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To the memory of Mary Anne Lahey, for the courage she displayed and the 
inspiration she provided to others. 
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Question 12 

Are striving for and possessing high 
self-esteem always positive or healthy? 

What are the costs and benefits of directly 
orienting one's daily behaviors toward 

seeking high self-esteem? 

The essays in this section address the costs and benefits of possessing and 
striving for high self-esteem. 
Crocker begins her essay by describing some costs and benefits of possessing 

high trait self-esteem. As she notes, the clearest benefits of high trait self-esteem 
are experiencing positive emotions and possessing positive and certain self-concepts. 
Costs to possessing high trait self-esteem are most apparent following ego-threat. 
She then turns to her own work that focuses on the costs and benefits of pursuing 
self-esteem. This work demonstrates that although pursing self-esteem may have 
some short -term emotional and motivational benefits, they are overshadowed by 
costs to individuals' autonomy, learning, interpersonal relationships, and mental 
and physical health. 

Rhodewalt also elaborates some of the costs of pursuing high self-esteem. He 
first distinguishes secure (true, authentic, and stable) from insecure (contingent, 
inauthentic, and unstable) high self-esteem and asserts that the latter is unhealthy 
and problematic precisely because it involves constant self-esteem striving. 
Rhodewalt provides a self-regulatory framework to characterize fragile high self­
esteem individuals' attempts to validate positive self-evaluations about which they 
are insecure. He suggests that, ironically, these strivings may only serve to 
perpetuate individuals' insecurity and uncertainty. 

Wood, Anthony, and Faddis take a different tack and focus on the specific 
question of whether individuals with low trait self-esteem benefit from striving 
for high self-esteem. They distinguish between "self-evaluative" and "non-self­
evaluative" methods and describe mechanisms by which self-evaluative methods 
may be ineffective or detrimental. Self-evaluative methods include positive 
self-statements and success experiences. The authors propose that whereas 
these methods may backfire for a variety of reasons, non-self-evaluative methods 
may sometimes be helpful precisely because they avoid these detrimental 
self-evaluative processes. 
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Possessing and Striving 
for High Self-Esteem 

FREDERICK RHODEWALT 

I n a classic comedy routine, Professor Irwin Corey was asked why did he wear 
sneakers. The self-proclaimed world's foremost authority on everything said 
that it was really two questions. He then launched into a lengthy monologue 

about "Why?" being the essential question that has occupied philosophers for 
centuries. In response to the second question, Professor Corey replied, "Do I 
wear sneakers? Yes!" In my view, in order to attempt an answer to the focal ques­
tion of this essay, "Are striving for and possessing high self-esteem always 
healthy?," one must answer at least two questions. The first asks, is all high 
self-esteem the same? This is a very complex question, however, I am not alone 
in arguing that the answer is no. That being the case, the answer to the question 
of the healthiness of possessing and striving for high self-esteem is easy; it 
depends on the type of high self-esteem one possesses. 

POSSESSING HIGH SELF-ESTEEM: HEALTHY 
OR UNHEALTHY? 

What constitutes high self-esteem is an essential question that has occupied per­
sonality and social psychologists for decades. Global self-esteem is comprised of 
feelings of self-worth, self-liking, and acceptance (Brown, 1986; Kemis, 2003; 
Rosenberg, 1965). Low self-esteem then, reflects negative, neutral, or mildly 
positive global feelings about the self and high self-esteem indicates positive 
feelings of self-worth, self-liking, and acceptance. However, the current consen­
sus is that self-esteem falls along a continuum from true or optimal to unauthen­
tic or contingent (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001; Deci & Ryan, 1995; Kemis, 2003). 
Kemis (2003) suggests the broad categories of secure and fragile self-esteem to 
describe this dichotomy. With regard to the question of possessing and striving for 
high self-esteem, it is evident that possessing secure self-esteem is preferable to 
fragile self-esteem. In fact, one might argue that possessing secure self-esteem by 
its very nature does not require striving for it. In contrast, possessing fragile 
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282 SELF-ESTEEM ISSUES AND ANSWERS 

self-esteem requires constant striving for the purposes of maintaining and pro­
tecting these positive but fragile self-feelings. 

But what does it mean to have fragile self-esteem? One answer is that fragile 
self-esteem is self-esteem that is based upon meeting standards or contingencies 
of worth (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Possessing self-esteem becomes the goal and 
striving to meet imposed contingencies the mechanism (Crocker & Nuer, 2003). 
The contingencies can be those imposed by others, for example, the child's belief 
that she will not be loved unless she excels in school or introjected, as in the child's 
belief that he is worthwhile only if he excels in school. Possessing high self-esteem 
that is contingent in this way is as unhealthy because failing to meet these stan­
dards leads to self-esteem devaluation (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001), instability 
(Kemis, 2003), and defensive and often hostile attempts to protect and repair pos­
itive but fragile self-esteem (Baumeister, Smart, & Boden, 1996). 

There is a second way to construe self-esteem that, I believe, lends itself to 
examining the costs of possessing and striving for high self-esteem. Self-esteem is 
also a central element in self-regulation (Rhodewalt & Tragakis, 2003). In this 
view, self-esteem is both an input and an outcome of goal-directed, self-involved 
activity. However, it is a more salient input and output for those with fragile self­
esteem than it is for those with secure self-esteem. Our self-regulatory model of 
self-esteem broaches the issue of contingency from a different angle than that 
taken by other researchers in the field. If self-regulation involves a continuous 
assessment of how we are doing compared to some standard, then all self-esteem 
is contingent because it involves feelings of worth that come from effectively 
meeting standards, demonstrating competence, and achieving social acceptance. 
It is the on-line affective and self-evaluative reactions to these comparisons that is 
the basis of the experience of self-esteem. 

A second element of our self-regulatory model of self-esteem is that it empha­
sizes the linkages between global self-esteem and the specific self-evaluations that 
undergird it. The model embraces William James' (1890) position that self-esteem 
arises in large part from a tally of our standings on specific self-evaluations weight­
ed for how important the specific dimensions are to self-definition (Campbell, 
1990; Pehlam, 1995; Pelham & Swann, 1989). Consistent with this view, Pelham 
(1995) has shown that a measure of differential importance of an individual's self­
evaluations significantly predicts his or her global self-esteem. The linkage 
between global self-esteem and self-evaluations is further illustrated in Tafarodi 
and Swann's (1995) finding that global self-esteem is composed of the somewhat 
independent dimensions of self-liking and self-competency. I contend that self­
evaluations of competency and acceptance are the pathways by which global self­
esteem is linked to the social context in which the individual is functioning. Global 
self-esteem is seldom directly on the line while self-evaluations of competency 
and acceptance often are, especially for those with fragile self-esteem. 

From our self-regulatory perspective, people who possess high but fragile self­
esteem have the goal of clarifying and validating important self-evaluations. This 
general goal is intensified by specific situational demands. That is, if people are 
unsure about their competencies or insecure about their acceptance by others, 
then situations that require displays of competency or tests of the strength of their 
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STRIVING FOR HIGH SELF-ESTEEM 283 

acceptance pose threats to their self-evaluations and, consequently, to their self­
esteem. It is in such circumstances that self-esteem regulation is fully engaged and 
the costs of the pursuit of self-esteem may be assessed. I will illustrate this point 
with the example of competency but mention that the same analysis applies to self­
evaluations of acceptance (Rhodewalt & Vohs, 2005). 

Because competency presumes the capacity to produce desired outcomes, 
success and failure performance feedback implies something about the degree 
to which one possesses the competency in question. Therefore, performance 
outcomes become linked to one's self-worth via the diagnostic information such out­
comes provide about competency. Herein lies a potential critical difference 
between secure and fragile self-esteem. Secure self-esteem is supported by out­
come contingent, self-evaluations of competency, and acceptance. That is, a secure 
individual's pride in her athletic ability is based on a performance history in which 
successes were clearly and unambiguously linked to the individual's actions. Fragile 
high self-esteem we contend is associated with self-appraisals of competency and 
related feelings of self-esteem that are based on personal histories which include 
ambiguous and inconsistent experiences (Rhodewalt & Tragakis, 2003; see also 
Jones & Berglas, 1978 for a similar argument). Although they may believe that they 
possess desired competencies, they are not confident in these assessments. 

To summarize, possessing high but fragile self-esteem is not "healthy" because 
fragile self-esteem is "high maintenance" self-esteem. One of the costs of pos­
sessing fragile self-esteem is that it requires its chronic pursuit, a topic addressed 
in the following section. 

PURSUING HIGH SELF -ESTEEM: HEALTHY OR 
UNHEALTHY? 

What are the consequences of having high self-esteem built upon positive 
but uncertain self-evaluations of competency and acceptance? Two lines of 
research from my laboratory speak to this question and illustrate the utility of the 
self-regulation approach to the study of fragile self-esteem. Research on self­
handicapping behavior (Rhodewalt & Tragakis, 2002) and our self-regulatory 
processing model of narcissism (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001; Rhodewalt, 2001; 
Rhodewalt & Sorrow, 2003) illustrate the relations among self-esteem, self­
regulation, and social interactions. The generic model is that individuals who 
possess positive but uncertain self-evaluations rely on their social interactions for 
validation and maintenance of these positive self-images. They are proactive in 
that they employ a collection of intra- and interpersonal strategies that distort the 
meaning of self-relevant feedback. Self-esteem regulation is intra-personally 
based to the extent that it arises and proceeds primarily within the head of the 
person and involves interpretations and distortions of meaning. The purpose of 
these tactics is to allow interpretations of self and situation that preserve desired 
self-evaluations. Self-esteem regulation is interpersonally based to the extent that 
the person uses other people to bolster feelings and thoughts about the self. These 
strategies allow people to modify their thoughts or feelings about others, alter 
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284 SELF-ESTEEM ISSUES AND ANSWERS 

perceived relationship closeness, or constrain and channel others' responses so 
that the desired self-image is confirmed. 

Intra-Personal Self-Esteem Regulation 

People in general are quite adroit at interpreting social feedback in a self-enhancing 
way. For example, people persistently offer internal attributions for success and 
external attributions for failure (Miller & Ross, 1975; Weary, 1978). However, 
individuals with fragile, uncertain self-esteem-narcissists (Rhodewalt, Madrian, 
& Cheney, 1998, see also Kernis, 2001) and self-handicappers (Harris & Snyder, 
1986; Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay, 1992)-appear to be more excessive in the 
self-aggrandizing attributions they offer for their outcomes. We observe this most 
clearly in studies that provide participants with response noncontingent success 
feedback. Narcissists persistently attribute such feedback to superior ability or 
competency. Our studies reveal that narcissists make self-aggrandizing attribu­
tional claims that they cannot meet (Rhodewalt & Morf, 1998; Rhodewalt, 
Tragakis, & Finnerty, 2003). Thus, one cost of this strategy is that uncertainty is 
perpetuated and failure or the threat of failure is more frequent and threatening. 

In sum, evidence suggests that fragile, high self-esteem individuals engage in 
intra-personal esteem regulation in order to protect or enhance self-esteem. 
However, they do so at a cost because the biased interpretations of social feedback 
sustain the underlying uncertainty and thus necessitate future defensive regulation. 

Interpersonal Self-Esteem Regulation 

Self-esteem regulation is also achieved through interpersonal means. High, frag­
ile self-esteem is tied closely to public behaviors, social interactions, or interper­
sonal relationships. Rhodewalt (2005; Rhodewalt et al., 1998) reports a series of 
daily diary studies in which narcissists display high but unstable self-esteem that 
is more closely entrained to the quality of their social interactions than is the self­
esteem of less narcissistic individuals. Given that their self-esteem is so closely 
derived from their interactions with others, it is not surprising that they attempt 
to manipulate their relationships strategically in order to protect the self. 

Not only do narcissists use others for self-esteem bolstering and protection, they 
often do so in way that harms the very relationships upon which they are depend­
ent for self-esteem support. This point is illustrated in a study by Morf and 
Rhodewalt (1993), which examined narcissistic interpersonal relations in the context 
of self-evaluation maintenance process (SEM; Tesser, 1988). SEM behaviors involve 
thinking about and relating to close others in ways that enhance or protect one's self­
esteem. For example, when a person is outperformed by a friend in a domain that 
is important to the person's self-evaluation, one response is to derogate the friend 
on other dimensions. Morf and Rhodewalt (1993) demonstrated that compared to 
less narcissistic individuals, narcissists experiencing comparison threat were more 
likely to derogate the threatening partner in a face to face interaction. Narcissists 
engage in interpersonal self-esteem maintenance in ways that potentially disrupt or 
harm the relationship. 
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STRIVING FOR HIGH SELF-ESTEEM 285 

CONCLUSION 

Is possessing and striving for self-esteem always healthy? In this essay, I have 
attempted to argue that possessing secure self-esteem is healthy because under 
normal circumstances possessing it does not require striving for it. Rather, it is 
fragile, high self-esteem that is problematic because it is based on positive self­
evaluations about which the individual is uncertain and insecure. Thus, these indi­
viduals are chronically self-involved in their activities and chronically striving for 
evidence that validates their positive self-evaluations. They do so via intra- and 
interpersonal strategies that may be effective in the short term but accrue intra­
and interpersonal costs as well. 

I point to lack of clarity regarding competence and acceptance as the toxic ele­
ment in unhealthy high self-esteem because uncertainty shapes interaction goals 
(see Campbell, 1990; Kemis, 1993; and Swann & Schroeder, 1995 for similar propo­
sitions). For example, Swann (1983, 1985) has emphasized the importance of self­
concept confidence or clarity in self-verification processes. According to Swann, 
people orchestrate their social worlds in an attempt to verifY confidently held self­
views because consensus about the self bolsters the predictability and controllabili­
ty of the social environment. What about important, but uncertain self-views? 
Swann, Griffin, Predmore, and Gaines (1987) found that for less confidently held 
self-conceptions people sought self-enhancement. Thus, for individuals who are 
unsure of themselves, their self-presentational behavior involves "wishful thinking" 
in that they hope to acquire evidence that they are who they would like to be. 

Rhodewalt and Tragakis (2002) have coined the term self-solicitation to 
refer to the interaction goal and strategic behaviors involved in seeking social 
feedback that enables one to maintain or protect desired or "hoped for" self­
image. Self-solicitation then encompasses a set of interaction strategies that 
constrain others so that they provide feedback which supports the precarious 
self-view. As evidenced by research reviewed earlier, such strategies do accom­
plish this goal. However, this attributional manipulation can cause other inter­
pretive ambiguities for the self-solicitor. Foremost is the possible awareness 
that the feedback was not unsolicited. At some level, self-solicitors have to be 
concerned about the hand their strategic interpersonal behaviors played in 
eliciting and shaping the feedback they receive. It is ironic that the strategies 
employed by uncertain individuals to maintain and protect and desired self­
conceptions are often the implements that sustain their uncertainty. Self-solic­
itors become caught in an unending cycle of interpersonal self-evaluation and 
self-esteem regulation (cf. Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). Perhaps then, striving for 
self-esteem among these individuals is unhealthy because their strivings 
impede the goal they seek, secure self-esteem. 
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