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chapter 4

THE SELF, IDENTITY, EMOTION,
AND PERSONALITY

 

 

 

chapter outline
1 The Self

Learning Goal 1 Describe the development of 
the self in adolescence.
Self-Understanding and Understanding Others
Self-Esteem and Self-Concept
Self-Regulation

2 Identity

Learning Goal 2 Explain the many facets of 
identity development.
Erikson’s Ideas on Identity
The Four Statuses of Identity
Developmental Changes in Identity
Identity and Social Contexts
Identity and Intimacy
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3 Emotional Development

Learning Goal 3 Discuss the emotional
development of adolescents.
The Emotions of Adolescence
Hormones, Experience, and Emotions
Emotion Regulation
Emotional Competence
Social-Emotional Education Programs

4 Personality Development

Learning Goal 4 Characterize the personality
development of adolescents.
Personality
Temperament
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 How do adolescents describe themselves? How 

would you have described yourself when you were 15 years old? What 

features of yourself would you have emphasized? Compared to when they were 

children, adolescents become much more self-reflective, asking themselves ques-

tions like “Who am I?” “What am I good at?” “What am I bad at?” and “What will 

my future be like?”

	    

 

 

“I’m not always sure who I am. One day I might say that I’m attractive, friendly,
successful, and get along good with my friends, then another day I might say I’m
ugly, shy, not doing well in life, and am having problems with my friends.”

 
 

“A lot of people don’t know what I’m really like, what my true self is. And I’m not
always the same with different people. I might be shy on a date but outgoing with
my friends. My parents really don’t know me very well. My best friend and my
sister know me a lot better than they do.”

 
 
 

“I’m very self-conscious and get embarrassed easily. I’m afraid if I say the wrong
thing, people won’t like me and will make fun of me.”

 

“I know I need to get good grades and want to get into a good college, but
studying enough to do that keeps me from having a good time with my friends.
It all seems so complicated, especially how to use my time.”

 
 

“I’ve been spending too much time on Facebook lately. Last week, somebody
said something that wasn’t so nice on my Facebook page, so I keep looking at
it in case I need to delete what someone says about me.”

 
 

“I have started thinking more about what I want to be when I grow up, but I still
really don’t know for sure. I would like to do something that helps others, like a
doctor or a nurse. And I love animals, so being a veterinarian might be in my
future.”

 
 
 

 preview
These teenagers’ self-portraits illustrate the increased self-reflection, identity exploration, and
emotional changes that are among the hallmarks of adolescent development. Far more than chil-
dren, adolescents seek to know who they are, what they are all about, and where they are going
in life. In the first sections of this chapter, you will read about the self and identity, which are often
considered to be central aspects of personality development in adolescence. Next, you will study
emotional development in adolescence. Finally, you will explore the personality traits and
 temperaments of adolescents.

 

 
 
 
 

1 The Self

Self-Understanding and 
Understanding Others

LG1  Describe the development of the self in adolescence.

Self-Esteem
and Self-Concept 

Self-Regulation

The self consists of all the characteristics of a person. Theorists and researchers who focus 
on the self usually argue that the self is the central aspect of the individual’s personality and 
that the self lends an integrative dimension to our understanding of different personality self All of the characteristics of a person.
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128 chapTer 4 The Self, Identity, emotion, and personality

Know thyself, for once we know 
ourselves, we may learn how to care for 
ourselves, but otherwise we never shall.

—SocrateS

Greek Philosopher, 5th Century b.c.

characteristics (Ferris, Johnson, & Sedikides, 2018; Harter, 2013; Tsekeris, 2017; Twenge & 
Campbell, 2017; van der Cruijsen & others, 2018; Vater, Moritz, & Roepke, 2018). Several 
aspects of the self have been studied more than others. These include self-understanding and 
understanding others, self-esteem and self-concept, and self-regulation.
 More so than children, adolescents carry with them a sense of who they are and what 
makes them different from everyone else. Consider one adolescent boy’s self-description: 
“I am male, bright, an athlete, a political liberal, an extravert, and a compassionate 
 individual.” He takes comfort in his uniqueness: “No one else is quite like me. I am 5 feet 
11 inches tall and weigh 160 pounds. I live in a suburb and plan to attend the state uni-
versity. I want to be a sports journalist. I am an expert at building canoes. When I am not 
going to school and studying, I write short stories about sports figures, which I hope to 
publish someday.” Real or imagined, an adolescent’s developing sense of self and unique-
ness is a motivating force in life. Our exploration of the self begins with information about 
adolescents’ self-understanding and understanding others, then turns to their self-esteem 
and self-concept.

SELF-UNDERSTANDING AND UNDERSTANDING
OTHERS

 

Although individuals become more introspective in adolescence and even more so in emerg-
ing adulthood, this self-understanding is not completely internal; rather, self-understanding 
is a social cognitive construction (Harter, 2006, 2012, 2013, 2016). That is, adolescents’ and 
emerging adults’ developing cognitive capacities interact with their sociocultural experiences 
to influence their self-understanding. These are among the questions you will explore in this 
section: What is self-understanding? What are some important dimensions of adolescents’ 
and emerging adults’ self-understanding? What developmental changes characterize under-
standing others?

What Is Self-Understanding?  Self-understanding is the individual’s cognitive repre-
sentation of the self—the substance and content of self-conceptions. For example, a 12-year-old
boy understands that he is a student, a football player, a family member, and a video game
lover. A 14-year-old girl understands that she is a soccer player, a student council member, a
movie lover, and a rock music fan. An adolescent’s self-understanding is based, in part, on the
various roles and membership categories that define who adolescents are (Harter, 2006, 2012,
2013, 2016). Although self-understanding provides the rational underpinnings, it is not the 

 
 
 
 
 

whole of personal identity.

Self-Understanding in Adolescence The development of self-understanding in
adolescence is complex and involves a number of aspects of the self (Harter, 2006, 2012, 2013,
2016). Let’s examine how the adolescent’s self-understanding differs from the child’s, then
describe how self-understanding changes during emerging adulthood.

 
 
 

Abstraction and Idealism Remember from our discussion of Piaget’s theory of cogni-
tive development that many adolescents begin to think in more abstract and idealistic ways.
When asked to describe themselves, adolescents are more likely than children to use abstract
and idealistic terms. Consider 14-year-old Laurie’s abstract description of herself: “I am a
human being. I am indecisive. I don’t know who I am.” Also consider her idealistic description
of herself: “I am a naturally sensitive person who really cares about people’s feelings. I think
I’m pretty good-looking.” Not all adolescents describe themselves in idealistic ways, but most
adolescents distinguish between the real self and the ideal self.

 
 
 
 
 
 

Differentiation Over time, an adolescent’s self-understanding becomes increasingly differ-
entiated (Harter, 2006, 2012, 2013, 2016). Adolescents are more likely than children to note
contextual or situational variations when describing themselves (Harter, Waters, & Whitesell,
1996). For example, a 15-year-old girl might describe herself by using one set of characteristics
in connection with her family and another set of characteristics in connection with her peers
and friends. Yet another set of characteristics might appear in her self-description of her roman-
tic relationship. In sum, adolescents are more likely than children to understand that they
possess several different selves, each one to some degree reflecting a specific role or context.

 
 
 
 

 

developmental connection
Cognitive Theory
In Piaget’s fourth stage of cognitive devel-
opment, thought becomes more abstract, 
idealistic, and logical. Connect to “The 
Brain and Cognitive Development.”

self-understanding The individual’s cognitive 
representation of the self; the substance and 
content of self-conceptions.
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The Fluctuating Self Given the contradictory nature of the self in adolescence, it is not 
surprising that the self fluctuates across situations and across time (Harter, 1990b). The 
15-year-old girl who was quoted at the beginning of this chapter remarked that she could not 
understand how she could switch from being cheerful one moment to being anxious the 
next, and then sarcastic a short time later. One researcher has referred to the fluctuating 
self of the adolescent as “the barometric self” (Rosenberg, 1979). In most cases, the self 
continues to be characterized by instability until late adolescence or even early adult-
hood, when a more unified theory of self is constructed. You will learn more about 
fluctuations in adolescents’ emotions later in the chapter.

Contradictions Within the Self As adolescents begin to differentiate their con-
cept of the self into multiple roles in different relationship contexts, they sense potential 
contradictions between their differentiated selves. In one study, Susan Harter (1986) asked 
seventh-, ninth-, and eleventh-graders to describe themselves. She found that the number of 
contradictory self-descriptions they mentioned (moody and understanding, ugly and attractive, 
bored and inquisitive, caring and uncaring, introverted and fun-loving) increased dramatically 
between the seventh and ninth grades. Though the number of contradictory self-descriptions 
students mentioned declined in the eleventh grade, they still outnumbered those noted 
in the seventh grade. Adolescents develop the cognitive ability to detect these incon-
sistencies as they strive to construct a general theory of the self (Harter & 
Monsour, 1992).

Real Versus Ideal, True Versus False Selves Adolescents’ emerging
ability to construct ideal selves can be perplexing to them. Although the capacity
to recognize a discrepancy between the real and ideal selves represents a cogni-

 
 

 
 
 
 

tive advance, the humanistic theorist Carl Rogers (1950) argued that a strong
discrepancy between the real and ideal selves is a sign of maladjustment. Too
great a discrepancy between one’s actual self and one’s ideal self—the person
one wants to be—can produce a sense of failure and self-criticism and can even
trigger depression.

Although some theorists consider a strong discrepancy between the ideal and real
selves maladaptive, others argue that it need not always be so, especially in adoles-
cence. In one view, an important aspect of the ideal or imagined self is the possible 
self: what individuals might become, what they would like to become, and what they 
are afraid of becoming (Markus & Nurius, 1986). Thus, adolescents’ possible selves 
include both what they hope to be as well as what they fear they could become 
(Molina, Schmidt, & Raimundi, 2017; Wainwright, Nee, & Vrij, 2018). In this view, 
the presence of both hoped-for and feared ideal selves is psychologically healthy, lend-
ing balance to an adolescent’s perspective and motivation. That is, the attributes of 
the future positive self—getting into a good college, being admired, having a successful 
career—can direct an adolescent’s positive actions, whereas the attributes of the future 
negative self—being unemployed, feeling lonely, not getting into a good college—can 
identify behaviors to be avoided. One study of Hong Kong secondary school students 
found that the main content of hoped-for possible selves focused on school and career 
(Zhu & others, 2014). In this study, girls had more strategies to attain their positive 
selves than did boys.

 

Can adolescents distinguish between their true and false selves? In one research
study, they could (Harter & Lee, 1989). Adolescents are most likely to show their false
selves with classmates and in romantic or dating situations; they are least likely to show
their false selves with close friends. Adolescents may display a false self to impress
others or to try out new behaviors or roles. They may feel that others do not understand
their true selves or that others force them to behave in false ways. Some adolescents
report that they do not like their false-self behavior, but others say that it does not
bother them. One study found that experienced authenticity of the self is highest
among adolescents who say they receive support from their parents (Harter, Stocker, &
Robinson, 1996).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Social Comparison Young adolescents are more likely than children to compare 
themselves with others and to understand that others are making comparisons about them
(Sebastian, Burnett, & Blakemore, 2010). An individual’s beliefs about how he or she is viewed

 
 

What are some characteristics of self-understanding in
adolescence?

 

©Jupiterimages/Getty Images

What characterizes adolescents’ possible selves?
©Hugh Arnold/The Image Bank/Getty Images

possible self What individuals might become, 
what they would like to become, and what 
they are afraid of becoming.
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How does self-consciousness change as individuals go through adolescence?
(left): ©Regine Mahaux/Getty Images; (right): ©Randy Faris/Corbis/Getty Images

by others are referred to as the looking glass self. However, most adolescents are unwilling to
admit that they engage in social comparison because they view social comparison as socially
undesirable. That is, they think that acknowledging their social comparison motives will endan-
ger their popularity. Relying on social comparison information can be confusing to adolescents
because of the large number of reference groups available to them. Should adolescents compare
themselves to classmates in general? To friends of their own gender? To popular adolescents,
good-looking adolescents, athletic adolescents? Considering all of these social comparison
groups simultaneously can be perplexing for adolescents.

Self-Consciousness Adolescents are more likely than children to be self-conscious about,
and preoccupied with, their self-understanding (Harter, 2006). Although adolescents become
more introspective, they do not always develop their self-understanding in social isolation.
Adolescents turn to their friends for support and self-clarification, seeking out their friends’
opinions in shaping their emerging self-definitions. As one researcher on self-development
commented, adolescents’ friends are often the main source of reflected self-appraisals, the
social mirror into which adolescents anxiously stare (Rosenberg, 1979).

Self-Protection In adolescence, the sense of confusion and conflict that is stimulated by
efforts to understand oneself is accompanied by a need to protect the self. In an attempt to
protect the self, adolescents are prone to deny their negative characteristics. For example, in
Harter’s investigation of self-understanding, adolescents were more likely than not to see posi-
tive self-descriptions such as attractive, fun-loving, sensitive, affectionate, and inquisitive as central,
important aspects of the self, and to see negative self-descriptions such as ugly, mediocre,
depressed, selfish, and nervous as peripheral, less important aspects of the self (Harter, 1986).
This tendency is consistent with adolescents’ tendency to describe themselves in idealistic ways.

The Unconscious Self In adolescence, self-understanding involves greater recognition
that the self includes unconscious as well as conscious components. This recognition is not
likely to occur until late adolescence, however. That is, older adolescents are more likely than
younger adolescents to believe that certain aspects of their mental experience are beyond their
awareness or control.

Not Quite Yet a Coherent, Integrated Self Because of the proliferation of selves
and unrealistic self-portraits during adolescence, the task of integrating these varying self-
conceptions becomes problematic (Harter, 2006, 2012, 2016). Only later, usually in emerging
adulthood, do individuals successfully integrate the many aspects of the self.
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Self-Understanding in Emerging Adulthood and
Early Adulthood In emerging adulthood, self-understanding
becomes more integrative, with the disparate parts of the self
pieced together more systematically. Emerging adults may detect
inconsistencies in their earlier self-descriptions as they attempt to
construct a general theory of self, an integrated sense of identity.

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 Gisela Labouvie-Vief (2006) concludes that considerable
restructuring of the self can take place in emerging adulthood.
She emphasizes that key aspects of self-development in emerg-
ing adulthood involve an increase in self-reflection and a deci-
sion about a specific worldview.

However, Labouvie-Vief (2006) argues that although
emerging adults engage in more complex and critical thinking
than they did when they were adolescents, many still have dif-
ficulty integrating their complex view of the world. She says
this difficulty occurs because emerging adults are still easily
influenced by their emotions, which can distort their thinking
and cause them to be too self-serving and self-protective. In
her research, it is not until 30 to 39 years of age that adults
effectively develop a coherent, integrated worldview.

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Self-Awareness An aspect of self-understanding that becomes especially important in
emerging and early adulthood is self-awareness—that is, the extent to which an emerging adult
is aware of his or her psychological makeup, including strengths and weaknesses. Many indi-
viduals do not have very good awareness of their psychological makeup and skills, as well as
the causes of their weaknesses (Hull, 2012). For example, how aware is the person that she
or he is a good or bad listener, uses the best strategies to solve personal problems, and is
assertive rather than aggressive or passive in resolving conflicts? Awareness of strengths and
weaknesses in these and many other aspects of life is an important dimension of self-under-
standing throughout the adult years, and emerging adulthood is a time when individuals can
benefit considerably from addressing some of their weaknesses.

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Possible Selves Another important aspect of self-understanding in emerging adulthood
involves possible selves (Aardema & others, 2018; Anders, Olmstead, & Johnson, 2017; Markus &
Kitayama, 2012; Zhu & others, 2014). Possible selves are what individuals might become, what
they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming (Molina, Schmidt, &
Raimundi, 2017). Emerging adults mention many possible selves that they would like to
become and might become. Some of these are unrealistic, such as being happy all of the time
and being very rich. As individuals get older, they often describe fewer possible selves and
portray them in more concrete and realistic ways. By middle age, individuals frequently describe
their possible selves in terms of areas of their life in which they already have performed well,
such as “being good at my work” or “having a good marriage” (Cross & Markus, 1991).

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Self-Understanding and Social Contexts You have learned that the adolescent’s
self-understanding can vary across relationships and social roles. Researchers have found that
adolescents’ portraits of themselves can differ depending on whether they are describing them-
selves when they are with their mother, father, close friend, romantic partner, or peer. They
also can differ depending on whether they describe themselves in the role of student, athlete,
or employee. Similarly, adolescents might create different selves depending on their ethnic and
cultural background and experiences (Chandler & Dunlop, 2015).

 
 

 
 
 

 The multiple selves of ethnically diverse youth reflect their experiences in navigating their
multiple worlds of family, peers, school, and community (Cooper, 2011). As U.S. youth from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds move from one culture to another, they can encounter barriers related 
to language, racism, gender, immigration, and poverty. In each of their different worlds, however, 
they also can find resources—in institutions, in other people, and in themselves. Youth who have 
difficulty moving between worlds can experience alienation from their school, family, or peers. This 
in turn can lead to other problems. However, youth who can navigate effectively between different 
worlds can develop bicultural or multicultural selves and become “culture brokers” for others.

 

 Of course, becoming a competent adolescent involves not only understanding oneself but 
also understanding others (Carpendale & Lewis, 2015; Lee & others, 2017). Among the aspects 

 

  ,
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How does self-understanding change in emerging adulthood?
©Peter Cade/Getty Images

developmental connection
Cognitive Theory
Understanding cognitive changes in
emerging adulthood and early adulthood
requires consideration of how emotional
maturity might affect cognitive develop-
ment. Connect to “The Brain and Cogni-
tive Development.”

The contemporary perspective on the
self emphasizes the construction of 

 multiple self-representations across
different relational contexts.

—SuSan Harter

Contemporary Developmental Psychologist
University of Denver
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What are some important aspects of social understanding in adolescence?
©Jim Craigmyle/Corbis/Getty Images

of understanding others that are important in adolescent development 
are perceiving others’ traits and understanding multiple perspectives.

Perceiving Others’ Traits One way to study how adolescents
perceive others’ traits is to ask them to assess the extent to which oth-
ers’ self-reports are accurate. In one comparison of 6- and 10-year-olds,
the 10-year-olds were much more skeptical about others’ self-reports of
their intelligence and social skills than the 6-year-olds were (Heyman &
Legare, 2005). In this study, the 10-year-olds understood that other
people at times may distort the truth about their own traits to make a
better impression on others.

As adolescence proceeds, teenagers develop a more sophisticated
understanding of others. They come to understand that other people are
complex and have public and private faces (Harter, 2006, 2012, 2013).

Perspective Taking Perspective taking is the ability to assume
another person’s perspective and understand his or her thoughts and feel-
ings. Robert Selman (1980) proposed a developmental theory of changes
in perspective taking that occur between 3 years and 15 years of age.

These developmental changes begin with the egocentric viewpoint in early childhood and end with
in-depth perspective taking in adolescence.
 Only recently has research on perspective taking in adolescence taken hold (Conson &
others, 2018; Rasmussen & others, 2018). Following are the results of several research investiga
tions on this topic. In sixth through eighth grades, girls engaged in more social perspective taking
than did boys (Smith, 2009; Smith & Rose, 2011) but they also experienced more empathic
distress by taking on their friend’s distress as their own than did boys. A lower level of perspec
tive taking was linked to increased relational aggression (intentionally harming someone through
strategies such as spreading vicious rumors) one year later in middle school students (Batanova &
Loukas, 2011). Adolescents who do not have good perspective taking skills are more likely to
have difficulty in peer relations and engage in more aggressive behavior (Nilsen & Bacso, 2017).
In a recent study, incarcerated adolescents were much less likely to engage in perspective taking
than adolescents living in the community (Morosan & others, 2017).

Social Cognitive Monitoring An important aspect of metacognition is cognitive moni-
toring, which can also be very helpful in social situations. As part of their increased awareness 
of themselves and others, adolescents monitor their social world more extensively than they 
did when they were children. Adolescents engage in a number of social cognitive monitoring 
activities on virtually a daily basis. An adolescent might think, “I would like to get to know 
this guy better but he is not very open. Maybe I can talk to some other students about what 
he is like.” Another adolescent might check incoming information about a club or a clique to 
determine if it is consistent with her impressions of the club or clique. Yet another adolescent 
might question someone or paraphrase what the person has just said about her feelings to 
make sure that he has accurately understood them. Adolescents’ ability to monitor their social 
cognition may be an important aspect of their social maturity (Flavell, 1979).
 At this point, we have discussed many aspects of self-understanding and social understand-
ing. Recall, however, that the self involves not only self-understanding but also self-esteem and
self-concept. That is, not only do adolescents try to define and describe attributes of the self
(self-understanding), but they also evaluate those attributes (self-concept and self-esteem).

developmental connection
Social Cognition
Adolescent egocentrism increases in
early adolescence, especially the imagi-
nary audience dimension. Connect to
“The Brain and Cognitive Development.”
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SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-CONCEPT
What are self-esteem and self-concept? How are they measured? Are some domains more
salient to the adolescent’s self-esteem than others? How do relationships with parents and peers
influence adolescents’ self-esteem? What are the consequences of low self-esteem in adolescents
and emerging adults, and how can their self-esteem be raised?

What Are Self-Esteem and Self-Concept?  In the field of developmental psychol-
ogy, leading expert Susan Harter (2006, 2012, 2016) distinguishes between self-esteem and self-
concept. In her view, self-esteem, also referred to as self-worth or self-image, is the global evaluative
dimension of the self. For example, an adolescent or emerging adult might perceive that she is

perspective taking The ability to assume 
another person’s perspective and understand
his or her thoughts and feelings.

self-esteem The global evaluative dimension
of the self; also referred to as self-worth or 
self-image.
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not merely a person but a good person. Of course, not all adolescents and
emerging adults have an overall positive image of themselves. An adoles-
cent with low self-esteem may describe himself as a bad person.

 

 
 

 
-

 
 

-

In Harter’s view, self-concept refers to domain-specific evaluations of
the self. Adolescents and emerging adults make self-evaluations in many
domains—academic, athletic, physical appearance, and so on. For exam
ple, an adolescent may have a negative academic self-concept because he
is getting poor grades but have a positive athletic self-concept because
he is a star swimmer. In sum, self-esteem refers to global self-evaluations,
self-concept to domain-specific evaluations.

Investigators have not always made a clear distinction between self
esteem and self-concept, sometimes using the terms interchangeably or
not defining them precisely (Miller & Cho, 2018). As you read the
remaining discussion of self-esteem and self-concept, recalling the distinc-

 
 

 tion between self-esteem as global self-evaluation and self-concept as
domain-specific self-evaluation can help you to keep the terms straight.

Measuring Self-Esteem and Self-Concept Measuring self-
esteem and self-concept hasn’t always been easy, especially in assessing 
adolescents. For many years, such measures were designed primarily for 
children or for adults, with little attention paid to adolescents. Then 
Susan Harter (1989) developed a separate measure for adolescents: the 
Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents. It assesses eight domains— 
scholastic competence, athletic competence, social acceptance, physical 
appearance, behavioral conduct, close friendship, romantic appeal, and 
job competence—plus global self-worth. The adolescent measure has three 
skill domains not present in the measure she developed for children: job 
competence, romantic appeal, and close friendship.

Some assessment experts argue that a combination of several methods
should be used in measuring self-esteem. In addition to self-reporting, rating
of an adolescent’s self-esteem by others and observations of the adolescent’s
behavior in various settings could provide a more complete and accurate
self-esteem picture. Peers, teachers, parents, and even others who do not
know the adolescent could be asked to rate the adolescent’s self-esteem.

 
 
 
 
 

 Adolescents’ facial expressions and the extent to which they congratulate or condemn 
themselves are also good indicators of how they view themselves. For example, adolescents 
who rarely smile or rarely act happy are revealing something about their self-esteem.
 One investigation that used behavioral observations in assessing self-esteem shows some
of the positive as well as the negative behaviors that can provide clues to the adolescent’s
self-esteem (see Figure 1) (Savin-Williams & Demo, 1983). By using a variety of methods (such
as self-report and behavioral observations) and obtaining information from various sources
(such as the adolescent, parents, friends, and teachers), investigators are likely to construct a
more accurate picture of the adolescent’s self-esteem than they could get by relying on only
one assessment method.

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Self-Esteem: Perception and Reality Self-esteem reflects perceptions that do not
always match reality (Krizan & Herlache, 2018; Oltmanns, Crego, & Widiger, 2018). An ado-
lescent’s or emerging adult’s self-esteem might indicate a perception about whether he or she
is intelligent and attractive, for example, but that perception may not be accurate. Thus, high
self-esteem may refer to accurate, justified perceptions of one’s worth as a person and one’s
successes and accomplishments, but it can also indicate an arrogant, grandiose, unwarranted
sense of superiority over others. In the same manner, low self-esteem may suggest either an
accurate perception of one’s shortcomings or a distorted, even pathological sense of insecurity
and inferiority.
 Narcissism refers to a self-centered and self-concerned approach toward others. Typically,
narcissists are unaware of their actual self and how others perceive them. This lack of awareness
contributes to their adjustment problems (Lambe & others, 2018; Maples-Keller & Miller, 2018;
Rogoza & others, 2018). Narcissists are excessively self-centered and self-congratulatory, viewing
their own needs and desires as paramount. As a result, narcissists rarely show any empathy toward

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positive indicators

1. Gives others directives or commands

2. Uses voice quality appropriate for situation  

3. Expresses opinions

4. Sits with others during social activities

5. Works cooperatively in a group

6. Faces others when speaking or being spoken to

7. Maintains eye contact during conversation

8. Initiates friendly contact with others

9. Maintains comfortable space between self and others

 10. Has little hesitation in speech, speaks fluently

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative indicators

1. Puts down others by teasing, name-calling, or gossiping

2. Uses gestures that are dramatic or out of context

3. Engages in inappropriate touching or avoids physical contact

4. Gives excuses for failures

5. Brags excessively about achievements, skills, appearance

6. Verbally puts self down; self-deprecation

7. Speaks too loudly, abruptly, or in a dogmatic tone

FIGURE 1
BEHAVIORAL INDICATORS OF SELF–ESTEEM

san58786_ch04_126-160.indd   133 05/07/18   3:27 PM

self-concept Domain-specific evaluations of
the self.

narcissism A self-centered and self-
concerned approach toward others.
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others. In fact, narcissists often devalue people around them to protect their own precarious self-
esteem, yet they often respond with rage and shame when others do not admire them or treat 

them in accordance with their grandiose fantasies about themselves. Narcissists 
are at their most grandiose when their self-esteem is threatened. Narcissists may 

fly into a frenzy if they have given an unsatisfactory performance.
One study revealed that narcissistic adolescents were more aggressive 

than other adolescents but only when they were shamed (Thomaes & others, 
2008). Low self-esteem was not linked to aggression, but narcissism combined 

-
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

with high self-esteem was related to exceptionally high aggression. And a lon
gitudinal study found that narcissistic adolescents and emerging adults were more
impulsive, histrionic (behaving dramatically), active, and self-focused as young
children than were others (Carlson & Gjerde, 2010). In this study, narcissism
increased from 14 to 18 years of age, then declined slightly from 18 to 23.

So far, narcissism has been portrayed as a negative aspect of adolescent
and emerging adult development. However, Daniel Lapsley and Matthew Aalsma

(2006) found that college students’ adjustment varied according to the type of
narcissism they exhibited. In their research, moderate narcissists showed healthy adjustment,
whereas covert and overt narcissists were characterized by poor adjustment. Covert narcissists
were described as reflecting “narcissistic grandiosity and entitlement lurking behind a facade of
personal inadequacy, inferiority, and vulnerability” (p. 68). Overt narcissists openly displayed
their grandiosity and exploitativeness at a high level.

Are today’s adolescents and emerging adults more self-centered and narcissistic than their
counterparts in earlier generations? Research by Jean Twenge and her colleagues (2008a, b) indi-
cated that compared with baby boomers who were surveyed in 1975, twelfth-graders surveyed in
2006 were more self-satisfied overall and far more confident that they would be very good employ-
ees, mates, and parents. Today’s adolescents are sometimes labeled “Generation Me.” However,
other large-scale analyses have revealed no increase in high school and college students’ narcissism
from 1976 through 2006 (Trzesniewski & Donnellan, 2010; Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins,
2008a, b). In sum, the extent to which recent generations of adolescents have higher self-esteem
and are more narcissistic than earlier generations is controversial (Arnett, 2010; Donnellan &
Trzesniewski, 2010; Eckersley, 2010; Rieger & others, 2016; Roberts, Edmonds, & Grijalva, 2010;
Twenge & Campbell, 2010; Twenge, Carter, & Campbell, 2017).

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Does Self-Esteem Change During Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood?  
 
 

Researchers have found that self-esteem often decreases when children make the transition
from elementary school to middle or junior high school (Twenge & Campbell, 2001). Indeed,
during and just after many life transitions, individuals’ self-esteem often decreases.
 One study found that preexisting gender differences in self-esteem (higher in males) nar-
rowed between the ninth and twelfth grades (Falci, 2012). In this study, adolescents from higher-
SES backgrounds had higher self-esteem than did their lower-SES counterparts.
 Self-esteem fluctuates across the life span (Miller & Cho, 2018; Trzesniewski, Donnellan, &
Robins, 2013; von Soest & others, 2018). One cross-sectional study assessed the self-esteem of

a very large, diverse sample of 326,641
individuals from 9 to 90 years of age
(Robins & others, 2002). About two-thirds
of the participants were from the United
States. The individuals were asked to
respond to the statement, “I have high
self-esteem” on a 5-point scale in which 5
stood for “strongly agree” and 1 stood for
“strongly disagree.” Self-esteem decreased
in adolescence, increased in the twenties,
leveled off in the thirties, rose in the for-
ties through the mid-sixties, and then
dropped in the seventies and eighties (see
Figure 2). At most ages, males reported
higher self-esteem than females did.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Another study also found that the gen-
der gap (lower for females) in self-esteem 

What characterizes narcissistic individuals?
©CSP_karelnoppe/Age Fotostock
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FIGURE 2
SELF-ESTEEM ACROSS THE LIFE SPAN. 
One large-scale study asked more than 
300,000 individuals to rate the extent to which 
they have high self-esteem on a 5-point scale, 
with 5 being “strongly agree” and 1 being 
“strongly disagree.” Self-esteem dropped in 
adolescence and late adulthood. Self-esteem 
of females was lower than self-esteem of 
males through most of the life span.
Source: Robins, R. W., Trzesniewski, K. H., Tracey, J. L., Potter, 
J., & Gosling, S. D. “Age differences in self-esteem from age 9 
to 90.” Psychology and Aging, vol. 17, 2002, 423–434.
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decreased as individuals went through emerging adulthood from 18 to 25 years of age (Galambos,
Barker, & Krahn, 2006). In this study, social support and marriage were linked to an increase
in self-esteem, whereas unemployment was related to a decrease in self-esteem.

 
 

 Some researchers argue that although there may be a decrease in self-esteem during ado-
lescence, the drop is actually very slight and not nearly as pronounced as it is presented in
the media (Harter, 2013; Hyde, 2005; Hyde & Else-Quest, 2013; Kling & others, 1999). Also
note in Figure 2 that, despite the drop in self-esteem among adolescent girls, their average
score (3.3) was still slightly higher than the neutral point on the scale (3.0).

 
 
 

 One explanation for the decline in self-esteem among females during early adolescence
focuses on girls’ more negative body images during pubertal change compared with boys
(Harter, 2006). Another explanation involves the greater interest young adolescent girls take
in social relationships and society’s failure to reward that interest.

 
 
 

 A current concern is that too many of today’s college students grew up receiving empty
praise and as a consequence have inflated self-esteem (Graham, 2005; Stipek, 2005). Too often
they were given praise for performance that was mediocre or even poor. Now that they are in
college, they may have difficulty handling competition and criticism. The title of a book,
Dumbing Down Our Kids: Why American Children Feel Good about Themselves but Can’t Read,
Write, or Add (Sykes, 1995), vividly captures the theme that many U.S. students’ academic
problems may stem at least in part from unmerited praise that was provided in an effort to
prop up their self-esteem. A similar theme—the promise of high self-esteem for students in
education, especially those who are impoverished or marginalized—characterized a more recent
book, Challenging the Cult of Self-Esteem in Education (Bergeron, 2018). In a series of studies,
researchers found that inflated praise, although well intended, may cause students with low
self-esteem to avoid important learning experiences such as tackling challenging tasks
(Brummelman & others, 2014).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Is Self-Esteem Linked to Academic Success or Initiative? School perfor-
mance and self-esteem are only moderately correlated, and these correlations do not suggest
that high self-esteem produces better school performance (Baumeister & others, 2003). Efforts
to increase students’ self-esteem have not always led to improved school performance (Davies &
Brember, 1999). Adolescents with high self-esteem have greater initiative, but this can produce
positive or negative outcomes (Baumeister & others, 2003). Adolescents with high self-esteem
are prone to take both prosocial and antisocial actions.

 
 
 
 
 

Are Some Domains More Closely Linked to Self-Esteem Than Others?
Many adolescents are preoccupied with their body image (Markey, 2010). Physical appearance
is an especially powerful contributor to self-esteem in adolescence (Harter, 2006, 2012). In
Harter’s (1999) research, for example, global self-esteem was correlated most strongly with
physical appearance, a link that has been found in both the United States and
other countries (see Figure 3). In another study, adolescents’ concept of their
physical attractiveness was the strongest predictor of their overall self-esteem
(Lord & Eccles, 1994). This strong association between perceived appearance
and general self-worth is not confined to adolescence but holds across most of
the life span, from early childhood through middle age (Harter, 1999).

  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Social Contexts and Self-Esteem Social contexts such as the family,
peers, and schools contribute to the development of an adolescent’s self-esteem
(Lockhart & others, 2017; Miller & Cho, 2018). One study found that as family
cohesiveness increased, adolescents’ self-esteem increased over time (Baldwin &
Hoffman, 2002). In this study, family cohesion was based on the amount of time
the family spent together, the quality of their communication, and the extent to
which the adolescent was involved in family decision making. In another investiga-
tion, the following parenting attributes were associated with boys’ high self-esteem:
expression of affection; concern about the boys’ problems; harmony in the home;
participation in joint family activities; availability to give competent, organized
help when the boys needed it; setting clear and fair rules; abiding by the rules;
and allowing the boys freedom within well-defined limits (Coopersmith, 1967).
And in a longitudinal study, the quality of children’s home environment (which
involved assessment of parenting quality, cognitive stimulation, and the physical

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

developmental connection
Gender
Gender differences characterize adoles-
cents’ body images, with adolescent girls
having a more negative body image than
boys do, especially in early adolescence.
Connect to “Puberty, Health, and Biologi-
cal Foundations.”

Harter’s U.S. Other
Domain samples countries

Physical Appearance .65 .62

Scholastic Competence .48 .4 1

Social Acceptance .46 .40

Behavioral Conduct .45 .45

Athletic Competence .33 .30

FIGURE 3
CORRELATIONS BETWEEN GLOBAL SELF-ESTEEM 
AND DOMAINS OF COMPETENCE. Note: The 
correlations shown are the average correlations computed 
across a number of studies. The other countries in this 
evaluation were England, Ireland, Australia, Canada, 
Germany, Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, and Japan. Recall 
that correlation coefficients can range from –1.00 to +1.00. 
The correlations between physical appearance and global 
self-esteem in the United States and in other countries (.65
and .62, respectively) are moderately high.
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developmental connection
School
The transition to middle or junior high school 

 

 

is stressful for many individuals because it
coincides with a number of physical, cogni-
tive, and socioemotional changes. Connect
to “Schools.”

home environment) was linked to their self-esteem in early adulthood (Orth, 2017). This study 
illustrates the importance of one of the main issues in adolescent development described in the
“Introduction” chapter: the relative importance of early versus later experiences.
 Peer judgments gain increasing importance in adolescence (Villanti, Boulay, & Juon,
2011). The link between peer approval and self-worth increases during adolescence (Harter,
1990b). The transition from elementary school to middle or junior high school is associated
with a drop in self-esteem (Harter, 2012). Self-esteem is higher in the last year of elementary
school than in middle or junior high school, especially in the first year after the transition
(Simmons & Blyth, 1987).

Consequences of Low Self-Esteem For most adolescents and emerging adults,
the emotional discomfort of low self-esteem is only temporary, but for some, low self-esteem
can develop into other problems. Low self-esteem has been implicated in overweight and
obesity, anxiety, depression, suicide, and delinquency (Hill, 2016; Paxton & Damiano, 2017;
Rieger & others, 2016; Stadelmann & others, 2017). One study revealed that youth with
low self-esteem had lower life satisfaction at 30 years of age (Birkeland & others, 2012).
Another study found that low and decreasing self-esteem in adolescence was linked to adult
depression two decades later (Steiger & others, 2014). And a longitudinal study indicated
that low self-esteem in early adolescence was linked to lower levels of mental and physica
health, worse economic prospects, and a higher level of criminal behavior at 26 years of age
(Trzesniewski & others, 2006).
 Also keep in mind that the seriousness of the problem depends not only on the nature
of the adolescent’s or emerging adult’s low self-esteem but on other conditions as well. When
low self-esteem is compounded by difficult school transitions, a troubled family life, or other
stressful events, an individual’s problems can intensify.
 An important point needs to be made about much of the research on self-esteem: It
is correlational rather than experimental. Remember that correlation does not equal causa
tion. Thus, if a correlational study finds an association between self-esteem and depression,
it could be equally likely that depression causes low self-esteem or that low self-esteem
causes depression. A longitudinal study explored whether self-esteem is a cause or conse
quence of social support in youth (Marshall & others, 2014). In this study, self-esteem
predicted subsequent changes in social support, but social support did not predict subse
quent changes in self-esteem.
 Given the potential consequences of low self-esteem, how can the self-esteem of adoles-
cents and emerging adults be increased? To explore possible answers to this question, see the
Connecting with Health and Well-Being interlude.

SELF-REGULATION
Self-regulation involves the ability to control one’s behavior without having to rely on others’
help. Self-regulation includes the self-generation and cognitive monitoring of thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors in order to reach a goal (Duncan, McClelland, & Acock, 2017; Galinsky &
others, 2018). Throughout most of the life span, individuals who engage in self-regulation are
higher achievers, enjoy better health, and are more satisfied with their lives than their coun-
terparts who let external factors dominate their lives (Sinatra & Taasoobshirazi, 2017; Usher &
Schunk, 2018). For example, researchers have found that, compared with low-achieving
 students, high-achieving students engage in greater self-regulation. They do this by setting more
specific learning goals, using more strategies to learn and adapt, self-monitoring more, and
more systematically evaluating their progress toward a goal (McClelland & others, 2017;
Schunk & Greene, 2018).
 A key component of self-regulation is engaging in effortful control, which involves inhibit-
ing impulses and not engaging in destructive behavior, focusing and maintaining attention 
despite distractions, and initiating and completing tasks that have long-term value, even if 
they may seem unpleasant (Eisenberg, 2017; Esposito & others, 2017; Lansford, 2018). In a 
recent study, effortful control at 2 to 3 years of age predicted higher academic achievement 
at 14 to 15 years of age (Dindo & others, 2017). Another study found that effortful control 
at 17 years of age predicted academic persistence and educational attainment at 23 to 25 years 
of age (Veronneau & others, 2014). In this study, effortful control was just as strong a 

developmental connection
Achievement
Self-regulation and delay of gratification
are key processes in the development of

 
 
 
 

achievement and academic success in
adolescence. Connect to “The Brain and
Cognitive Development” and “Achieve-
ment, Work, and Careers.”

self-regulation The ability to control one’s 
behavior without having to rely on others 
for help.
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connecting with health and well-being
How Can Adolescents’ Self-Esteem Be Increased?
Four ways to improve adolescents’ and
emerging adults’ self-esteem are to (1)

;

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 identify the causes of low self-esteem and
the domains of competence important to
the self; (2) provide emotional support and
 social approval; (3) foster achievement
and  (4) help adolescents to cope with
challenges.
 Identifying an adolescent’s or emerg-
ing adult’s sources of self-esteem—that is, 
the domains that are important to the self—
is critical to improving self-esteem. Self-
esteem theorist and researcher Susan
Harter (1990b) points out that the self-
esteem enhancement programs of the
1960s, in which self-esteem itself was the 

 
 

 
 
 

f 

target and individuals were encouraged to
simply feel good about themselves, were
ineffective. Rather, Harter (1998) concludes
that intervention must occur at the level o
the causes of self-esteem if self-esteem is to improve significantly.
Adolescents and emerging adults have the highest self-esteem
when they perform competently in domains important to the self.
Therefore, adolescents and emerging adults should be encouraged 

 
 
 

 
 

to identify and value their domains of competence. For example,
some adolescents and emerging adults might have artistic talent,
others might have strong academic skills, and yet others might ex-
cel in sports.
 Emotional support and social approval in the form of confirma-
tion from others can also powerfully influence self-esteem (Harter, 
1990a, b). Some youth with low self-esteem come from conflictual 
families or conditions in which they experienced abuse or neglect—
situations in which support is unavailable. In some cases, alterna-
tive sources of support can be implemented, either informally
through the encouragement of a teacher, a coach, or another

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

What are some strategies for increasing  self-
esteem?
©Mixmike/Getty Images

 significant adult, or more formally through 
 
 

, 
 

. 

programs such as Big B rothers and Big
 Sisters. Although peer approval becomes
increasingly important during adolescence
both adult and peer support are important
influences on the adolescent’s self-esteem
In one study, both parental and peer sup-
port were related to the adolescent’ s gen-
eral self-worth (Robinson, 1995).
 Achievement can also improve ado-
lescents’ and emerging adults’ self-esteem
(Chen, Sun, & Wang, 2018; Ferradás
Canedo  & others, 2018; Mruk & O’Brien,
2013). For example, the straightforward
teaching of real skills to adolescents and
emerging adults often results in increased
achievement and thus in enhanced self-
esteem. Adolescents and emerging adults
develop higher self-esteem when they know
what tasks are important for achieving goals

and they have experienced success in performing them or similar
behaviors. This emphasis on the importance of achievement in
 improving self-esteem has much in common with Albert Bandura’s
(2010) social cognitive concept of self-efficacy, which refers to
 individuals’ beliefs that they can master a situation and produce
positive outcomes.
 Self-esteem often increases when adolescents face a problem
and try to cope with it rather than avoid it (Dyson & Renk, 2006).
 Facing problems realistically, honestly, and nondefensively produces
favorable self-evaluative thoughts, which lead to the self-generated
approval that raises self-esteem.

Can individuals have too much self-esteem? How can research 
 address this question?

predictor of educational attainment as were parents’ education and past grade point average.
Also, a recent study of Mexican American adolescents revealed that effortful control was
linked to coping with stress more effectively (Taylor, Widaman, & Robins, 2018). Further, a
recent study revealed a reciprocal relationship between school engagement and self-regulation
in adolescence (Stefansson & others, 2018).
 Some researchers emphasize the early development of self-regulation in childhood and
adolescence as a key contributor to adult health and even longevity (Drake, Belsky, &
Fearon, 2014; Wigfield & others, 2015). For example, Nancy Eisenberg and her colleagues
(2014) concluded that research indicates self-regulation fosters conscientiousness later in life,
both directly and through its link to academic motivation/success and internalized compli-
ance with norms.

What characterizes self-regulation in 
adolescence?
©martiapunts/Shutterstock
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Review Connect Reflect

LG1 Describe the 
development of the self 
in adolescence.

Review
• What is self-understanding? What are 

the key dimensions of self-
understanding in adolescence? What 
are some important aspects of 
understanding others in adolescence?

• What are self-esteem and self-
concept? how can they be 
measured? are some domains more 
salient than others to adolescents’ 
self-esteem? how are social contexts
linked with adolescents’ self-esteem?
What are the consequences of low 
self-esteem? how can adolescents’ 
self-esteem be increased?

 
 

• What characterizes self-regulation in
adolescence?

 

Connect
• contrast self-esteem, self-concept, 

and narcissism.

Reflect Your Own Personal 
Journey of Life
• Think about what your future selves 

might be. What do you envision will 
make you the happiest about the 
future selves you aspire to become?
What prospective selves hold 
negative possibilities?

 

2 Identity

 

LG2 Explain the many facets of identity development.

Erikson’s Ideas
on Identity

 The Four Statuses
of Identity

 Developmental Changes
in Identity

Identity and  
Social Contexts

Identity and 
Intimacy

“Who are you?” said the Caterpillar. 
Alice replied, rather shyly, “I—I hardly 
know, Sir, just at present—at least I know 
who I was when I got up this morning, 
but I must have changed several times 
since then.”

—LewiS carroLL

English Writer, 19th Century
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Identity is who a person believes she or he is, representing a synthesis and integration of self-
understanding. By far the most comprehensive and provocative theory of identity development 
is that of Erik Erikson. In fact, some experts on adolescence consider Erikson’s ideas to be 
the single most influential theory of adolescent development. Let’s look further at his theory, 
beginning with an analysis of his ideas on identity.

ERIKSON’S IDEAS ON IDENTITY
Who am I? What am I all about? What am I going to do with my life? What is different 
about me? How can I make it on my own? These questions, not usually considered in child-
hood, surface as a common, virtually universal concern during adolescence. Adolescents 
clamor for solutions to questions of identity. Erik Erikson (1950, 1968) was the first to realize 
how central such questions are to understanding adolescent development. Today’s emphasis 
on identity as a key concept in adolescent development results directly from Erikson’s master-
ful thinking and analysis.

Identity Versus Identity Confusion In Erikson’s theory, identity versus identity con-
fusion is the fifth developmental stage (or crisis) in the human life span and it occurs during 
the adolescent years. At this time, adolescents are faced with deciding who they are, what they 
are all about, and where they are going in life. They confront many new roles, from vocational 
to romantic. As part of their identity exploration, adolescents experience a psychosocial mora-
torium, Erikson’s term for the gap between childhood security and adult autonomy. In the 
course of exploring and searching their culture’s identity files, they often experiment with 
different roles. Youth who cope successfully with these conflicting roles and identities emerge 
with a new sense of self that is both refreshing and acceptable. But adolescents who do not 
successfully resolve the identity crisis suffer what Erikson calls identity confusion. Either they 
withdraw, isolating themselves from peers and family, or they immerse themselves in the world 
of peers and lose their identity in the crowd.

Erik Erikson.
©Bettmann/Getty Images






