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Self-esteem has been linked to a diverse array of positive and neg-
ative affective states. The present research explored the nature of
these relationships. Study 1 found that self-esteem (as measured
by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale) is more closely associated with
self-relevant emotional states than with emotional states that do
not directly implicate the self. Study 2 replicated these findings
and found that although several personality variables predicted
participant’s emotional reactions to success and failure, these
effects were eliminated once self-esteem was taken into account.
Study 3 found that self-esteem predicted participant’s self-rele-
vant emotional reactions to failure but not their non-self-rele-
vant emotional reactions. These findings provide converging
evidence that self-esteem is most closely linked to a particular
class of emotions that pertain to how people feel about themselves.

Self-esteem is related to numerous emotional states. It
has been linked to anxiety and depression in the clinical
literature (Mineka, Watson, & Clark, 1998), to pride and
shame in the developmental literature (Tangney &
Fischer, 1995), to happiness and contentment in person-
ality psychology (Diener & Diener, 1995), and to anger
and hostility in social psychology (Bushman &
Baumeister, 1998; Kernis, Grannemann, & Barclay,
1989).

Although they attest to the central role that
self-esteem plays in emotional life, the sheer number of
these linkages poses some interpretive problems. Emo-
tional states are often highly correlated, raising the ques-
tion of whether self-esteem is uniquely associated with
some emotions but not others. For example, people who
feel ashamed also may feel unhappy, but self-esteem may
be uniquely related to the former emotion, not the latter.
Evidence that this occurs is found by asking whether
self-esteem predicts unhappiness once feelings of shame
are taken into account.

In this article, we report three studies that examine
the relation between self-esteem and various emotional
states. The first study was exploratory. It was conducted
to answer the question, “Which emotional states are
most closely linked to self-esteem?” Studies 2 and 3 offer
a replication and extension of these initial findings and
test more specific predictions regarding the nature of
the relation between self-esteem and emotional states.
To set the stage for this research, we review two frame-
works that discriminate among various emotions.

Positive Affectivity and Negative Affectivity

Numerous taxonomies of emotional states have been
offered but a particularly fruitful distinction was offered
by Watson and Clark (1984; see also Watson & Tellegen,
1985). These researchers identified two broad dimen-
sions of emotional experience. Each dimension is com-
posed of several correlated yet distinct emotional states,
and the two dimensions themselves are largely
uncorrelated. The first dimension, termed positive
affectivity (PA), reflects the degree to which a person
generally feels a zest for life. People who score high in PA
feel enthusiastic, active, and alert. The second dimen-
sion, termed negative affectivity (NA), measures affec-
tive distress. People who score high in NA are prone to
experience a variety of negative emotional states, includ-
ing anxiety, guilt, and hostility.

According to Watson and Clark (1984), each of these
emotional dimensions incorporates aspects of self-
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esteem. High PA individuals tend to have a positive
self-view, whereas low PA individuals tend to be insecure
and unsure of themselves. In a similar vein, high NA indi-
viduals tend to have a negative self-view, whereas low NA
individuals tend to be secure and satisfied with them-
selves. For these reasons, the typical high-self-esteem
(HSE) person scores high in PA and low in NA, and the
typical low-self-esteem (LSE) person scores low in PA
and high in NA.

Self-Relevant Emotional States

The link between self-esteem and emotion may be
more specific than this analysis implies. As first noted by
William James (1890), some emotions always describe
how people feel about themselves. According to James,
these self-relevant emotions include feelings of pride,
conceit, and arrogance (on the positive side) and mod-
esty, shame, and mortification (on the negative side).

An example may serve to clarify the distinction
between self-relevant emotions and emotions that are
not, by definition, self-relevant. Consider the anteced-
ents of happiness and pride. Happiness is a diffuse emo-
tion that does not necessarily involve the self as a refer-
ence point. One can, for example, feel happy standing in
the warm sunshine or watching a toddler eat an ice
cream cone. These experiences will not, however, evoke
feelings of pride. This is because pride always describes
how people feel about themselves, usually arising when
people assume causal responsibility for bringing about a
positive outcome (Weiner, 1986).1

This does not mean that happiness never results from
a self-relevant experience. After all, students are happy
when they get good grades. But they feel proud only
insofar as these grades are viewed as arising from a
self-relevant factor (Brown & Weiner, 1984). The key dis-
tinction to be made, then, is that self-relevant emotions
always involve the self as a reference point but that
non-self-relevant emotions (such has happiness and sad-
ness) do not necessarily involve the self as a reference
point.

There is one other way of looking at these relations. A
person who feels proud also is apt to feel happy, but the
reverse is not necessarily true. This asymmetry clouds the
interpretation of the link between self-esteem and emo-
tional states. If one finds that self-esteem is related to
both happiness and feelings of pride, then the former
relation may be artifactual. If so, the relation between
self-esteem and happiness may disappear once feelings
of pride are taken into account.

STUDY 1

We conducted an initial (exploratory) investigation
to examine the association between self-esteem and the
various emotional states included on the Positive and

Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) developed by Watson,
Clark, and Tellegen (1988). Of the 20 terms that com-
prise the PANAS, 2 items (ashamed and proud) were
identified by James (1890) as being self-relevant emo-
tions; 2 other items (guilty and strong) were judged by
Watson and Clark (1994) to qualify as self-relevant items.
Consequently, we hypothesized that these emotions
would be most closely associated with self-esteem.2

METHOD

Participants

The study included 178 undergraduates (67 men and
111 women) attending the University of Washington
who participated in this study for extra course credit.3

Two additional participants did not adequately com-
plete the personality scales (see below), and their data
were discarded.

Procedure and Materials

In a single random order, the participants completed
the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) (Rosenberg,
1965), the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS)
(Watson et al., 1988), and the Texas Social Behavior
Inventory (TSBI) (Helmreich & Stapp, 1974).

The RSE is a measure of global self-esteem. It focuses
on general feelings toward the self without reference to
any specific quality or attribute. Participants indicate
their agreement with 10 items (e.g., “On the whole, I am
satisfied with myself”; “All in all, I am inclined to feel that
I am a failure”) using 4-point scales (0 = strongly disagree,
3 = strongly agree). After reversing the scoring for 5 nega-
tively worded items, a total self-esteem score is found by
summing the 10 responses. The validity of the measure is
well established (Gray-Little, Williams, & Hancock,
1997) and the reliability of the measure in the present
sample was high (α = .86).

The PANAS measures emotional states. Ten of the
items measure PA; the other 10 measure NA. For each
item, participants indicate “To what extent do you feel
this way in general?” (1 = very slightly or not at all, 5 =
extremely). For ease of exposition, we reversed the scoring
for the 10 NA items so that high scores equal low NA. The
reliability of each scale was high (α = .86 and .84,
respectively).

The TSBI is commonly used by personality and social
psychologists as a measure of self-esteem (Baumeister,
Tice, & Hutton, 1989). The measure focuses on perceived
competence and confidence in social situations (e.g., “I
have no doubts about my social competence”; “I am not
likely to speak to people until they speak to me”). The 16
items are answered on 5-point scales (1 = not at all true of
me, 5 = very true of me). After reversing the scoring for 5
negatively worded items, a total score is found by sum-
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ming across the 16 items. As with our other measures,
the internal consistency of the scale was high (α = .84).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Preliminary Analyses

Zero-order correlations showed a good deal of over-
lap among self-esteem and affect (all ps < .01). Scores on
the RSE were substantially correlated with scores on the
TSBI (r = .65), PA (r = .53), and NA (r = .56), and scores
on the TSBI were substantially correlated with PA (r =
.68) and NA (r = .42). (The correlation between PA and
NA was .30.)

Main Analyses

Given the sizeable correlations between self-esteem
and affect, the critical question becomes which aspects
of PA and NA are most closely related to self-esteem. To
answer this question, we (a) examined the zero-order
correlations between the two self-esteem scales and the
20 PANAS items and (b) then conducted simultaneous
regression equations using the 20 PANAS items to pre-
dict scores on the RSE and the TSBI. Table 1 presents the
results. The entries are given in descending order, with
items making the strongest unique prediction to
self-esteem entered first.

We had hypothesized that four items on the PANAS
(ashamed, proud, guilty, and strong) would be closely
linked to self-esteem. Inspection of the left-hand side of
Table 1 shows that this prediction was largely supported
when self-esteem was measured with the RSE. Of the six
best predictors of scores on the RSE, four were items we
identified on a priori grounds as being of a self-relevant
nature. In fact, two of these items (proud and ashamed)
accounted for 83% of the explained variance in scores
on the RSE.4 These findings support the claim that
self-relevant emotional states are most closely related to
self-esteem.

Note, however, that this is not as true when self-esteem
is measured with the TSBI. Although the item “strong” is
closely linked to scores on the TSBI, other items of a
non-self-relevant nature (e.g., enthusiastic and active)
also predict scores on the TSBI. Furthermore, the two
items “proud” and “ashamed,” which were so closely
linked with scores on the RSE, do not make a unique
contribution to the prediction of TSBI scores. It appears,
therefore, that the TSBI is a better measure of PA than of
self-esteem.

To summarize, the data shown in Table 1 make three
points: (a) not all positive and negative emotions are
(uniquely) associated with self-esteem, (b) feelings of
pride and shame are closely related to scores on the RSE
scale but not scores on the TSBI, and (c) the TSBI is pri-
marily a measure of PA.

Naturally, these results should be regarded as prelimi-
nary until they have been replicated. Caution also is indi-
cated because many factors, such as multicollinearity
among the predictor variables, can influence the
strength of regression weights in a regression equation.
In this regard, it is worth noting that the multi-
collinearity that exists among the predictor variables is
just as apparent when the RSE is used as the criterion as
when the TSBI is used. Consequently, multicollinearity
cannot explain why self-relevant emotions are better pre-
dictors of scores on the RSE than they are of scores on
the TSBI. Moreover, the fact that self-relevant emotions
predicted scores on the RSE but not scores on the TSBI
suggests that the effect is not simply a methodological
artifact. If it were, it would affect both self-esteem scales
equally.

STUDY 2

Having examined the affective correlates of self-
esteem, we turn now to an ancillary issue. According to
Watson and Clark (1984), PA and NA are not only
momentary emotional states but also involve more
chronic affective tendencies representative of a person-
ality trait. People who score high in NA are dispo-
sitionally distressed. They tend to have negative views of
themselves and their world. In short, they act very much
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TABLE 1: Zero-Order Correlations and Standardized Beta Weights
Predicting Self-Esteem From Emotion: Study 1

RSE TSBI

R β R β

Proud .48 .25**** Enthusiastic .61 .20*
Ashamed .45 .18** Strong .54 .20***
Afraid .45 .11 Active .47 .15**
Alert .41 .11 Afraid .40 .11
Guilty .44 .11 Interested .48 .11
Strong .43 .11 Determined .46 .09
Distressed .39 .09 Alert .42 .08
Irritable .31 .09 Ashamed .36 .08
Attentive .37 .05 Excited .53 .07
Excited .33 .05 Nervous .26 .07
Jittery .20 .05 Distressed .33 .06
Upset .41 .04 Proud .46 .06
Active .33 .02 Upset .37 .06
Inspired .33 .02 Irritable .26 .03
Determined .37 .01 Scared .29 –.00
Scared .36 .00 Attentive .37 –.02
Interested .30 –.01 Hostile .17 –.02
Nervous .23 –.03 Jittery .09 –.02
Enthusiastic .40 –.05 Guilty .32 –.04
Hostile .20 –.06 Inspired .41 –.10

NOTE: RSE = Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, TSBI = Texas Social Behav-
ior Inventory.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.



like people with LSE. In contrast, people who score high
in PA are generally engaged in life and hold positive
views of themselves and their world. In short, they act
very much like people with HSE.

The overlap between these personality traits means
that effects previously attributable to self-esteem might
instead be due to these chronic affective states. People’s
emotional responses to positive and negative events pro-
vide one venue for examining this possibility. Previous
research has shown that LSE people respond with
greater emotional distress to failure than do HSE people
(Brown & Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997). NA
appears to have a similar effect, such that high NA indi-
viduals are more reactive to stressful circumstances than
are low NA individuals (Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995;
Lyubomirsky & Ross, 1997; Suls, Green, & Hillis, 1998).

To determine the extent to which the effects of one
variable (e.g., self-esteem or NA) are influenced by the
other variable, Study 2 assesses the predictive utility of
both measures in a single study. In the first part of the
investigation, participants completed both types of per-
sonality scales (i.e., self-esteem and affect). We then led
them to experience success or failure on an alleged test
of their intellectual ability. Afterward, we examined their
emotional reactions to these outcomes.

METHOD

Participants

The participants were 92 male and 199 female Univer-
sity of Washington undergraduates who participated in
exchange for extra course credit. Three additional par-
ticipants failed to follow directions and their data were
discarded.

Procedure and Materials

Participants were tested in small groups of 2 to 4, with
each participant seated at a separate computer in such a
way that they could not see each other’s computer
screen. All instructions and experimental measures were
presented on the computer.

At the start of the experimental sessions, the partici-
pants completed the same personality scales used in
Study 1. Subsequently, they learned that the experiment
involved a problem-solving ability called integrative ori-
entation. Integrative orientation was described as an
aspect of creativity, an ability to find creative and unusual
solutions to problems.

The experimental task was then introduced. This task
was the Remote Associates Test (RAT) (Mednick, 1962).
With this task, participants are shown three words (e.g.,
car, swimming, cue) and asked to find a fourth word that
relates to the other three (pool). Working interactively
with the computer, participants completed three sample

problems to ensure that they understood how the prob-
lems were solved.

They were then informed that the test was made up of
10 problems and that they would have 5 minutes to solve
these problems. Success and failure were experimentally
manipulated by varying the difficulty of the problems
participants received. Using random assignment to con-
ditions, half of the participants received a set of easy
problems (hereafter referred to as the success condi-
tion) and half received a set of difficult problems (here-
after referred to as the failure condition). Difficulty level
was determined on the basis of prior testing with an inde-
pendent sample and on published norms (McFarlin &
Blascovich, 1984).

When the allotted time for working on the test had
expired, the computer paused for a moment and
informed participants how many problems they had cor-
rectly solved. After receiving this information, partici-
pants evaluated their performance (1 = very poor, 9 = very
good) and indicated the extent to which they were pres-
ently experiencing each of four emotions (proud,
pleased with myself, humiliated, ashamed) (1 = not at all,
7 = very much). These emotions were selected for study
because (a) they directly bear on how people feel about
themselves after they have succeeded or failed (Brown &
Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997) and (b) because
two of these emotions (proud, ashamed) were the best
predictors of scores on the RSE in Study 1. After revers-
ing the scoring for the negative emotions, we averaged
the four items to derive a single emotion scale (α = .78).

When they had finished completing these items, par-
ticipants informed the experimenter that they were fin-
ished with the experiment. They were then debriefed,
thanked, and excused.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Preliminary Analyses

Manipulation check. Preliminary analyses indicated
that the success/failure manipulation was effective. Par-
ticipants in the success condition solved more problems
and evaluated their performance more favorably than
did participants in the failure condition (both ps < .001).

Replication of Study 1. To assess the reliability of the
effects reported in Study 1, we first computed the corre-
lations among the predictors. As in Study 1, the RSE was
correlated with scores on the TSBI (r = .53), PA (r = .59),
and NA (r = .59), and scores on the TSBI were correlated
with PA (r = .48) and NA (r = .31). All of these effects were
highly significant (ps < .001). Finally, PA and NA were,
again, moderately correlated (r = .32).

To determine which of the 20 PANAS items were
uniquely associated with self-esteem, we conducted mul-
tiple regression analyses. Table 2 reveals (a) that the
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items “ashamed” and “proud” were excellent predictors
of scores on the RSE but not scores on the TSBI and (b)
that the TSBI is best predicted by the items “alert,”
“strong,” and “excited.” These results essentially mirror
those reported in Table 1, although the item ‘strong’ in
this study predicted scores on both self-esteem scales.

Main Analyses

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to deter-
mine the degree to which each of our four predictor vari-
ables (i.e., RSE, TSBI, PA, and NA) moderated partici-
pant’s emotional reactions to performance outcomes.
In the first step of each analysis, we entered the (stan-
dardized) predictor variable and (standardized) task
performance (coded: 1 = success, 2 = failure). Afterward,
we added a term representing the interaction of these
variables (formed by multiplying the two predictors to
form a cross-product term).

For three of the four predictors (RSE, TSBI, and PA),
the cross-product term added significantly to the predic-
tion of emotion. (The effect of NA was in the same direc-
tion but it did not reach conventional levels of statistical
significance, p = .11.) Inspection of these effects by
graphing (Cohen & Cohen, 1983) revealed that the
interaction occurred because personality played only a
small role following success but a sizable role following
failure. In all cases, participants who scored 1 standard
deviation below the mean felt much worse about them-
selves after failing than did those who scored 1 standard
deviation above the mean. These findings replicate prior
research (Brown & Dutton, 1995).

Given the overlap among the predictors, it is impor-
tant to determine which of the four predictors uniquely
predicted participant’s emotional reactions to perfor-
mance outcomes. In the first analysis, we used (standard-
ized) RSE scores, TSBI scores, and task performance as
predictors. All main effects were entered in Step 1, all
two-way interactions were entered in Step 2, and the
three-way effect was entered in Step 3. The second analy-
sis used the same analytic strategy but included RSE
scores, PA scores, and task performance as predictors.
The third analysis used RSE scores, NA scores, and task
performance as predictors.

Table 3 presents the results of these analyses. Inspec-
tion of the table reveals that, in all cases, scores on the
RSE interacted with performance outcomes to predict
participant’s emotional states. This is not true for the
other variables. Once scores on the RSE are removed
from these variables, none of them interacts with the suc-
cess-failure manipulation to predict emotion (all ps >
.40). Substantively, these findings imply that it is the vari-
ance uniquely attributable to self-esteem (as measured
by the RSE scale) that predicts who feels bad about them-
selves in the face of failure and who does not.

STUDY 3

To this point, we have shown that (a) self-esteem is
most closely associated with self-relevant emotions and
(b) self-esteem moderates people’s self-relevant emo-
tional reactions to failure. Study 3 was designed to assess
an additional issue. Support for our claim that self-
esteem is most closely linked to self-relevant emotions
would be buttressed by showing that self-esteem does not
moderate people’s non-self-relevant emotional reac-
tions to failure. To address this issue, we conducted a
conceptual replication of Study 2 using the PANAS as a
dependent variable (rather than a predictor variable).

METHOD

Participants

The participants were 23 male and 49 female Univer-
sity of Washington undergraduates who participated in
exchange for extra course credit. These participants
were recruited from a larger pool of students who had
completed the RSE (Rosenberg, 1965) during a mass
testing procedure at the start of the academic term
(approximately 3 weeks before this study was con-
ducted). Only participants who had scored in the lower
one third (21 or less) or upper one third (27 or more) of
the distribution were eligible to participate in this study.
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TABLE 2: Zero-Order Correlations and Standardized Beta Weights
Predicting Self-Esteem From Emotion: Study 2

RSE TSBI

R β R β

Ashamed .66 .33**** Alert .34 .17***
Proud .55 .24**** Strong .40 .17**
Strong .49 .12** Excited .38 .13
Distressed .51 .11** Ashamed .33 .12
Inspired .41 .10 Proud .32 .09
Enthusiastic .43 .09 Enthusiastic .38 .06
Afraid .46 .08 Hostile .18 .05
Attentive .34 .07 Irritable .20 .05
Guilty .45 .07 Afraid .24 .05
Active .30 .06 Nervous .18 .03
Jittery .31 .04 Upset .25 .02
Scared .43 .03 Interested .32 .02
Determined .40 .03 Attentive .28 .02
Hostile .27 .02 Jittery .15 .01
Upset .42 .01 Distressed .26 .01
Irritable .29 –.02 Inspire .29 .01
Alert .22 –.02 Determined .28 –.02
Excited .39 –.02 Scared .21 –.02
Nervous .32 –.04 Active .25 –.02
Interested .42 –.07 Guilty .14 –.07

NOTE: RSE = Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, TSBI = Texas Social Behav-
ior Inventory.
**p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.



Based on these designations, 33 of our participants had
low self-esteem (M = 17.21) and 39 had high self-esteem
(M = 28.90). The experimenters were unaware of each
participant’s self-esteem level throughout the experi-
mental procedure.5

Procedure and Materials

The procedures were the same as in Study 2, except
the PANAS was completed only after the participants
had learned how they had performed on the experimen-
tal task. In addition, to retain consistency with Study 2,
we added two items (pleased with myself and humili-
ated) to the PANAS.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

After reversing the scoring for the negatively worded
items, we computed two emotion scales. The four items
used in Study 2 (proud, ashamed, pleased with myself,
and humiliated) were averaged to form an index of
self-relevant emotions (α = .77). The remaining 18 items
on the PANAS (the 20 PANAS items minus proud and
ashamed) were averaged to form an index of
non-self-relevant emotions (α = .87).6

These emotion scales were then submitted to a 2 (self-
esteem) × 2 (outcome) analysis of variance (ANOVA),
with emotion type treated as a repeated measure. The
ANOVA revealed main effects of self-esteem, outcome,
and emotion type (all ps < .05) as well as a more theoreti-
cally meaningful three-way interaction, F(1, 68) = 3.96,
p = .051. Figure 1 presents the data pertinent to inter-
preting this interaction. The left-hand side shows the
data for the self-relevant emotions. Analysis of these data
revealed a significant simple Self-Esteem × Outcome
interaction, F(1, 68) = 13.66, p < .001. One way to inter-
pret the interaction is to note that the success-failure

manipulation had a stronger effect among LSE partici-
pants, t(68) = 5.91, p < .001, than among HSE
participants, t < 1. Another way to interpret the interac-
tion is to note that self-esteem differences were more
pronounced following failure, t(68) = 7.82, p < .001, than
following success, t(68) = 2.59, p < .025. These findings
parallel the effects observed in Study 2.

The right-hand side of Figure 1 shows the findings for
the non-self-relevant PANAS items. These data reveal
two main effects: a main effect of self-esteem, indicating
that HSE participants felt better (M = 3.78) than did LSE
participants (M = 3.35), F(1, 68) = 27.07, p < .001, and a
main effect of outcome, indicating that those who suc-
ceeded felt better (M = 3.71) than did those who failed
(M = 3.42), F(1, 68) = 12.73, p < .001. The simple
Self-Esteem × Outcome interaction did not even
approach significance in the analysis of these data, F < 1.

To summarize, self-esteem moderated participant’s
self-relevant emotional reactions to performance out-
comes but did not moderate their non-self-relevant emo-
tional reactions.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Self-esteem is arguably psychology’s most popular
construct, with linkages to many different areas of psy-
chology. In this article, we examined the emotional cor-
relates of self-esteem and sought to determine which
aspect of self-esteem moderates people’s emotional
reactions to success and failure.

Emotional Correlates of Self-Esteem

As concerns the first issue, we found consistent evi-
dence that self-esteem, as measured by the RSE, is more
closely associated with self-relevant emotions (e.g., par-
ticularly feelings of pride and shame) than with
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TABLE 3: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses: Study 2

Predictor 1 = RSE, Predictor 1 = RSE, Predictor 1 = RSE,
Predictor 2 = TSBI Predictor 2 = PA Predictor 2 = NA

β ∆R2 β ∆R2 β ∆R2

Step 1
Predictor 1 .37**** .36**** .44****
Predictor 2 .19**** .19*** .05
Task performance –.32**** .32**** –.33**** .32**** –.30**** .30****

Step 2
Predictor 1 × Task Performance .17*** .17*** .23****
Predictor 2 × Performance .03 .04 –.06
Predictor 1 × Predictor 2 .01 .04*** .01 .04*** .01 .04***

Step 3
Predictor 1 × Predictor 2 × Task Performance –.06 .00 .00 .00 –.02 .00

NOTE: RSE = Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, TSBI = Texas Social Behavior Inventory, PA = positive affect, NA = negative affect. Entries are standard-
ized regression coefficients. R2 values are increments in variance for each step.
**p < .05. ***p < .01. ****p < .001.



non-self-relevant emotions (e.g., feelings of enthusiasm
and nervousness). These associations are not surprising.
After all, a self-esteem scale should capture the degree to
which people feel good or bad about themselves.

However obvious this assertion might seem, many of
these self-relevant emotions were not closely associated
with self-esteem as measured by the TSBI. We believe this
is because the TSBI does not really measure self-esteem
at all; it measures social confidence and the ability to
enjoy interacting with others. Although some research-
ers use the term “social self-esteem” to describe these
perceptions, our results suggest that the term is a misno-
mer. Once the effect of non-self-relevant emotions is
controlled, people who score high on the TSBI do not
necessarily feel better about themselves than do people
who score low on this scale.

This finding has several important implications. The
first is methodological. We would suggest that research-
ers interested in studying self-esteem should use the RSE
and not the TSBI. The second implication is more con-
ceptual, because it concerns the nature of self-esteem
itself. Self-esteem has been linked to numerous emo-
tions and has been assumed to be one aspect of a ten-
dency to experience more general positive and negative
affective states (Watson & Clark, 1984). Our findings
suggest that the effects of self-esteem are more specific
than this characterization implies. HSE people do feel
better than do LSE people, but this is especially true
when we examine emotions that measure how people
feel about themselves. The effects of self-esteem are
much less pronounced when we consider emotions that
do not directly implicate the self.

Pride and shame appear to be particularly closely tied
to self-esteem. We believe this is because these emotions
are not only self-relevant (i.e., people feel proud and
ashamed about themselves) but also are explicitly

evaluative. Both pride and shame involve an appraisal of
one’s worth as a person.

This evaluative process may explain why guilt, which is
also a self-relevant emotion, was not a strong independ-
ent predictor of self-esteem. Although there is some dis-
agreement on the matter, many theorists believe that
guilt is a narrower emotion than is shame (e.g., Barrett,
1995; Lazarus, 1991; Lewis, 1971; Niedenthal, Tangney, &
Gavanski, 1994). The focus of guilt is behavior: People
feel guilty when they believe they have done something
they should not have. In contrast, shame is a more global
emotion, arising from the perception that one is a bad
person or is wholly inadequate. These differences may
explain why shame was more closely associated with
self-esteem than was guilt.

The PANAS item “strong” showed an inconsistent
relation with self-esteem. “Strong” emerged as an inde-
pendent (and sizable) predictor of scores on the TSBI in
both studies but did not make a unique contribution to
scores on the RSE in Study 1 and its contribution to
scores on the RSE in Study 2 was modest (although sig-
nificant given the large sample size). The ambiguity of
the term may account for some of this inconsistency.
“Strong” can connote a positive evaluation of self but
also can mean active, enthusiastic, and spirited. This
ambiguity invites inconsistency in people’s interpreta-
tion of the item, perhaps explaining why it was not con-
sistently related to self-esteem in our research and in our
pilot study (see Note 2).

Self-Esteem and Emotional Reactions
to Evaluative Feedback

The present research also examined people’s emo-
tional reactions to success and failure. In previous
research, self-esteem (Brown & Dutton, 1995; Dutton &
Brown, 1997) and affective states (Lyubomirsky & Ross,
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Figure 1 Self-relevant and non-self-relevant reactions to success and failure as a function of self-esteem: Study 3.



1997; Marco & Suls, 1993) have been shown to moderate
these reactions. Because these variables overlap with one
another, it is possible that the effects attributable to one
variable are actually due to its association with other
variables.

Our research found that self-esteem, as measured by
scores on the RSE, uniquely predicted people’s self-rele-
vant emotional reactions to success and failure. Scores
on the TSBI and PA scale (and to a lesser extent, the NA
scale) showed a similar effect when examined alone, but
these effects were eliminated once scores on the RSE
were statistically controlled. Although various method-
ological factors (e.g., differences in measurement error
and range) could explain such findings, we believe the
effect occurs because people’s self-relevant emotional
responses to failure are best predicted by their global
self-esteem level.

Note, however, that this is true only when self-relevant
emotions are examined. In Study 3, self-esteem did not
interact with performance outcomes to predict partici-
pant’s non-self-relevant emotions (see also Brown &
Dutton, 1995). It is entirely possible that other personal-
ity variables, such as PA or NA, predict these non-self-rel-
evant emotional reactions. In fact, a recent investigation
by Lyubomirsky and Ross (1997) found just such an
effect. Thus, we are not suggesting that other personality
variables cannot be used to understand people’s reac-
tions to failure; we are only suggesting that self-esteem is
the best predictor of how people feel about themselves
when they fail.

We also are not suggesting that self-esteem and
valenced outcomes interact to predict only the four emo-
tions we measured in Studies 2 and 3. For example, when
interpersonal rejection is encountered, LSE people may
feel lonelier than HSE people; when a moral transgres-
sion is committed, LSE people may feel guiltier than
HSE people; and when an interpersonal affront is expe-
rienced, LSE people may feel angrier than HSE people.
Our manipulations concerned only achievement-related
outcomes; therefore, we cannot say whether these other
effects occur as well (for a further discussion of these
issues, see Bushman & Baumeister, 1998; Kernis et al.,
1989; Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995). We do,
however, believe that feelings of pride and humiliation
are most apt to be most closely linked to self-esteem
across situations. This is because they inherently involve
a self-evaluative process. Other self-relevant emotions,
such as loneliness, do not necessarily imply an appraisal
of one’s worth.

Toward an Integration: Understanding
the Function of Self-Esteem

We have found that (a) self-relevant emotional
states are the best predictors of self-esteem (Study 1) and

(b) HSE people experience more positive feelings of
self-worth following failure than do LSE people (Studies
2 and 3). Both of these tendencies can be explained by
assuming that a primary function of self-esteem is to reg-
ulate feelings of self-worth, particularly when negative
outcomes, such as failure, criticism, or rejection, are
experienced (Brown, 1993, 1998).

Although our research did not examine the means by
which HSE people protect their feelings of self-worth in
the face of failure, other research has explored this issue.
For example, HSE people compensate for failure in one
domain by exaggerating their virtues in other, unrelated
domains (Baumeister, 1982; Brown & Smart, 1991;
Steele, 1988). To illustrate, after failing at an intellectual
task, an HSE person might console himself or herself by
thinking about his or her many other fine qualities, such
as athleticism, attractiveness, or warm sense of humor.
Doing so helps HSE people restore their positive feelings
of self-worth (Brown & Dutton, 1995). Other strategies,
such as self-serving attributions or downward social com-
parison processes, serve a similar function (Brown, 1993,
1998; Brown & Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997).

For the most part, we believe these strategies are
largely interchangeable and arbitrary. If one strategy
does not work, an HSE person will try another until a
strategy that does work is found. A commitment to not
feel bad about oneself following failure is, we believe, a
defining feature of HSE. How an HSE person goes about
fulfilling the mandate is less important than the commit-
ment itself.

Treating self-esteem in this way shifts the emphasis
away from a static characterization to one that has a more
dynamic flavor. The key fact to consider is not simply that
HSE people feel better about themselves than do LSE
people but that they possess the ability to respond to fail-
ure in ways that ensure that these feelings remain. In our
judgment, it is this capacity, rather than the feelings
themselves, that is most critical to understanding the
nature of self-esteem (Brown, 1993, 1998; Brown &
Dutton, 1995).

This issue is important because many prominent the-
orists (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1992; Heatherton & Polivy,
1991; Leary et al., 1995) claim to experimentally manip-
ulate self-esteem in the laboratory by giving participants
positive or negative self-relevant feedback. We see prob-
lems with this approach. In our judgment, giving partici-
pants positive or negative self-relevant feedback affects
their feelings of self-worth (i.e., how proud or ashamed
of themselves they feel at the moment) but does not
affect their self-esteem level. This is because experimen-
tal manipulations of this sort do not change the manner
in which people cope with positive and negative feed-
back, which, we have argued, is a defining feature of
self-esteem. Therefore, we believe it is inappropriate to
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speak of experiences (or experimental manipulations)
that affect self-esteem, only experiences (or experimen-
tal manipulations) that affect feelings of self-worth
(Brown, 1998).

A related issue concerns the use of self-evaluations to
measure self-esteem. Many self-esteem scales assess how
people appraise themselves in particular areas of their
lives. For example, the scale that Marsh (1990) devel-
oped measures one’s (perceived) physical abilities,
appearance, problem-solving abilities, social skills, peer
relationships, opposite-sex relationships, and emotional
stability (see also Byrne & Shavelson, 1996; Harter, 1986;
Shavelson, Hubner, & Stanton 1976). These scales
assume that people have different self-esteem levels for
different attributes, situations, and activities.

Scores on these domain-specific self-esteem scales
have been shown to predict a host of variables, attesting
to their importance in psychological life (for a review,
see Marsh, 1993), but they do not seem to predict how
people feel about themselves when they fail (Dutton &
Brown, 1997). To illustrate this point, consider a golfer’s
reaction when he or she shoots a score of 95 for 18 holes.
If we want to know whether the person regards this score
as a success or a failure, we need to know how the person
evaluates his or her ability in golf. If he or she thinks they
are a good golfer, then he or she is apt to regard this
score as a negative outcome. But if we want to know how
he or she feels when they fail, we need to look at his or
her global self-esteem level. As we have seen in this
research, it is global self-esteem that most clearly pre-
dicts how people feel about themselves after they fail.

NOTES

1. In this context, the term “self” is broadened to include what
James (1890) called the extracorporeal self. Included here are other
people (e.g., children, siblings, friends). In this manner, people can
feel proud about their loved one’s accomplishments. People even feel
proud when their favorite team wins a championship (which is why
people shout “We’re #1”).

2. As a check on these designations, we had faculty members and
graduate students (N = 6) in the social/personality area at the Univer-
sity of Washington rate each item on the PANAS according to its
self-relevance (1 = very rarely self-relevant, 5 = always self-relevant). The
three items receiving the highest self-relevance ratings were ashamed
(M = 4.50), guilty (M = 4.10), and proud (M = 4.00). All of these items
were ones we had designated on a priori grounds as being self-relevant,
and statistical analyses comparing each of these scores with the 17
remaining items on the PANAS produced significant differences for 48
of the 51 tests. The fourth item we had labeled as self-relevant (strong)
was not rated as such by our colleagues (M = 1.55). We return to a con-
sideration of this issue in the Discussion section of this article.

3. Gender of subject did not modify any of the findings reported in
this article, and this variable will not be discussed further.

4. This value is derived by taking the variance explained by the two
items (proud and ashamed: R2 = .38) and dividing this value by the total
amount of variance explained (R2 = .46).

5. We recruited participants from the lower and upper thirds on the
RSE for this study because the subject pool was smaller during the quar-
ter this study was conducted and the available subjects were rationed
among each of the experiments being performed.

6. We did not include two PANAS items (strong and guilty) when
computing a self-relevant emotion scale because (a) these items were
not consistently linked to scores on the RSE in both of the previous
studies reported in this article and (b) they were not used to measure
self-relevant emotions in Study 2 and in our prior research (Brown &
Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997). However, including these items
did not alter the pattern of findings reported in the text.
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