
that they had been treated unfairly in some recent encounter with the
institution.

An important question for further research is whether collective
self-esteem is related to behavior in ways that parallel the relationship of
an individual’s self-esteem to his or her own behavior. A recent study by
Crocker and Luhtanen (1990) suggests that parallelism may exist. In
their study, individuals high in collective self-esteem showed greater in-
group bias in the face of a threat to the collective’s self-esteem. Specifi-
cally, high collective self-esteem individuals whose group performed
poorly rated below-average performers (like themselves) more favorably
and above-average performers less favorably, relative to high collective
self-esteem individuals whose group performed well. These findings are
strikingly similar to those obtained by Crocker et al. (1987), who exam-
ined the role of personal self-esteem and threat on in-group bias.

To evaluate the role of perceived expectancy-value discrepancy in
the context of collective self-esteem, it is necessary to measure both the
individuals’ level of attachment to the group (which corresponds to the
importance people place on the group performing well) and their beliefs
about the group’s efficacy (which correspond to their expectations for
the group’s performance). Existing measures have tapped the former
dimension quite well; constructs such as group cohesion, collectivism,
and organizational commitment seem related to the value people attach
to successful collective performance. There is a need, however, to devel-
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op measures of collective expectations or efficacy to determine whether
expectancy-value discrepancy mediates the effects of collective self-
esteem.

Collective self-esteem may also influence behavior at the group or
even organizational level of analysis. To evaluate the possibility that
the expectancy-value discrepancy mediates the effects of self-esteem at
the collective level of analysis, it probably is necessary to aggregate the
expectations of individual members for the collective’s performance, as
well as the importance members attach to successful collective perfor-
mance. Based upon the results presented in the first half of this chapter,
it may be that groups who believe that they can get what they want have
a clearer sense of group identity than those who believe that they can-
not. For example, the latter group may agree less on the collective’s
values, strategies, and goals, as a result of their confused sense of self-
identity. Furthermore, groups with a less clear sense of who they are
may be more likely to self-protect (and less likely to self-enhance) com-
pared to groups with a more clearly defined sense of self. For example,
low-clarity groups may shy away from negative feedback that provides
valuable opportunities for learning, whereas high-clarity groups, seek-
ing to self-enhance, may relish those situations.

U.S. corporations have come under great competitive pressures in
the past two decades, and there is every indication that this trend will
continue as we head toward the 21st century. Now more than ever,
organization members need to work together. Many organizations have
redesigned the nature of their work; activities previously done by indi-
viduals are now performed by groups. Therefore, for both theoretical
and practical reasons, it is important to understand constructs such as
collective self-esteem. Future research should evaluate whether percep-
tions of the expectancy-value discrepancy—which appears to provide a
parsimonious explanation of self-esteem effects at the individual level—
will be useful in explaining the antecedents and consequences of collec-
tive self-esteem.
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CHAPTER 13

THE PUZZLES OF SELF-ESTEEM
A CLINICAL PERSPECTIVE

HowARrD TENNEN AND GLENN AFFLECK

In the clinical setting we recognize that cognition, affect, and behavior
are determined by varied, interdependent, and complex processes. The
theories and findings presented in this volume are important to clinical
practice because they address just such processes among individuals
with low self-regard. Basic theory and research on competing motives
(De La Ronde & Swann, Chapter 8; Brown, Chapter 6), on offsetting
threats to one dimension of esteem by affirming other aspects of the self
(Spencer, Josephs, & Steele, Chapter 2; Heatherton & Ambady, Chapter
7), on indirect forms of self-enhancement (Brown, Chapter 6), and on
daily fluctuations in self-esteem (Kernis, Chapter 9) should be welcomed
by clinicians. In turn, clinical theory and research have much to offer
investigations of self-esteem. In this chapter, we address points of con-
tact and contrast between the models described in this volume and
modern clinical theory and research.

We begin by summarizing issues on which the contributors agree,
those issues that remain unresolved, and new directions suggested by
these contributions. Because self-esteem is linked to depression in sev-
eral chapters, we review briefly what is known—and what is frequently
assumed but not known—about self-esteem as a vulnerability marker
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for depression. We then discuss four strategies of esteem maintenance
employed by those with high self-esteem and explore why they are
puzzling to clinicians. Finally, we question proposed relations among
self-esteem, positive illusions, and well-being, and we point to limita-
tions in our knowledge of how esteem is maintained across the life span.

POINTS OF CONVERGENCE, UNRESOLVED ISSUES,
AND NEW DIRECTIONS

There are three areas relevant to clinical practice about which the
contributors agree. One is that individuals with low self-esteem are not
self-loathing people. Rather, their descriptions of themselves are neu-
tral, not self-effacing (Tice, Chapter 3). A second area of convergence is
that people with low self-esteem maintain conservative social motives:
They act to minimize potential losses (Chapter 3), set unchallenging
goals to avoid failure (Heatherton & Ambady, Chapter 7), and are moti-
vated by self-protection rather than self-enhancement (Campbell & La-
vallee, Chapter 1). Third, low self-esteem individuals appear to be more
sensitive and reactive to their social environments (Chapters 1 and 7).
Whether this makes them more vulnerable to life’s slings and arrows or
better able to respond to others and thus learn from experience has not
yet been determined.

Alongside these areas of agreement, there remain important unset-
tled questions. Most salient is how best to depict the motives of the
person with low self-regard. Three apparently incompatible motivation-
al structures have been hypothesized. One model portrays low self-
esteem individuals as having fewer esteem resources from which to
draw in the face of threat (Spencer et al., Chapter 2); thus, when threat-
ened, they have a greater need to use self-enhancement strategies (Chap-
ter 1). Another model has the extremely low esteem individual lacking
the motivation for self-enhancement (Blaine & Crocker, Chapter 4). The
third perspective, captured in Chapter 8 by De La Ronde and Swann, is
that people with low self-esteem are caught between the wish to be
evaluated favorably and the simultaneous wish to receive self-
confirming (i.e., negative) evaluations. Although these depictions lead
to distinct predictions about the behavior of low self-esteem individuals,
direct tests of these predictions require an as-yet-unreached consensus
regarding what behaviors reflect self-enhancement (Wills, 1991).

Another unresolved issue is the role of positive attributes in the self-
concepts of people with low self-esteem. Blaine and Crocker state that
low self-esteem individuals “are not at all certain that they have positive
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attributes,” and Brown (Chapter 6) believes that “almost by definition,
these people are unaccustomed to thinking about themselves in positive
terms.” On the other hand, Pelham (Chapter 10) argues convincingly
that even people with extremely low self-regard believe they have at
least one very important and very positive attribute. Clearly, the place of
positive attributes in the self-concepts of low self-esteem individuals
remains unsettled.

These chapters also hold great promise for theory elaboration and
new research directions. Promising directions include the idea that both
high and low self-esteem individuals want to affirm themselves (Spen-
cer et al., Chapter 2) and desire positive feedback (De La Ronde &
Swann, Chapter 8); that low self-esteem individuals might enhance their
esteem indirectly through their association with others (Brown, Chapter
6); that self-esteem variability might be as important to well-being as
level of esteem (Kernis, Chapter 9); that individuals with low self-esteem
have an unstable self-concept (Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1); that in
situations that threaten esteem, people with high self-esteem may be the
ones who show self-regulatory failures (Heatherton & Ambady, Chapter
7); and that by maintaining their most positive self-appraisals, low self-
esteem individuals may create the conditions for self-limiting depression
(Pelham, Chapter 10). It is to the relation of depression to self-esteem
that we now turn.

SELF-ESTEEM AS A RISK FACTOR FOR DEPRESSION

Depression plays a prominent role in the theories and investiga-
tions described in this volume. Blaine and Crocker discuss the associa-
tion between low self-esteem and depression, citing evidence that se-
verely depressed individuals show a self-deprecating explanatory style
in which they accept more responsibility for bad outcomes than for good
outcomes. Harter (Chapter 5) and Pelham suggest that persons having
low self-regard may be particularly vulnerable to depression, and Kernis
reviews evidence from his own work (Kernis, Grannemann, & Mathis,
1991) to support this hypothesis. Interventions for individuals with low
self-esteem are offered by De La Ronde and Swann and by Heatherton
and Ambady. But as Tice (Chapter 3) and Campbell and Lavallee remind
us, the low self-esteem described in these chapters is not self-hate, self-
loathing, or even low self-regard in the absolute sense. Are the low self-
esteem participants in these studies at risk for clinical depression? We
think not, for several reasons.

The poor concordance between depth of depression measured by
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depression inventories and actual major depressive disorder (Golin &
Hartz, 1979; Hammen, 1980; Hesselbrock, Hesselbrock, Tennen, Meyer,
& Workman-Daniels, 1983; Lewinsohn & Teri, 1982) is reason enough to
suspect that the moderate levels of self-esteem and depression reported
by student subjects do not represent clinical disturbance. Even the as-
sumption that depression seen in student samples is quantitatively (if
not qualitatively) different from what is found in clinical populations
may be unwarranted (Coyne & Gotlib, 1983; Depue & Monroe, 1978).
Personal narratives of genuine depressive episodes provide an even
more compelling argument for distinguishing the despair and self-
loathing seen in clinical settings from the sadness and moderate self-

regard shown among depressed students. Consider this account:

The pain . . . is quite unimaginable to those who have not suffered it. . . .

Loss of self-esteem is a celebrated symptom, and my own sense of self had all

but disappeared, along with any self-reliance. This loss can quickly degener-

ate into dependence, and from dependence into infantile dread. One dreads
the loss of all things, all people close and dear. (Styron, 1990, pp. 16, 33, 56)

Although far from the abysmal esteem described by Styron, moderate
self-esteem might still predict the occurrence of depressive episodes. It
can do so directly (as described by Kernis) or indirectly as a diathesis that
is activated only in threatening circumstances. The direct relation be-
tween esteem and subsequent depressed mood has been reported
among adolescents (Allgood-Merten et al., 1990) and among drug users
(Buckner & Mandell, 1990).

Support for low self-esteem as a depressive diathesis is advocated
most strongly by Brown, Harris, and colleagues (Brown, Andrews, Har-
ris, Adler, & Bridge, 1986; Brown & Harris, 1978). Three strategies have
been employed to test the esteem-as-vulnerability hypothesis. One strat-
egy is to study individuals who were formerly depressed; if low self-
esteem is not merely a symptom of depression but a trait making one vul-
nerable to depression, formerly depressed persons should maintain low
levels of self-esteem. Wittenborn and colleagues (Altman & Wittenborn,
1980; Cofer & Wittenborn, 1980) indeed found that formerly depressed wo-
men reported lower self-esteem than matched controls. A second strategy
is to study individuals from depression through recovery. Studies of this
type (Caine, 1970; Hamilton & Abramson, 1983; Mayo, 1967), however,
have failed to support the notion of self-esteem as a depressive diathesis.

The third and most direct test of the esteem-as-vulnerability hy-
pothesis comes from longitudinal studies comparing nondepressed indi-
viduals who eventually become depressed with individuals who remain
free of depression. Although Brown (1984; described in Ingham, Kreit-
man, Miller, Sashidharan, & Surtees, 1986) found that he could predict
subsequent depression from negative self-evaluation prior to the onset
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of depression, Lewinsohn, Steinmetz, Larson, and Franklin (1981) and
Ingham, Kreitman, Miller, Sashidharan, and Surtees (1987) found no
evidence that low self-esteem predicted future depressive episodes. So
although low self-esteem—and particularly unstable low self-esteem—
may anticipate later depressed mood directly (Kernis, Chapter 9), or indi-
rectly (Hobfoll & Lieberman, 1987), there is little evidence that level of
esteem predicts the onset of depressive disorders.

Kernis's concept of self-esteem stability offers a possible explanation
for previous failures of community and clinical samples to support the
esteem-as-vulnerability model. If, as Kernis suggests, unstable self-
esteem makes high self-esteem individuals vulnerable to threatening
events but buffers low self-esteem individuals from threat, the predic-
tion of depressive episodes requires knowledge of both self-esteem level
and stability. Only if one samples stable high and low self-esteem per-
sons (which is what most investigators presume they are doing) is self-
esteem likely to predict depression. By considering both self-esteem
level and stability, clinical researchers may finally be able to establish
empirically a link between self-esteem and vulnerability to depression.

Unstable self-esteem actually plays a prominent role in clinical theo-
rizing about vulnerability to depression. Bibring (1953), Chodoff (1973),
Fenichel (1945), and Jacobson (1975) have argued that individuals prone
to depression experience vulnerable rather than low self-esteem prior to
becoming depressed. For Bibring, the depressive-to-be is vulnerable to
deflated esteem because she or he cannot live up to aspirations. Fenichel
and Chodoff maintain that self-esteem regulation for some depression-
prone individuals is contingent on being loved and, for others, on acting
correctly. Jacobson believes that stable self-esteem requires that one’s
mental representations of self be independent of one’s representations
of others (see Becker, 1979). What all these conceptions assert is that the
depression-prone individual is susceptible to fluctuations in self-esteem
in reaction to life’s inevitable misfortunes. The idea that many individu-
als with low self-regard are also uncertain of their self-conceptions
(Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1; Linville, 1987) and that even those
with high esteem may be vulnerable to depression if their esteem is
unstable (Kernis, Chapter 9) offers a promising conceptual bridge be-
tween clinical theory and empirical investigation into the antecedents of
depressive disorders.

PUZZLES AND POSSIBLE PITFALLS OF HIGH SELF-REGARD

Although the focus of this volume is low self-regard, we, like Bau-
meister (1989), are concerned that the psychological literature retains an
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assumption that people with high self-esteem present no conceptual
puzzles and that their efforts to maintain self-esteem are more adaptive
than the efforts of those with low self-esteem. Baumeister and Heather-
ton (1991) have already found that in certain esteem-threatening situa-
tions, individuals with high self-esteem may show self-regulatory fail-
ures. Similarly, Heatherton and Ambady (Chapter 7) speculate that
despite evidence that unrealistic views can enhance well-being (e.g.,
Taylor & Brown, 1988), individuals with very high self-esteem may pur-
sue paths that are not in their best interests. We now examine four
strategies of esteem maintenance used by high self-esteem individuals;
we argue that they may be shortsighted and that they present genuine
conceptual puzzles for self-esteem theory. The four strategies are attri-
butional self-enhancement, adaptive preferences, active downward
comparisons, and derogation of others.

ATTRIBUTIONAL SELF-ENHANCEMENT

It wasn’t my fault. I ran out of gas; I had a flat tire; I didn’t have enough
money for cab fare; my socks didn’t come back from the cleaners; an old
friend came in from out of town; someone stole my car; there was an earth-
quake; a terrible flood; locusts. It wasn’t my fault! (Joliet Jake in the film The
Blues Brothers)

Perhaps the most widely investigated characteristic of people with
high self-regard is their pervasive way of explaining untoward events.
The self-esteem literature (Tennen & Herzberger, 1987; Tennen, Herz-
berger, & Nelson, 1987) and the depression literature (Brewin, 1985;
Peterson, Villanova, & Raps, 1985) are now replete with studies demon-
strating that unlike their low self-esteem peers, who accept credit and
blame equally, individuals with high self-esteem accept credit for good
outcomes comparably to those with low self-esteem but ascribe bad out-
comes to external causes. Blaine and Crocker (Chapter 4), Heatherton
and Ambady (Chapter 7), and Kernis (Chapter 9) have documented and
extended the role these self-enhancing explanations have in regulating
self-esteem.

This consistent pattern of causal explanations would disarm most
clinicians, because it seems to contradict everyday experience, clinical
lore, and the dynamics of interpersonal relationships. In everyday life,
people who consistently disavow responsibility make unpleasant col-
leagues, friends, and spouses. Joliet Jake, quoted above, is the quintes-
sential attributional self-enhancer. That we find his causal explanations
humorous is evidence that such externalizations hold little currency in
everyday life; people see them for what they are. That they are exagger-
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ated in Jake, who has a long prison record, blatant antisocial characteris-
tics, and an uncanny ability to repeat grave errors of judgment, is in
keeping with most people’s experience that people who employ this
“explanatory style” (Peterson, 1991; Peterson & Seligman, 1984) are un-
reliable, unempathic, and self-centered. Lest the Blues Brothers appear a
frivolous source of psychological data, consider the following example
provided by Kiecolt-Glaser and Williams (1987). They describe

a subject who, angered by his father-in-law, set himself on fire and attributed
all blame for the accident to his father-in-law. This 20-year-old man was a
terror on the unit; he frequently yelled at the staff and threw things at them,
providing an extreme example of non-compliance. His inability to assign any
blame to himself either for his accident or for his disruptive behavior in the
hospital was quite consistent with his long personal history of impulsive
behavior and his regular disavowal of responsibility for any unfortunate
consequences. (p. 23)

This example supports conventional wisdom about individuals who
consistently externalize responsibility for untoward events: They appear
shallow, irresponsible, and unpleasant. Yet, according to current psy-
chological theories (as well as evidence from the laboratory), such exter-
nalization is an indicator of high self-regard, less distress in the face of
failure (Follette & Jaconbson, 1987), a relative invulnerability to depres-
sion (Metalsky, Halberstadt, & Abramson, 1987), and better health,
school achievement, and enhanced psychotherapeutic outcomes (Snyder
& Higgins, 1988). In fact, according to one prominent theory (Abramson,
Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978), Joliet Jake’s explanations are particularly
adaptive because they are not only external but quite specific to the
immediate situation!

Unlike the social psychological theories that drive most research
relating causal explanations to self-esteem, a number of prominent psy-
chodynamic clinical theories propose that external explanations for bad
events are neither indicators of high self-regard nor precursors of posi-
tive adaptation. According to Sullivan (1956), a feeling of inferiority is
what leads one to transfer blame to others or to the environment: “One
is the victim, not of one’s own defects, but of a devilish environment.
One is not to blame; the environment is to blame” (p. 146). In keeping
with his interpersonal theory, Sullivan argues that external explanations
for negative events are maladaptive because they are not validated by
others and lead to social alienation.

Another clinical account linking externalization to maladaptation
was proposed by Phillips (1968), who states explicitly that “those who
feel others are to blame for the vicissitudes of their existence, should
either tend to turn destructively against others, or avoid others who



248 HOWARD TENNEN and GLENN AFFLECK

threaten them” (p. 146). Phillips presents evidence that individuals with
lower levels of social competence blame others for their circumstances
and, when symptomatic, either turn against others or avoid others.
Whereas Sullivan attributed the hypothesized externalization-maladap-
tation link to an unfavorable response from the social environment,
Phillips views both external causal explanations and psychosocial dis-
ruption as derivatives of developmental arrest.

This apparent conflict between clinical theory and evidence and
social psychological theory and evidence has not gone unnoticed (Ten-
nen & Affleck, 1990). In an attempt to reconcile these differences,
Thompson and Janigian (1988) proposed that in ego-relevant achieve-
ment situations like those examined in the laboratory, externalizing
blame may be more adaptive. But for many other situations described in
the clinician’s consulting room, where it is not one’s ability that is threat-
ened but one’s view of the world, externalizations may be harmful. Do
people with high self-esteem shift from construing external causes for
achievement events to more internal causes for situations that threaten
their view of a benevolent world? This would represent a rather remark-
able extension of the flexibility of illusions (Baumeister, 1989; Taylor,
1989).

We (Tennen & Affleck, 1991a) have reasoned that the adaptive or
maladaptive qualities of external attributions cannot be divorced from an
individual’s values and agendas. People who make external (and partic-
ularly external and circumscribed) attributions for negative events may
be people who feel good about themselves and who produce. But what
they produce, and how others feel about them, depends on their goals or
values. A relentless salesperson may attribute failures to tough custom-
ers and may persevere and succeed in selling his or her wares (Seligman
& Schulman, 1986). He or she may also be able to maintain a high level
of self-esteem. But we are reluctant to interpret high self-esteem or meet-
ing one’s goals as a proxy for satisfactory adjustment, nor would we
accept short-term satisfaction as a proxy for social functioning over the
long haul (Fincham & Bradbury, 1988).

SoUR GRAPES: THE DEPLOYMENT OF ADAPTIVE PREFERENCES

Another way that high self-esteem individuals maintain their self-
esteem is by discounting the importance of negative outcomes and per-
sonal failures. Spencer et al. (Chapter 2) and Heatherton and Ambady
(Chapter 7) describe how people with high self-esteem are able to coun-
teract esteem threats by focusing on self-affirmational resources, thereby
diminishing the significance of the threat. Blaine and Crocker (Chapter
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4) and Harter (Chapter 5) demonstrate how people with high self-regard
show a facility for diminishing the significance of goals beyond their
grasp. Put another way, high self-esteem individuals are able to discount
the importance of aspirations that cannot be achieved.

We have all at one time or another decided “that what we cannot
have we didn’t really want in the first place” (Ryan, 1991), and through
this decision eliminated our longing for previously sought goals. Both
conventional wisdom and psychological inquiry affirm that knowing
when to persevere and when to disengage from incentives is important
to successful achievement and social adaptation (Klinger, 1975; Selig-
man, 1975; Taylor, 1989; Weiner, 1981). Nonetheless, we wonder if de-
spite their emotional benefits, such strategic disengagement might take
its toll in other ways. Perhaps these decisions among high self-esteem
individuals require more careful examination.

Elster (1983) refers to such strategies as “sour grapes” or, more
formally, “adaptive preferences,” inasmuch as one is adapting one’s
preferences to what seems possible. He argues cogently that such strate-
gies are preferable to “counteradaptive strategies” where what is
wanted is only what cannot be had. To our knowledge, there is no evi-
dence that individuals with low self-esteem chronically engage in the
counteradaptive “grass is greener on the other side” (Ryan, 1991) strate-
gy; they are simply less likely to engage in sour grapes. Should we
interpret this as a psychological deficit—a defect in need of interven-
tion?

Consider the example offered by Spencer et al. in Chapter 2 of a
high self-esteem individual who is having difficulties with his room-
mate. The “roommate eventually decides the person is a slob and an
awful roommate.” Having high self-regard, our protagonist counteracts
this threat by saying to himself, “Oh well, I am a good student and have
lots of other friends.” This certainly bolsters his esteem, probably bright-
ens his mood, and allows him to study for an upcoming exam unbur-
dened by intrusive thoughts of what transpired. Imagine now that our
protagonist has low self-regard. He does not have the resources to af-
firm himself in other areas or to discount the importance of his relation-
ship with his roommate. Instead, he is troubled by his roommate’s com-
ments. Inclined to self-focus (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987), he
reflects upon his own actions and realizes that he has been an awful
roommate. He has not contributed to chores, has played his stereo late
into the evening, and has invited other friends to his room without
checking first with his roommate. Although he realizes that the room-
mate could have mentioned these things as they arose rather than sim-
ply deciding to leave, our low self-esteem protagonist appreciates that
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he must accept responsibility for his actions. He experiences sadness,
remorse, a drop in his self-regard, and a desire to make amends. Be-
cause he is preoccupied by his misdeeds, he is unable to prepare very
well for his exam. His performance suffers. He calls his former room-
mate, apologizes for his inconsiderate behavior, and suggests that they
give another try to being roommates. When refused, he offers to pay
any moving costs incurred.

Were both the high and low self-esteem protagonists participants in
a psychological study of self-regard and well-being, the high self-esteem
student would appear by all indicators to be functioning better. His
scores on affect rating scales would reveal little or no distress, and these
ratings would be linearly and strongly correlated with his self-esteem. If
the study were examining daily stress (Tennen, Suls, & Affleck, 1991),
our high self-esteem protagonist would report fewer negative events
and might not even construe the roommate incident as negative (and, if
so, certainly not as important). Undaunted by such incidents, he would
show considerable stability in his esteem (Kernis, Chapter 9) and little
variability in his mood (Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1). And if aca-
demic achievement were the indicator of well-being, his high self-
esteem would no doubt be interpreted as a resource that fosters
problem-focused coping and, consequently, good grades.

From both clinical and lay perspectives, this analysis is flawed. A
number of clinical theories view the capacity for remorse (Kernberg,
1980) and the ability to make reparation (Klein, 1964) as critical to psy-
chosocial positive adjustment. Most laypeople, we believe, would also
see remorse and reparative efforts as indicators of maturity. Although
the high self-esteem student depicted in the Spencer et al. vignette was
not sad, neither was he wise. As long as we equate adaptation with
happiness, persistence, and productivity unburdened by concern, those
people who are able to discount the importance of negative outcomes
and personal failures will emerge as paragons of mental health. But if we
look beyond subjective well-being and productivity as indicators of
mental health, what may emerge is a richer and even more interesting
picture of both high and low self-esteem people.

We are by no means arguing that individuals with high self-regard
are incapable of self-reflection, remorse, reparative gestures, or the ca-
pacity to mourn losses. Such a position would be ludicrous. Nonethe-
less, current theories of self-esteem maintenance make it difficult to
imagine how someone with high self-esteem discounts the significance
of lost opportunities and simultaneously has the painful, sobering, and
often humbling experiences inevitable among those who are less willing
or less able to engage in such “adaptive” preferences.
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Taylor (1989) suggests several mechanisms that might limit positive
illusions and perhaps keep in check the strategies maintaining them.
One such mechanism is the ability to incorporate negative information
usefully without acknowledging all of its implications (see Janoff-
Bulman, 1989; Lazarus, 1983). Perhaps the high self-esteem student de-
picted by Spencer et al. can simultaneously appreciate his misdeeds,
experience remorse, and discount the significance of his relationship
with his roommate without undue distress or performance decrements.
It is not yet clear if and how people actually carry out these appraisals
simultaneously, nor is it clear why discounting is needed to bolster the
esteem of genuinely high self-esteem individuals. One would think it
possible to acknowledge wrongdoing without feeling so threatened as to
turn to sour grapes (Epstein, 1983). Kernsis's concept of unstable self-
esteem and clinical notions of vulnerable self-esteem may help us better
identify those high self-esteem individuals who find it necessary to cre-
ate adaptive preferences.

Another reason why the adaptive preferences of high self-esteem
individuals may stay within reasonable limits is that they are responsive
to correction from the social environment (Taylor, 1989). Perhaps others
would remind our high self-esteem protagonist that he had acted poorly
and should make amends; someone might even call him on his sour-
grapes reappraisal. But if this and other esteem-maintaining strategies
are responsive to social correction, why are they needed at all? If one
feels impelled to discount the importance of a relationship so as to
maintain a positive self-image, what proxy mechanism maintains that
image after social correction? To argue that no further mechanism is
needed only begs the question of why the discounting was needed from
the start. Although Taylor’s notion (1989) of self-correcting esteem main-
tenance and Baumeister's concept (1989) of an “optimal margin of
illusion” are provocative and provide a process-oriented context in
which to study self-steem, they remain essentially untested and will
require that researchers pursue the puzzles of high self-regard as vigor-
ously as they have pursued the complexities of low self-regard. We will
return shortly to the issue of self-correcting illusions.

DowNwWARD COMPARISONS

There is abundant evidence that when threatened, high self-esteem
individuals are more likely to find or create others who are worse off and
thus make themselves appear fortunate by comparison. Crocker (Crock-
er & Schwartz, 1985; Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, & Ingerman, 1987)
has shown that unlike those with low self-esteem, people with high self-
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regard compare themselves favorably to out-group members (see
Brown, Chapter 6; Wood & Taylor, 1991). Comparable findings have
emerged in the depression literature. Whereas depressed subjects view
themselves as comparable to others or view others more favorably than
they view themselves, nondepressed subjects consistently engage in
self-enhancing (i.e., downward) social comparisons (Ahrens, Zeiss, &
Kanfer, 1988; Alloy, Albright, & Clements, 1987; Campbell, 1986; see
Swallow & Kuiper, 1988, for a review).

Recent studies clarify further how high and low self-esteem individ-
uals take advantage of information about less fortunate others and may
even create those others through active derogation. It appears that
whereas people with high self-esteem are better able than their low self-
esteem counterparts to enhance themselves through both upward and
downward comparisons (Buunk, Collins, Taylor, VanYperen, & Dakof,
1990; Collins & Trobst, 1992), and those with low self-esteem select
others who are worse off for comparison (Spencer et al., Chapter 2;
DeVellis et al., 1990; Wood & Taylor, 1991), only high self-esteem individ-
uals actively derogate others (“active downward comparison”; Wills,
1981, 1987) to enhance their esteem following a threat (Blaine & Crocker,
Chapter 4; Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989; Gibbons & McCoy, 1991).

Gibbons and McCoy (1991) speculate that derogating others to en-
hance one’s esteem may be a barometer of therapeutic success among
individuals who begin therapy with low self-esteem. Following our cau-
tion regarding the potential costs of externalizing untoward events, we
are concerned about the detrimental effects of derogating others to en-
hance oneself. Such derogation, or active downward comparison, is
qualitatively different from feeling comforted by existing evidence of
less fortunate others. As Elster (1983) argues, “We need to distinguish
between taking the achievement of others as a parameter and one’s own
as the control variable, and manipulating the achievements of others so
that they fall short of one’s own” (see also Tesser, 1991).

One potential drawback of derogating others is that they may with-
draw and be unavailable as support providers (Brickman & Bulman,
1977; Swallow & Kuiper, 1988). This may become a particularly thorny
problem, because high self-esteem individuals derogate others when
they are feeling threatened—precisely when they might benefit most
from others’ support. But even if others are available to provide support,
high self-esteem individuals may for two reasons be less able to take
advantage of available support resources. First, one’s ability to depend
on others is compromised when others have been derogated (Bakan,
1966). Second, precisely because they view themselves as capable and
self-reliant, high self-esteem individuals “are more sensitive to the self-
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threatening implications involved in receiving help (e.g., information
about inferiority and dependency) than are those with low self-esteem”
(Nadler & Fisher, 1986, p. 86; see also DePaulo, Brown, Ishii, & Fisher,
1981). Nadler and Fisher (1986) review impressive evidence that for indi-
viduals with high self-esteem, help from another (particularly a similar
other) results in lowered self-appraisals and more negative affect. In
fact, they demonstrate that when support is needed in an area central to
self-esteem, a close friend may be most threatening and, ironically, least
able to provide needed support to someone with high self-esteem
(Nadler, Fisher, & Ben-Itzhak, 1983; Tesser, 1980).

These findings are intriguing from several perspectives. First, they
imply that when we look carefully, high self-esteem individuals are as
puzzling as are those with low esteem. They, too, may be caught in
certain “crossfires” (De La Ronde & Swann, Chapter 8), such as main-
taining their threatened self-esteem without alienating their well-
intentioned friends. Second, although Campbell (Campbell, Chew, &
Scratchley, 1991; Campbell & Lavallee, Chapter 1) finds that people with
low self-regard are frequently more reactive to self-relevant events, the
findings we have reviewed related to derogating others and response to
supportive gestures suggest that high self-esteem individuals are exqui-
sitely sensitive to the esteem implications of their interpersonal environ-
ment. Although they may not be as affectively or behaviorally reactive as
their low self-esteem counterparts, they are intrapsychically reactive,
engaging in a wide variety of cognitive strategies to ward off esteem
threats. These findings also suggest limiting conditions of Taylor’s spec-
ulation (1989) that the social environment will correct positive illusions
and their manifestations. Surely, verbalized derogation by someone
with high self-esteem will be confronted at some point, as will spiteful
attempts to interfere with others’ success so as to protect one’s self-
regard. But unspoken derogation—which is far more common—breeds
silent contempt and an inability to take advantage of a potentially sup-
portive environment. Attempts by close friends to provide support will
be rebuffed because their implications of inferiority and dependency
further threaten self-esteem. This may actually introduce strain into
what may have been an amiable relationship (Nadler & Fisher, 1986).

DEROGATION, IDENTIFICATION, AND SELF-ESTEEM REGULATION

Another puzzling aspect of the high self-esteem individual’s dero-
gation of others is that it would seem to interfere with opportunities to
identify with people who are helpful, empathic, and compassionate.
Harter (Chapter 5) identifies five sources of self-esteem in childhood:
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scholastic competence, athletic competence, physical attractiveness, so-
cial competence, and socially appropriate behavior. White (1963) and
Pine (1985) agree that actual accomplishments and the social world’s
response to those accomplishments are important sources of self-
esteem. But Kernberg (1975), Schafer (1968), and Westen (1990) remind
us that identifications are also crucial to the formation and maintenance
of self-regard. In fact, Westen surmises that therapeutic changes in self-
esteem may come about through identification with the therapist’s
attitudes toward the self. But if, when faced with threats to their self-
esteem, high self-esteem individuals derogate others (particularly simi-
lar others offering help), decide the source of the threat is not credible,
or focus on negative information about others (Blaine & Crocker, Chap-
ter 4), they miss important opportunities to learn about themselves and,
perhaps more important, to identify with now-disparaged others as a
source of self-esteem. Although the act of derogation may transiently
bolster self-esteem, it strikes us as a shortsighted solution to feeling
threatened; a solution that impedes the potentially beneficial conse-
quences of identifying with a caring other. Certainly high self-esteem
individuals have the capacity to make positive affective ties and identi-
fications with helpful caretakers and friends. Their capacity to do so may
be key to their high self-esteem. How they make these identifications
without experiencing an increased threat to their self-esteem and with-
out derogating the potential source of enhanced esteem is unclear from
current social psychological models of self-esteem maintenance.

SELF-ESTEEM, POSITIVE ILLUSIONS, AND WELL-BEING:
A CALL TOO EARLY TO MAKE

Recent theory (Janoff-Bulman, 1989; Taylor, 1989) and evidence
(Taylor & Brown, 1988) point to the adaptational benefits of positive
illusions precisely like those demonstrated by people with high self-
esteem, including inflated self-appraisals and optimistic expectations
about the future. This theorizing and the findings it has spawned pro-
vide a genuine challenge for traditional clinical theories, which assume
that the most adaptive appraisals are those that remain true to reality.
Despite the intuitive appeal of the argument, we believe the final word
on the benefits of illusions will have to await investigations designed to
evaluate illusions’ possible harm (see Heatherton & Ambady, Chapter 7;
Baumeister, 1989; Snyder, 1989).

A particularly influential argument for the unalloyed benefits of
positive illusions is that there are natural mechanisms that limit them
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and thus render them benign. One such mechanism is proposed by
Janoff-Bulman (1989; see Epstein, 1983), who proposes that people can
maintain their broad illusory assumptions about themselves while ac-
cepting more concrete evidence of their limitations. Although we agree
with this proposition in principle, the findings reported in this volume
indicate that students with high self-esteem are not readily able to accept
even specific threats to their self-esteem without employing self-
enhancing counterappraisals. For example, after completing a self-
esteem scale, high self-esteem students feel compelled to reaffirm their
positive views of themselves (Spencer et al., Chapter 2). Failing a social
sensitivity test in a psychology experiment prompts those with high self-
esteem to remember three times as many negative attributes of others
compared to when they succeeded on the test (Blaine & Crocker, Chap-
ter 4). And when faced with concrete evidence of a negative attribute,
high self-esteem subjects are impelled to view that attribute as relatively
unimportant (Chapter 4). Individuals with high self-regard seem not to
accept concrete evidence of their limitations readily. Rather, they coun-
ter such evidence with self-enhancing thoughts, derogation of others,
and adaptive preferences. As we suggested earlier, these self-protective
efforts may have maladaptive consequences independent of the illu-
sions they serve.

Collins, Skokan, and Aspinwall (1989) propose that the limits of
positive illusions derive not from the individual but from his or her
social environment, which will subtly hold in check any but the most
benign illusions. Should someone hold too positive a view of himself or
herself or too much self-confidence, others will intervene to provide a
natural feedback loop. Although it seems plausible that others might
attempt to interdict a self-inflating spiral, there is little reason to believe
that individuals with high self-esteem respond to such efforts. Why, for
example, should they be responsive to social feedback when they are
relatively unresponsive to social norms for humility and personal re-
sponsibility for failures?

In a less speculative vein, there is abundant evidence reviewed in
this volume that high self-esteem individuals are in fact unresponsive to
interpersonal feedback, particularly regarding their own behavior.
Campbell and Lavallee (Chapter 1) summarize considerable evidence
that people with high self-esteem are not particularly responsive to their
social environment. Rather, whereas people with low self-esteem “are
more dependent on, and hence more susceptible to, external cues that
convey self-relevant information,” high self-esteem individuals “accept
only those environmental cues that convey the affectively preferred pos-
itive information.” Similarly, Heatherton and Ambady (Chapter 7) note
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that “low self-esteem subjects make better use of external guides for
performance (Brockner, 1983) and therefore, when the advice is use-
ful . . . low self-esteem subjects outperform high self-esteem subjects.”
Considering these summaries of the literature, it is difficult to imagine
high self-esteem people responding readily to comments from others
challenging their illusions.

We believe the available evidence does not support the premise that
intraindividual or interpersonal mechanisms limit the self-enhancing il-
lusions of high self-esteem individuals. Moreover, we need to differenti-
ate these illusions from people’s efforts to maintain them. We suspect
that these efforts become “problem-maintaining solutions” (Tennen &
Affleck, 1991b; Watzlawick, 1978) that may be more problematic than the
illusions themselves. Although there are many instances in which illu-
sions and perhaps illusion-maintaining efforts are adaptive (Taylor &
Brown, 1988), we are a long way from understanding their long-term
consequences for people with high self-regard.

SELF-ESTEEM AND ITS MAINTENANCE
THROUGH THE LIFE SPAN

There is now substantial evidence that as people move beyond their
20s, and surely as they reach middle adulthood, they come to realize (if
they are fortunate) that some sources of their self-esteem are no longer
available. Levinson (1978), for example, found that as men reach their
30s they begin to acknowledge that they will not achieve the goals they
set for themselves in their 20s, nor will they achieve their young adult
fantasy of what they would be like in maturity. Although people can
experience favorable changes in their working models of themselves in
adulthood (Vaillant, 1977), Kernberg (1975, 1980) reminds us that many
sources of esteem gratification (e.g., physical attractiveness, strength,
success, and the admiration of others) are less available in middle age.
He provides many clinical examples of older adults who, when con-
fronted with declining vigor, loss of physical attractiveness, and limita-
tions in their career advancement, turn defensively toward adaptive
preferences. They devalue what they can no longer attain and derogate
others, particularly young competitors whose strength, appearance, and
success threaten their self-esteem. These are precisely the strategies de-
ployed by the high self-esteem college students in the studies described
in this volume. And although these individuals may transiently main-
tain self-esteem, that esteem comes at the cost of “a sense of emptiness
and loss of meaning in their daily life” (Kernberg, 1980, p. 143; see also
Horowitz, 1988).
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Another way some middle-aged people protect their self-esteem
from lost sources of gratification is by devaluing interests or emotional
investments that they had previously held near and dear. This form of
adaptive preference is an interesting variation of the strategy employed
by high self-esteem students; it is a sort of “downward temporal com-
parison” (Affleck & Tennen, 1991; Affleck, Tennen, Pfeiffer, Fifield, &
Rowe, 1987; Albert, 1977) combined with derogation—in this case, dero-
gation of previous goals and commitments. The cost of this form of self-
esteem maintenance is often a misanthropic life philosophy.

We are not trying to suggest that high self-esteem college students
inevitably become misanthropic older adults. There is ample evidence
that with maturity, many people are able to alter their goals and prefer-
ences constructively (Ruble & Frey, 1991) so as to have no need to deval-
ue others or their own earlier aspirations. But our current theories of
self-esteem offer few clues as to how these processes unfold, or how
representative the esteem-maintaining strategies observed in student
samples are to the lives of most adults.

CONCLUSION

The contributors to this volume have presented fascinating theories
and provocative findings that begin to solve the puzzle of low self-
esteem. They describe the precedents and consequences of low self-
esteem and the processes that perpetuate negative self-evaluation. Their
findings are valuable to clinical investigators and psychotherapists. Yet
we believe that how high self-esteem individuals maintain their esteem
against threats, and what they construe as constituting a threat, are in
their own way puzzling and hold the promise of fresh insights into the
intricacies of self-regard across the life span.
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