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task, then, is the development of self-esteem scale items that are
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What-is~Self;esteem and How Can It Be Measured

<

o " Seymour Epetein
i University“ofiMassachusetts at Amherst
- ¥

(Paper presented-at the Symp051um, Funct10h1ng_aﬁd Measurement of
Self-csteem, ,APA Convention, August, 27, 1982 Washlngton; D.C. L ) ,

1
4

Reflect for e moment. Do you have hlgh or low self—esteem, and how Go

you know it? Could you bé wrong about 4t7 Cculd you have high self-- esteem

¥

and th1nk you have low self-esteem or vice versa?, Can other‘people judge

"your self—esteem better than you éan, or is self—esteem a prlvate matter

« Ead

that only the individual himself or herseif can detérm1ne° Moreover, what

7

’dlfference does it make what your 1evel of self— steem 157 HZT importantf

Ya concept is' self-esteem after all? ; : - ' A C K

For the past ten years I have been developlng a theory" of,personallty

, o L. N . 4
- . which acctords a central role to Se}f—esteem. I will attempt to answer
. . . 1 3
. the above questions by preaenting selected dspects’of the theory

and exploring its implications for the e measurement of self-

esteem. . h ) p

Some Basic Assumptions in the Theory of Personality

’ : b
A major assumptlon of the theory i’s, that the human mind is so con~

s

_*  stituted that it tends to organlze experience 1nto concégptual systemc. Human
N 4 Ty P
brains make connections betWeen evénts,,and hdving mad connectlons, they

,)

connect the connections, and so on, until they have devéloped an organized

system of higher and lower order constructs that is both d1fferent1ated and

integrated. Whether we llke it or not, each of us, because he has a human ) >

©

% brain, forms a theory of rea11ty that brlngs order 1nto what otherw1se would A
), -

be experienced as chaos. We need &’ theory to make sen;e of the world

)

A ust as a scientist needs theory to make sense out of the llmlted body of .
@B

information he/she wishes to. understand - T : .

] 4 In addition to making connectlons between events, human brains have
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pain and pleasure centers. The human being thus has an interestlng life-

s

~ time task cut out for him/her 51mply because of’ his/her biological ,

structure. . It is to construct a conceptual system that will account for

. . .

‘ reallty in suci. a manner as to produce the most favorable pleasure/paln bal-
. ance over the antlclpated future. ‘This is obv1ouslykno simple hedonism,
.for-the pursuit. of short term pleasure is often ‘ antithetical to long-
term happiness. . : - B . -

An indiyidual's oyerall.theory.of reality includes suhtheo}ies of what

the individual is like (a self—theory), of what the world is llke (a world

% . theory), and ot how the two interact with each other. lee any theory,

-

- a personal theory of reality consists of a hierarchical arrangem%nt of major
. . : 4 .

®

. and minor,postulates. ‘The lowest level of a postulate is a relatively

. Y ]
narrow generalization deriyed directly from experience. Such lower order

~ ) postulatesﬁare organized into broader postulates,'and these, in ‘turn, into-

14
] ..

k\-/ye‘t: broader ores. An example of a lower order postulate: is, "I -am a good
' plng pong player." An example of'ahhigher order postulate is, "I an a
good athlete." A much hlgher order postulate is, "I am a worthy human

v
being."~ It is obv1ous ‘that minor, or lower order, postulates can be
1nvalldated W1thout serious consequences to the self—system, as they encompass
. relatively little of the system, but that invalidation of a major postulate

‘has serious consequences, as it affects a whole network of other. postulates.

<
vy

Fortunately, as major postulates are broad generalizations, they are removed
from'the immediate test’of experience, and are therefore’not easily'
invalidated. Moreover, najor-postulates exert an important'influence on
vhat experiences an individual.seeks out and on hOW‘he/she interprets the

.~ experiences. ' Thus, major postulates teénd to function as self—f filling
prophecies. On 6{\the most basic postulates in a person's.selfziheory

is the person's overall assessment of’self, or:self—estEem.

/ It is important-to recognize that an individual's self-theory is not

C . . P i o f
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‘a theory that a person normally is aware of” and can describe._ Individuals

unwittingly construct theories about “themselves QS a way of dealing with

their world Whether they like it or not, they form concepts about emotion- .

. ~

. ally significant experiences that then serve’ to organize and guide their

Pa

future behavior. An indiv1dual s self—theory does not e*ist ‘for its own
S < .

. ‘jsake, but isea bonceptual tool for accomplishlng the following purposes
(a) to assimilate 4he data of experience, (b) to maximize the pleasure/pain
balance over the foreseeable future, and (c) to maintain self—esteem
‘ The development of a personal theory_of_reality .

will be ' impared if the construction of’the thgory does not provide a

net gain‘in-the favorédleness of the pleasure/pain balance. For a young child

the major source of positive and negative emotional experience is the ldVe

q

relationship with the mothening one. Thus, it can bé.expected that feelings

. of being loveable, and their later 1nterna11zation as self-love, which is-

"the basis of self—esteem, are intimately associated with the development -

and maintenance of a theory of reality, and therefore with reality- -

-

contact. Of particular 1nterest, in this regard are ‘case histories of

.

schiozphrenics in which a close relationship is demonstrated betWeen" ¥

contact with reality and feelings of love. The following account provides

»

a dramaiic example of such a reaction in,a young schizophrenic girl who

refers to her therapist as Mama." "I perceived a figure of ice which

d *
smiled at me. And this smile, showing her white teeth, frightened me.

For I saw the individual | features of her face, separated from each other.
Perhaps it was this 1ndependence of each part that 1nsp1red such fear and )

prevented my recogniZing her even though I knew who she was....Then I

~ .

- . heard this marvelous voice which like a talisman, could give me again a

’ . ¥
moment of reality, a contact with life.,..Warmed again, encouraged, softly

repeating Mama's words, I went home. Once in the street, however, 1 saw

»

again the pasteboard ‘scenery of unreality" (Sechehaye, 1970, pp. 37- 38)
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" In addition to a lack of perceptual integration, it is noteworthy that

%

there is a loss of depth perceptlon, as revealed in the reference to a

-

; .. "pasteboard scenery of unreality. _ Depth perception requires inferences to -
" L .

¥

be‘made from distance and size cues. With the loSS§of integrative capacity,

the ahility to make such inferehces.preaks down, and-a fundamental

’

perceptual symptom appears. . . L

. -
. - A‘related experience, in which perception of reality varies with 1
warmth if a relationship, is recounted in IvNever Promised You a Rose Garden.
(Green, 1964). "When the sign was given, they moved toward ‘each other
- appearing as élaborately unconcerned as they could. Deborah smiled very .
" ) SO slightly,ibut then a strange thing happen@dl Into "the flat,,gray,_blurred

and two—dimen51onal waste ‘of her vision, Carla came three—dimen51onally and

in color, as whole and real as a mouthful of hot coffee Y (p. 152).

Self—esteem and the Self-system ’ , : - 0

Y . + . e

. ‘ . Lo,
Once a rudimentary self-theory is formed, self-ésteem becomes the most

-

important, influence on an Inleldu&l sé&leasure/pain balance Althpugh.the
¢ maintenance of self—esteem can be subsumed under the need to maintain a

favorable pleasure/paln balance, self-esteem is so 1mportant in the function-

- b —— i

1ng of the self-system, that 1t deserves to.be recognized in its own right.
The maintenance of self-esteem’ to the child, and later to the adult, is .

equlvalent in importance to the /1ove of a R
A

mother to an infant. Once the child has internalized the parents

evaluative reactions, the child automatically loves and withdraws love .
e . . L , - &
from himself /herself in a manner similar to the way the parents once did.
> )
It is known that a child vho loses a relationship with a loved one may

become severly depressed and even lose interest in living (cf. Bowlby, 1973).

¢
L]

Correspondingly, -a person who suffers se;ioﬁs blows'to self-esteem’ may
become seriously depressed and'snicidal. In concentration camps, people

’

" who lost their feeling of human dignity were often observed to lase interest




1
v in life, and . uaste ‘away. (Krystal,.1968y. Injuries to self- " N
‘esteem are also reiognized to be one of the major precipitating factors in

. acute schizophrenic disorganization (Grinker & Holzman, 1973; Perry, 1976) . >
People with'high self—esteem; in effect, carry within them a loving ' .

parent who is proud of their successes and tolerant off their failures.

Such people tend toihave‘an optinistic view about 1ife, and to be able to -

tolerate external stress without becoming excessively anxious. Although

.capable of being'disappo}nted and depressed by adverse_experiences, people

with high self—esteem tend to recover.quickly, as do children secure.ln treir

) mother's lo#f;ﬁg%gfgi;trast, peoplelwiﬁﬁ‘low selfFesteem carry within them

a-disapproving‘parent who is harshl& critical of their fajlures and registers -

only short- lived pleaaure when they suvcceed. Such'people tend to be unduly

senSitire to failure and to rejectio to have low. tolerance for frustration,

't;\faié arlongpsime to recover.following disappointment, and to have a

pessimistic view of,life.. The pictune is not unlike that of children who. o

'are insecure in their parent's love. ’ . > .
As already noted, tge overall favorableness of an individual's self—

assessment identifies one of the most basic postulates in the person s/

self- theory ;As a higher order postulate, self—esteem is resistant to ° T

change." Should it change, it has w1despread ramifications thoughout the ’
.o . s

\ entire conceptua1~system. Such re51stance to change is illustrated in the
manner in which some” people, despite unusually high levels of achieveMent,

nevertheless maintain a low opinion of their ajblities. ‘It requires a . {
: ; : s, -

considerable amount of emotionally smgnificant experience in adulthood to
Vcounter the emotionally significant experience in childhood from which selfe
S . -

esteem was derived. "A further.reason fon self-esteem being resistent to change .
¢ ’ . .

is that as prev1ously noted., once a postulate is formulated it tends
o
to function as g self—fulfilling prophecy People with high self—esteig

- vho fail in a taskgﬁyend to assume that their performance was not represent-

Fa N . . -~

: . .
A : - .
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tative of theln;abillty, and that they will do better next time. If

’

they do well, they accept it as ev1dence of their adequacy. For people with
10w.self-esteem, failure confirms their inadequacy. If they do well, they

. question the validity of the test, or assume they were lucky. Moreover,

&

_ people with hign self—esteem, because they are ‘confident of *their ab}lltles;
are able to work more efficiently and with less straln than people with

- low self-esteem, and, as a result, are more apt to actually sueceed. .
. * . , . <5 . . a
' Finally, in order to understand why some pedple tend to maintain an

< X

unrealistically low level of self-esteem, jt i5 necessary to consider the =
effeet of a sudden decrease in self-esteem relative to maintaining a
stable low level to'begln w1th As'sudden'decreases in'self—esteem'are

partlcularly aver51ve, each person.is ‘fackd with the task of setting hls/her
2 N S ) [
general level of self—appralsal as hlgh as possible w1thout setting it so

[
v

hlgh that the unileasant feellngs produced by decreases in self-esteem

outwelgh‘the p051t1ve feellngs gained by a high restlng level It can be

anticipated ‘that the more sensitive.an individual is to decreases in self-

.

. esteemg the more likely is the individual to set a low general level. To

note that some 1nd1v1duals are, motlvated to -maintain low lelg}s of éelf—

#
- o esteem is not to suggest that self—esteem can not be raised, but to 1ndlcate

that, for good motivatlonal reasons, it tends to be resistant to change.. ; .

‘

Not only can-unrealistically’ low self appraisal be used as a defense

agalnst the pain of ;failure and dlsapp01ntment but unreallstlcally high
4
~ ‘l .

‘" .appraisal can serve the” same purpose. In the latter case, however, the .

appraisal must be insg}ated from the test of reality. If a person insists | ’

v

he is Napoleon, it may make him feel important, but it also férées him
to dissociate himself ﬁroh reality in order to maintain the delusion. That ,
such'extreme reactions do occur attests to the critical need humans

-
[}

. have for posjtive éelf—esteem

Iﬁpllcatlons for Méasurement of Self-esteem ‘
A ’ CI ) L
ERIC . Having identified self—esteém as a preconscious! jmplicit assessment

. .
. . ' . o
- v | . M .
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of thexself, corresponding at its most fundamental level to a, feeling .

of love-worthiness, what are the 'implications for its measurement? What

- '

value can there be, for example, in conscious self-assessménts, as in many-

. of the currently available self-report 1nve1tor1es of

”

self-esteem” s 1nd1cated by a great number of studies that have praduced o

interesting and coherent results by relating: responses on Self-report -
-~ f

inventories of self-esteem to behavioral and other measure, direct sglf-

’ appears to ,oe '
assessment of self-esteem N of considerable value. One of the advantages
of self-report techpiques is_that it is possible with their/use to acquire

. . , //‘/” * i
a great deal of information relatively easily. Like other aspects of the
t ) e . .

self~concept, self-esteem is both differentiated and integrated. Thus, it

is informative ta examine, in addition tqmglobal self-esteem, a diagnostic

v

profile of self-esteem with respect to its various cdmponents. A
. "q ' *
qparticularly‘informative inventory in this respect is one recently con- ' _' ‘o

’

A structed by 0O'Brien for his doctoral dissexcation. 'The'inventory.contains

’

scales of global self—esteem, competence, 11keab111ty (popularity) love- ‘e

14

ability (capac1ty for establishing’ 1nt1mate ;glationshlps) moral self-
f
approval (as opposed to guilt), body- seLf-image, power (ab111ty to influence

others) w111—power a scale of’internal cons1sten0y, and a sca1e of defensive- o

' ﬁmess. The ° 1nd1v1dua1 scalgs have sat1sfactory 1evels of re1iab111ty, and

!
T * & beginning.has been made ln‘establishing their va11d1ty. /

A

. The major disadvantage ofyself-report sca1es of self—esteem is that

,h n . N -
people gan not be expected to be 1n direct contact w1th their preconscious \\*

level of self—assessmentu As I have discussedaelsewh;re, (Epstein, in press),
L . ‘

the preconscious system operates by different rules of 1og1c and

1 ‘ I3
evidence than the conscious system, and. may or may not be available to
conscious awareness, depending on a person's sensitivity and defensiveness.
b ) o .

. People can.obviously‘learn to make anll believe verbal statements about
N L . “ - . .

themselves that haVe little bearing on their-actual behavior or emotional
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.
reactlonsx lg is thus not surprlslng that in several stud1es, subjects "
: e £ .
g o /pigﬁ on : both defensiveness and . self—reportcd self— B

*

////f/// esteem behaved inways more characteristic of low than of high self—esteen

subjects who were low.in defensiveness {e.g., Silber, E., & Tippett, J.S., 1965)”

N ]

In a recent dootoral dissertation,. Alexander (1980) administered. self—
esteem 1tems while mon1tor1ng phys1olog1cal react1v1ty on a polygraph

in the. manner

~

; 1 . . '_ .
of a lie-dection test. He found that subjects who obtained high scores

' . . 4 N IS

on ’ ] self-esteem and defensiveness exhlbited a greater degree
of phys1olog1cal d1sturbance when endor51ng favorable self—esteem items than

3 subjects W1th equally high self-esteem scores, but W1tn low scores ‘on defensiveness
\ “This f1nd1ng is of particular interest because it suggests that so long as

3,
. the defensive subjects were not consciously lying, which seems doubtful

under the circumstances, at some‘level they‘must have recognised that their )
A . - '
responses were inaccnrate, which would indicate that self-esteem is
; N . . : .
processed at different levels.

) GCiven the influence of défensiveness on self-esteem, the one most
¢ * A . o

pressing problem in the development ofpselfLeSteem scales is to-devise ST s

- ~ .

items that are relatively uninfluenced by defensiveness. Whether this is .

poss1ble 1n self—report scales remains to beiseem. An approach that

warrants cons1derat1on is the 1nvestigat10n of correlates of self—esteem
that are less transpanqnt thén d1rect assessments of self—worth It can be °

expected, on theoret1cal grounds, that h1gh self—esteem subjec%%‘have

“w - v

h1gh frustration tolerance, are resistant to dlsorgan1zai;3£§§can\acknowledge.

or

‘ weakness and 1nstances -of feilure, are tolerant of their own and others
i
mistakes, do not make extravagant claims about themselves, arennot exces-
sively critical of themselves, are optimistic'within reason, and assume
that they will generally be liked In any~%vent, once items basedhon su'cp'~ . Ao
con51derat19ns are devised it can be determined through standard test- i ¥

10 L.

i ’ L -
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. procecdures . N .

‘construction’whether it is poSSible to form a homogeneous %cale that is =~ °
v \

‘correlated with standard self—estecm 1nventor1es yet minimally influenced .
N

by defensiyeness. The construction of such a scaie would, of course,

+ b ]

.help elucidate the concept of self-esteem.
N : 2

- Other approaches to measuriné selfiestfem in a manner that is frge of
the influence¥of défensiveness include the use of hehavior%l measures and
‘fetings by‘others. "The. use of sucH procedures is f1lustrated in an
interesting series of studies hy Savin-Williams ‘and Jaquisﬂ.(l981)
_reported invthe Journal of,Personélity. They examinéd the relationship
between self-report geasures of.selgfesteem, ratings by others, and

' ‘spec1f1c behav1or§

.

Ratings of others consisted of"peer ratings by »
. 'Y . '

individuals who participated in common experiences w1th the subjects, such

as attending a ‘summer camp ahd being in the same class . in school.

.

Behav1oral measures consisted of* check lists of 1tems that peers judged
R, . . *

relevant to self-esttem for the adolescent age group that was studied.

[

Included weré items such as maintains eye c6htact, gives excuses for
L& .

failures, brags, and'is dogmatic in h1s or her v1eWs ‘It was found that °

global self-assessment methods, such as the Rosenberg Self—esteem Scale, -

. . ¢ LY a4t "
were consistent among ;hemselves, but wéfe/inrelated to the behavioral :
meqsures and the ratings by others, which vere consistent among them-

selves. The authors concluded that the1r f1nd1ngs suggested that there

were serious llmltatlons in the use of self—report ‘measures, which they

speculated was a result of » defensivenéss. As their studies were N
| .

! . .

done with small numbers of cases and without the use of 'a measure of

[N : i

e -

defensiveness, the need for replication and the inclusion of a measure

. ., . . ) - .
of defensiveness is apparent. 'Regardless of the ultimate outcome, the

study provides. some interesting approaches to the measurement/of self-

. L
-

esteém. ‘ ] i L

If ‘self-esteem is as important as‘many/believe it to be, it should
T s . . .

s

i

. 11
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have widespread behaV1oral effects that are observable-&nd measureable.
Such measures nlght well serve as criteria agalnst which to validate self—
report heasares.. In addition to behav1oral measures and ratings by
Judges,‘additjonal tecnniques that might be worth‘exploring are the use

of ;ZOJective tests, suoh as specially‘constructed‘thematic apperception

tests,(TATs) £nd word association tests in which subjects could be

’ v

requlred to respond with the statement "me" or "not me" to positive and

negative stimulus words whlle‘thelr phy51ologlcal reactJV1ty is mon1tored
with a polygraph, in the manner of the study by Alexander. Spe01ally
constructed TAT plctures could be de51gned for ellcltlng themes relevant
to self—esteem P0551bly a soorlng system for thematlc self—esteem
responses could be dev1sed similar to the system developed by MClelland
(1981) and his colleagues for measuring the achievement, affiliation, and

power mot1ves It is noteworthyrthat the need for powen as defined by

McClelland,ccntalns a large element of the need for prestlge.' It would

_thus ‘be of interest to examine the relatlonshlp of McClelland s n Power

score to measures of self-esteem. It would not be surprlslng 'if the

.
-

relationship reported by McClelland between n Power and maladaptive
behdviors, such as drinking, gamoling, a?d impulsive aggression

are mediated by’low self-esteem, as people wvho exhibit an inordinate

-

desire for prestige in fantasy'mlght be expected to be d@mpensating for
feelings of inadequacy. ‘ : - | 9;"

R In conclusion; self-esteem, when viewed as a basic- construct in an
individual's implicit conceptual svstem of self, is of such fundamentgl

-

importance in understandlng human behaV1or that it warrants a gvéat deal of

creativefeffort in establishing better ways to measure it than are
currently available.

3
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