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Commentary

@ Self-esteem and its discontents

By Joachim Krueger, PhD

High self-esteem is widely regarded as a desirable
quality in children and adolescents, on a par with in-
telligence, knowledge, achievement or moral godd-
ness. Its attainment and maintenance have become a
primary goal for many people. Profitable industries
promise improvements in self-esteem, and the public
response has been enthusiastic. Who would not want
to feel good about themselves? For these reasons,
criticism of the concept of self-esteem is seldom wel-
comed.

Besides its intrinsic appeal, high self-esteem is often
honored as the root cause of many desirable behav-
iors. By the same logic, socially troublesome behav-
iors are often explained as outcomes of low self-es-
teem. The California Task Force, established in
1986, conducted an extensive review of relevant re-
search findings. Unexpectedly, the findings failed
to demonstrate any causal relevance of self-esteem.
Worse still, self-esteem had little value as a statisti-
cal predictor of problem behaviors such as child
abuse, academic performance, unwanted teenage
pregnancy, crime and violence. Nevertheless, the
Task Force recommended that money be appropri-
ated to develop methods for raising levels of self-es-
teem!

In pursuing the prospect of enhancing self-esteem,
the Task Force staked its hope on an appealing but
improbable pair of ideas. One was that empirical re-
search had overlooked some beneficial effects of high
self-esteem. The other was that even if high self-es-
teem did not produce desirable outcomes, it would
not produce undesirable outcomes either. Many re-
search psychologists have since disputed both of these
ideas. Rather than denigrating high self-esteem, these
critics question its relevance as a source of socially sig-
nificant behaviors.

Complex social behaviors have many causes. If
society’s goal is to increase desirable behavior and
decrease the prevalence of undesirable behavior, in-
tervention should focus on factors that have been
shown to be effective. Giving students incentives
to study harder, for example, is more likely to lift
their grades than making them feel good about
themselves. Educating teenagers about contracep-
tion is more likely to reduce the number of un-
wanted pregnancies than raising global feelings of
self-worth. To the extent that there are relation-
ships between self-esteem and behavior, research
indicates that self-esteem is the outcome rather

than the cause. High self-esteem follows successful
and goal-directed efforts; low self-esteem follows
avoidable failures.

Why does the public’s fascination with high self-
esteem continue despite the sobering research evi-
dence? One reason may lie in the fact that the con-
cept of self-esteem embodies a deeply held cultural
value. A society that stresses individualism and the
pursuit of happiness sees self-esteeming individuals
as being fulfilled or “actualized.” The flip side of
this coin is that social problems are understood as
individual problems, caused by factors within the
person and cured by interventions operating on
the person. Such individualized values are far from
universal. Many cultures emphasize the individual
self less than North American culture does. It
seems safe to assume that good feelings are univer-
sally appreciated. Strikingly, however, few cultures
share the notion that one could feel or should feel
good about oneself. Indeed, if the language does not
supply the tools to express this idea, it is doubtful
that the idea has much psychological presence. Many
Romance and Germanic languages, for example, only
permit expressions of reflexive feelings (je me sens,
me siento, ich fithle mich). This grammatical con-
struction makes a reference to the self, but the self re-
mains the feeling agent and not the felt object. Inas-
much as cultural and linguistic environments shape
the representation of behavioral problems and their
causes, they guide and constrain the search for rem-
edies.

In the prevalent cultural representation, high self-
esteem is unambiguously good. How could raising it
be hurtful? Recent findings suggest that high self-es-
teem can indeed hurt. People with high self-esteem
also tend to be narcissistic and self-enhancing. Narcis-
sists are grandiose and feel that the world owes them
respect and that they deserve special treatment. Nar-
cissistically inflated self-esteem is defensive and hos-
tile. The trouble is that self-esteem boosters rarely
distinguish between benign and antisocial self-esteem.
Self-enhancers see themselves in a more favorable
light than they see others and describe themselves
more favorably than others describe them. In his
book House of Cards, Robyn Dawes reported that
most students believed they would be less likely than
the average person to become sick. This “better-than-
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tribute.

Researchers at McLean Hospi-
tal found that neglect can take the
form of emotional withdrawal
from the child, denial of the
child’s thoughts and feelings, in-
consistent treatment of the child
and failure to provide protection

for the child.

Four predictors of BPD identi-
fied in this study are: female gen-
der, sexual abuse by a male non-
caretaker, emotional denial by a
male caretaker and inconsistent
treatment by a female caretaker.

The study used multivariate
analysis of 467 inpatients and a more
inclusive list of childhood experi-
ences than in previous research in at-
tempting to clarify the role of many
pathological childhood experiences
in borderline patients. Analysis was
based on semistructured interviews
that were conducted by people
blind to the diagnosis.

Results show consistently high
self-reporting of abuse and neglect.
Ninety-one percent of the BPD
patients said they had been abused
and 92 percent said they had been
neglected before the age of 18.

ings in those chapters. .

While the research does not dis-
count the role of sexual abuse in
these patients, the authors of the
study conclude that sexual abuse
“is neither necessary nor suffi-
cient for the development of
BPD.” Researchers observed that
the abuse “seems to be embedded
in an atmosphere of general
chaos and neglect by both par-
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ents” and that sexual abuse is
more likely to occur in that type
of atmosphere.
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average” effect 1s extremely robust
across characteristics, no matter
how desirable or controllable they
are. Not surprisingly then, a re-
cent classroom exercise at Brown
University showed that all stu-
dents expected to do better than
most of their classmates on the
midterm exam. Another method
of self-enhancement is to overesti-
mate the desirability of one’s own
traits. People who concede to be
selfish, for example, consider self-
ishness to be less undesirable than
people who claim not to be selfish.
Again, this bias does not depend

on the social desirability of the
trait. Kind people consider kind-
ness to be more desirable than un-
kind people do. Significantly, indi-
vidual differences in self-enhance-
ment are related in differences in
self-esteem and narcissism. High
self-esteemers and narcissists are
most likely to overestimate their
own accomplishments and over-
value their own traits. These
findings question a uniformly
positive interpretation of self-es-
teem. Only further research can
answer the question of whether in-
creases in self-esteem can come
without the attendant cost of in-
creasing narcissism and self-en-
hancement.

Understandably, the quest for

high self-esteem will remain a pri-
ority for many of those who do
not have it. For better or for
worse, however, this goal is al-
ready realized for most people.
Consistent with the self-enhance-
ment motive, an informal sur-
vey revealed that most partici-
pants not only reported high
self-esteem, but also believed
that their own self-esteem was
higher than that of most other
members of the same group.
This is not surprising in a culture
in which the happy fool is close to

becoming the paragon of mental

health. =
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