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Two studies explored the relation between self-esteem and self-enhancement biases. It was proposed 
that people with high self-esteem engage in forms of self-enhancement in which the self is directly 
linked to positive identities and outcomes, whereas people with low self-esteem engage in forms of 
self-enhancement in which the self is indirectly linked to positive identities and outcomes. To test 
the hypothesis, we examined group favoritism as a function of self-esteem and group involvement. 
As expected, high self-esteem subjects were most apt to display favoritism when they were directly 
involved in group processes, whereas low self-esteem subjects were most apt to display favoritism 
when they were not directly involved in group processes. Furthermore, consistent with the view that 
these tendencies reflect a motivated desire to enhance self-worth, these effects were less evident after 
subjects had received positive feedback than after they had received negative feedback. The discus- 
sion centers on the nature of high and low self-esteem and the influence of self-enhancement and 
self-consistency motives in social behavior. 

Conventional wisdom holds that self-serving biases are prin- 
cipally the refuge of those with low self-esteem. This position, 
typically referred to as self-enhancement theory (Shrauger, 
1975), is based on the notion that all individuals are motivated 
to maintain a positive self-concept, and that the need for self- 
enhancement increases the more the desire to think favorably 
of the self goes unfulfilled. In their efforts to shore up a negative 
self-image, those with low self-esteem are presumed to distort 
and bias personal information in a self-enhancing direction (cf. 
Dittes, 1959; Jones, 1973; Kaplan, 1975). 

In contrast to the preceding view, which holds that self-en- 
hancement biases are more prevalent among those with low 
self-esteem than among those with high self-esteem, other theo- 
ries suggest that individuals with high self-esteem are more apt 
to display evidence of self-enhancement. Self-consistency theo- 
rists (Lecky, 1945; Swann, 1983, 1987) contend that individuals 
are motivated to maintain a consistent self-image because sta- 
ble self-views enable them to predict and control their world 
(Epstein, 1973). From this perspective, people with high self- 
esteem more than those with low self-esteem should exhibit self- 
enhancing biases, because such biases strengthen the self-image 
of those with positive self-views but threaten the self-image of 
those with negative self-views. 

Despite the theoretical elegance of each of these arguments, 
recent research has failed to distinguish consistently between 
these opposing views (McFarlin & Blascovich, 198 l; Swann, 
Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987). Under some conditions 
and with some dependent variables, people with low self-esteem 
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appear more self-aggrandizing than do those with high self-es- 
teem; under other conditions and with other dependent mea- 
sures, the reverse is true. This has elicited calls to abandon the 
"either-or" approach that has characterized prior research in 
favor of a more integrative view (Rosenberg, 1979; Shrauger, 
1975; Swannet al., 1987). The purpose of this article is to con- 
tribute to such an integration. 

The  Present  Model  

One possible point of departure toward reconciling the two 
theories is to propose that both those with high and those with 
low self-esteem seek self-enhancement, but do so in different 
ways. More formally, we speculate that although the strength of 
the motive to enhance self-worth may not vary as a function of 
chronic levels of self-esteem, important differences exist with 
respect to the means whereby those with high and those with 
low self-esteem seek self-enhancement. In the sections that fol- 
low, we elaborate on the reasoning behind these assertions. 

As concerns the first part of our thesis, a great number of 
scholars have argued that the desire to achieve a positive self- 
image is a universal human motivation. This motive, which Mc- 
Dougall (1932) referred to as the master sentiment, has been 
endorsed as a principal force of human behavior by philoso- 
phers (e.g., Hobbes, Kant, Nietzsche, and Rosseau), cultural an- 
thropologists (e.g., Becker), and sociologists (e.g., Rosenberg), 
as well as numerous theorists from psychiatry and psychology 
(e.g., Adler, Allport, Homey, James, Kottka, Rogers, and Sulli- 
van). The conclusion that each of these students of human be- 
havior has converged on was perhaps best stated by Pulitzer 
Prize-winning anthropologist Ernest Becker, who wrote: 

The fundamental datum for our science is a fact that at first seems 
banal, or irrelevant: it is the fact that--as far as we can tell--all 
organisms like to 'feel good" about themselves . . . .  Thus in the 
most brief and direct manner, we have a law of human develop- 
ment . . . .  the Principle of Self-Esteem Maintenance. (Becket, 
1968, p. 328) 
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A motivation to enhance self-worth does not, however, ensure 
that a positive identity will be realized. That is, although indi- 
viduals may prefer to "think as well of  themselves as they can 
get away with" (Smith, 1968, p. 368), what they can get away 
with is limited by (a) private self-perceptions, (b) beliefs about 
what others will accept, and (c) objective evidence in the envi- 
ronment (Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987; Schlenker, 1985). 
An individual who lays claim to having superior athletic prow- 
ess, for example, may someday be called on to demonstrate this 
skill to both self and others. Thus, in order to be effective, desir- 
able images of the self must be perceived as believable and 
grounded in social reality. 

In the present view, it is this aspect of  social life that accounts 
for differences in the ways in which people with high and people 
with low self-esteem seek to promote a positive self-image. 
Those with low self-esteem, almost by definition, doubt their 
competence in many areas. Consequently, their pursuit of  self- 
aggrandizement is likely to be impeded by concerns that a posi- 
tive identity can successfully be defended. In contrast, people 
with high self-esteem are confident of  their abilities. Hence, 
they are relatively unfettered by such concerns and further 
efforts at promoting self-esteem can proceed relatively unob- 
structed. 

Direct Versus lndirect Forms of  Self-Enhancement 

Because they face disparate demands, those with low self-es- 
teem may engage in different forms of  self-enhancement than 
do those with high self-esteem (cf. Baumeister & Tice, 1985). 
In particular, we propose that people with high self-esteem tend 
to engage in direct forms of  self-enhancement, whereas those 
with low self-esteem tend to bolster self-worth indirectly. As 
used here, the difference between these terms concerns the de- 
gree to which the self is directly implicated in esteem-enhancing 
biases. With direct self-enhancement, the self is directly linked 
to positive identities and outcomes; with indirect self-enhance- 
ment, the self is only indirectly linked to positive identities and 
outcomes by virtue of  one's association with others. In other 
words, direct self-enhancement occurs when individuals exhibit 
esteem-enhancing biases that explicitly center around the self, 
whereas indirect self-enhancement occurs when individuals ex- 
hibit esteem-enhancing biases that involve other members of  
the social world. 

Some research examples serve to clarify further the distinc- 
tion we have made between direct and indirect forms of self- 
enhancement. An example of  direct self-enhancement is pro- 
vided by research that has examined individuals' evaluations of 
self and others. Numerous studies have found that individuals 
display a pronounced self-other bias such that desirable person- 
ality attributes are seen as more descriptive of  the self than of 
others, but undesirable personality attributes are seen as less 
descriptive of  the self than of  others (e.g., Alicke, 1985; Brown, 
1986; Rosenberg, 1979). Evaluating the self in more positive 
and less negative terms than one appraises other members of  
the social world constitutes a direct form of self-enhancement 
insofar as individuals are directly laying claim to superior status 
for the self. The tendency for individuals to accept greater re- 
sponsibility for success than failure is another example of  direct 

self-enhancement, as this biased attributional pattern involves 
outcomes for which the individual is personally responsible. 

But directly linking the self to positive identities and out- 
comes is not the only way individuals can attempt to enhance 
self-esteem; one's relationships with others may also be used to 
promote feelings of  personal worth (Tesser & Campbell, 1982). 
For instance, individuals can bask in the reflected glory of  oth- 
ers' accomplishments by emphasizing their association with 
them (Cialdini et al., 1976). To illustrate, Cialdini et al. found 
that university students were more likely to use the pronoun we 
when relating the details of  a football game their team had won 
than when describing a game their team had lost (see also Cial- 
dini & Richardson, 1980; Snyder, Lassegard, & Ford, 1986). 
Basking in reflected glory represents an indirect form of self- 
enhancement insofar as individuals have played no direct role 
in attaining the outcome for which they are assuming credit. 
Instead, self-enhancement occurs in a more roundabout way as 
individuals attempt to align themselves with successful others 
(or distance themselves from unsuccessful others). 

To our knowledge, the relation between chronic levels of  self- 
esteem and a preference for direct versus indirect self-enhance- 
ment strategies has not been explored in prior research. As 
noted earlier, however, there is reason to believe that people with 
high self-esteem will favor direct self-enhancement, whereas 
those with low self-esteem will favor indirect self-enhancement. 
Consider first the predictions for those with high self-esteem. 
Because they have generally positive self-conceptions, esteem- 
enhancing illusions that directly implicate the self are largely 
believable to those with high self-esteem. Consequently, people 
with high self-esteem should avail themselves oftbe direct route 
to esteem enhancement. In contrast, those with low self-esteem 
are plagued by doubts regarding their self-worth. As a result, 
esteem-enhancing illusions that directly implicate the self are 
not believable to these individuals, and they are unlikely to en- 
gage in direct forms of  self-enhancement. Instead, those with 
low self-esteem should be more apt to display evidence of  indi- 
rect self-enhancement. 

Summary 

To summarize, it has been contended that (a) all individuals 
experience a strong desire to enhance self-worth, but (b) people 
with low self-esteem are more constrained in their pursuit of 
this goal by concerns that a positive self-image can be defended. 
Consequently, the specific form self-enhancing behaviors take 
differs among those with high and those with low self-esteem: 
Whereas people with high self-esteem tend to engage in direct 
forms of  self-enhancement, those with low self-esteem are more 
prone to bolster self-worth indirectly. 

Study 1 

To test the preceding hypothesis, we examined the effects of  
self-esteem and group involvement on group favoritism. Prior 
research has shown that when individuals are placed into 
groups on an arbitrary basis, in-group members receive greater 
rewards and are evaluated more favorably than are out-group 
members (for a review, see Brewer, 1979). A number oftbeorists 
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have a t t r ibu ted  this  t endency  to a mot iva t ion  to enhance  self- 
wor th  (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Wills, 1981). 

Whe the r  this  effect is s tronger among  people wi th  h igh self- 
es teem than  among  those wi th  low self-esteem is somewhat  un-  
clear, however (Crocker  & Schwartz,  1985; Crocker, Thompson ,  
McGraw,  & Ingerman,  1987). F rom the  present  perspective, the  
influence of  self-esteem on group  favori t ism should  depend on  
the  degree to which  individuals  are active group members .  
W h e n  individuals  are actively involved in group processes, fa- 
vor i t i sm represents  a form of  direct  se l f -enhancement ;  when  
individuals  are no t  actively involved in group processes, favorit- 
i sm represents  an  indirect  fo rm of  se l f -enhancement .  Thus,  on  
the basis o f  the  preceding analysis, we can  predic t  t ha t  people 
wi th  h igh self-esteem will be  more  ap t  to  exhibi t  g roup  favorit- 
i sm under  the  fo rmer  condi t ion  t h a n  the latter, whereas  people 
wi th  low self-esteem will be more  inc l ined  to display favori t ism 
under  the lat ter  condi t ion t han  the  former. These hypotheses  
were tested in Study 1. 

Method 

Overview. In the first part of the experiment, a dot-estimation task 
(Gerard & Hoyt, 1974) was used to divide subjects arbitrarily into two 
groups. The underestimators were those who allegedly had underesti- 
mated the number of dots in a series of stimulus displays, and the overes- 
t imators were those who allegedly had overestimated the number of dots 
in a series of stimulus displays. Following the delivery of these manipula- 
tions, one half of the underestimators and one half of the overestimators 
were taken to a different experimental room. All four groups (i.e., two 
groups of underestimators and two groups of overestimators) then com- 
pleted a brief group problem-solving task. After completing the task, 
two experimental conditions were created. Subjects in the own-group- 
out-group condition were asked to compare the merits of their own 
group's solution (i.e., the solution created by the group in which they 
participated) with a solution created by an out-group. Those in the in- 
group-out-group condition were asked to compare the merits of their 
fellow in-group's solution (i.e., the solution created by a group of the 
same label but not the group in which the subjects participated) with 
that of an out-group. In this manner, subjects in the own-group-out- 
group condition were evaluating a product they had helped create, 
whereas those in the in-group-out-group condition were evaluating a 
product they had not had a hand in creating, but one that their counter- 
part in-group members in the adjacent experimental room had created. 
A positive discrepancy between own-group and out-group products rep- 
resents direct self-enhancement, whereas a positive discrepancy be- 
tween in-group and out-group products represents indirect self-en- 
hancement. 

Subjects. The subjects were 11 male and 51 female undergraduates 
enrolled in introductory psychology courses at the University of Califor- 
nia, Los Angeles (UCLA). Subjects participated in groups of 13 to 18 
people and received partial credit toward a course requirement in ex- 
change for their participation. Two subjects failed to complete all of the 
stimulus materials, leaving a final sample of 60 subjects. 

Materials and procedure. At the outset of the study subjects were 
greeted by a male and a female experimenter and asked to sign a stan- 
dard informed consent form. Subsequently, in an effort to facilitate hon- 
est responding, subjects were given a code number and told that they 
should not put their names on any of the other questionnaires they 
would be completing. 

The dot-estimation task was then introduced, adapting instructions 
developed by Gerard and Hoyt (1974). Subjects were told that prior 
research had established that when given the task of estimating the num- 
ber of objects they have seen, different people tend to consistently over- 

estimate or underestimate the correct number. Subjects were further 
informed that although psychologists allegedly placed no value on 
whether it was better to be an overestimator or an underestimator, indi- 
viduals who underestimate tend to be similar to one another in other 
ways, just as those who overestimate tend to share a number of other 
characteristics. 

A form with five blanks was then distributed. For each of five trials, 
the experimenter held up a large piece of white cardboard covered with 
a number of dots for 3 s, and subjects recorded their estimates in the 
spaces provided. Following the five presentations, the forms were col- 
lected and the experimenter announced that "While I am scoring these, 
the other experimenter will be taking over." Experimenter A then went 
into an adjoining room with subjects' dot-estimation forms. 

Experimenter B then passed out the Texas Social Behavior Inventory 
(TSBI; Helmreich & Stapp, 1974). The TSBI is a well-validated measure 
that places particular emphasis on the social aspects of self-esteem (see 
Helmreich & Stapp, 1974, for information regarding the scale's psycho- 
metric properties). The internal consistency of the TSBI in the present 
sample was high (a = .86). 

Shortly after subjects completed the TSBI, Experimenter A returned 
from the adjacent room and announced that she had gone through their 
responses to the dot-estimation task and had divided subjects into two 
groups: those who tended to consistently overestimate the correct num- 
ber of dots and those who tended to consistently underestimate the cor- 
rect number of dots. (In fact, group assignment was random.) She then 
proceeded to list subjects' code numbers on a blackboard under the 
headings "Overestimators" and "Underestimators': 

At this point, approximately half of the overestimators and half of 
the underestimators were instructed to follow Experimenter B into the 
adjoining room; the remaining subjects were told to stay with Experi- 
menter A in the main experimental room. In each room, subjects were 
given group badges that proclaimed their group label, and were seated 
around separate tables according to their group classification (group 
sizes ranged from 3 to 5 people). They were then informed that in order 
to investigate the effects of overestimation and underestimation on cre- 
ativity they would participate in a group brainstorming task (Dion, 
1979). After appointing 1 subject in each group to serve as the group 
secretary, the groups were given 4 min to think of as many unusual uses 
as they could for a flyswatter. 

At the conclusion of the brainstorming task, the experimenters col- 
lected each group's solutions and distributed a questionnaire that as- 
sessed attitudes toward the group. These items asked subjects to rate 
how much they (a) had enjoyed working in the group, (b) liked the other 
group members, (c) felt similar to the other group members, and (d) 
were interested in working with the group in the future. Responses to 
these queries were made on 7-point scales (1 = not at all; 7 = very much). 

While subjects were completing the posttask questionnaire, the ex- 
perimenters met in the hallway and randomly chose the lists from one 
room to be used for the evaluation task. The first 5 nonoverlapping 
items appearing on the selected lists were identified. Subsequently, the 
experimenters returned to their respective rooms and informed subjects 
that because they needed some means of determining how creative the 
groups had been, subjects were being asked to evaluate some of the lists. 

Each experimenter then posted the five selected solutions to the group 
task under appropriate group headings, explaining to subjects how the 
five items had been selected and whether the lists had been generated 
by the subjects in that room (own-group-out-group condition) or by 
subjects in the adjoining room (in-group-out-group condition). Two 
rating forms were then distributed, and subjects were instructed to rate 
how interesting, creative, original, imaginative, and clever they thought 
each group's solution was by using 1 l-point rating scales (0 = not at all; 
10 = very). Approximately half of the subjects first evaluated us (i.e., 
either own-group or in-group), then them (i.e., either out-group in the 
same room or out-group in the adjoining room), whereas the order was 
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Table 1 
Mean Evaluation Ratings for  Us and Them as a Function o f  
Experimental  Condition and Self-Esteem 

High self-esteem Low self-esteem 

Condition Us Them Us Them 

Own-group-Out-group 
M 8.68 5.92 6.95 7.10 
SD 1.04 1.76 1.36 1.77 
N 12 92 13 42 

In-group-Out-group 
M 6.59 6.15 5.92 4.70 
SD 1.55 1.89 1.38 1.66 
N 10 50 16 80 

Note. Proportions of subjects showing favoritism are presented in ital- 
ics. 

reversed for the remaining subjects. After completing their evaluations, 
the rating forms were collected and subjects regrouped in the main ex- 
perimental room where they were debriefed. 

R e s u l t s  

Main analyses. An evaluation index for us and them was 
derived for each subject by averaging across the five items on 
the two evaluation questionnaires (for us, a = .91; for them, 
a = .93). Prel iminary analyses revealed no effects of  gender or 
order of  evaluation (i.e., us first or them first). Hence, these vari- 
ables were ignored, and the data were submitted to a 2 (self- 
esteem: high or low) • 2 (condition: own-group-out-group or 
in-group-out-group) • 2 (target: us or them) unweighted means 
mixed analysis of  variance (ANOVA), with the last factor treated 
as a within-subjects variable. 

Self-enhancement in the min imal  group paradigm takes the 
form of  a positive discrepancy between evaluations for us versus 
them. We expected that this favorability bias would be most 
evident among those with high self-esteem in the own-group-  
out-group condition, bu t  most evident among those with low 
self-esteem in the in-group-out-group condition. Formally, 
these predictions translate into a three-way (Self-Esteem • 
Condition • Target) interaction in the ANOVA. 

Along with main  effects for self-esteem, F( I ,  47) = 5.28, p < 
.05, condition, F(I ,  47) = 20.79,p  < .01, and target, F(I ,  47) = 
9.52, p < .01, the expected three-way interaction was signifi- 
cant,/7(1, 47) = 7.12,p = .01. As shown in Table 1, the form of  
the interaction was as predicted. Just as high self-esteem sub- 
jects showed greater favoritism in the own-group-out-group 
condition than in the in-group-out-group condition, low self- 
esteem subjects showed greater favoritism in the in-group-out-  
group condition than in the own-group-out-group condition. 
Subsequent analyses confirmed that high self-esteem subjects 
gave higher ratings to us than them in the own-group-out-group 
condit ion, /(47) = 3.99, p < .01, but  not  in the in-group-out-  
group condition, t < 1, whereas this pattern tended to be re- 
versed among low self-esteem subjects, t < 1 and/ (47)  = 1.77, 
p < .08, respectively. 2 

Additional aspects of  the data are also consistent with the 
experimental hypotheses. Although group favoritism can result 

from either an overevaluation of  own-group or in-group prod- 
ucts or a devaluation of out-group products, derogation of  out- 
group products would seem to represent a more indirect form 
of  enhancement,  as it does not  directly implicate the self)  Con- 
sequently, when exhibiting favoritism, subjects with high self- 
esteem should tend to show own-group enhancement ,  whereas 
those with low self-esteem should be more apt to display out- 
group derogation. 

The data presented in Table l reveal just  such a pattern. High 
self-esteem subjects gave higher ratings to us in the own-group-  
out-group condition than in the in-group-out-group condition, 
/(47) = 3.02, p < .0 l, but  ratings for them did not  differ across 
conditions, t < I .  Among those with low self-esteem, however, 
ratings for us did not  differ across conditions,/(47) = 1.49, ns, 
but  ratings for them were lower in the in-group-out-group con- 
dition than in the own-group-out-group condition, /(47) = 
3.47, p < .0 I. Thus, favoritism among high self-esteem subjects 
primari ly took the form of  enhanced ratings for one's own 
group, but  favoritism among low self-esteem subjects primari ly 
took the form of depressed ratings of  out-groups. These findings 
offer further evidence that people with high self-esteem seek to 
enhance self-worth directly, whereas those with low self-esteem 
follow more indirect routes to self-enhancement. + 

Ancillary analyses. After completing the brainstorming task, 
subjects indicated their attitudes toward the other group mem-  
bers. Scores on these i tems were highly correlated (a = .87), 
and an attraction index was formed by averaging across the four 
attitude items. An ANOVA on these scores revealed that subjects 
with high self-esteem expressed more favorable attitudes to- 

l The median score on the Texas Social Behavior Inventory (TSBI) 
was 58.5. To avoid misclassifying subjects, individuals scoring within 
one-half point of the median (i.e., 58 or 59) were deleted from all statisti- 
cal analyses. This left 22 subjects classified as low in self-esteem (M = 
47.59) and 29 subjects classified as high in self-esteem (M = 64.38). A 
Self-Esteem • Condition analysis of variance on subjects' TSBI scores 
revealed only the built-in main effect for self-esteem classification, F(I, 
47) = 85.94, p < .001. Finally, it is  important to note that the critical 
three-way interaction reported in the text remained significant when a 
median split on self-esteem scores was used, F(1, 56) = 4.64, p < .05. 

2 Because these mean values can be skewed by extreme ratings, we 
also examined the proportion of subjects in each condition who showed 
group favoritism (i.e., who gave higher ratings to us than to them). Fol- 
lowing Langer and Abelson (L972), an arcsine transformation was per- 
formed prior to analyzing these data. As shown in Table 1, consistent 
with the earlier analyses on the rating scores, a greater proportion of 
high self-esteem subjects exhibited favoritism in the own-group-out- 
group than in the in-group-out-group condition, whereas the reverse 
was true for those with low self-esteem, Z = 3.17, p < .001. 

3 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for calling this point to 
our attention. 

+ Several additional analyses using the mean square error for the inter- 
action (MSe = 2.95) revealed the following effects: A significant Condi- 
tion • Target interaction for those with high self-esteem, F(I, 47) = 
5.63, p < .05, but not for those with low self-esteem, F(1, 47) = 1.97, 
ns; a significant Self-Esteem • Condition interaction for ratings for 
them, F(1, 47) = 7.24, p < .025, but not for ratings for us, F(I, 47) = 
1.18, ns; a significant Self-Esteem • Target interaction in the own- 
group-out-group condition, F( 1, 47) = 8.84, p < .01, but not in the in- 
group-out-group condition, F < I. 
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ward the group (M = 5.48) than did subjects with low self-es- 
teem (M = 4.76), F ( I ,  47) = 8.27, p < .01. 

To determine whether this tendency might account for the 
differential effects of  self-esteem on favoritism, we first per- 
formed correlational analyses relating attraction scores to a fa- 
vorability index (i.e., us minus them), both within each experi- 
mental condition and collapsed across conditions. None of  the 
correlations reached statistical significance (all ps > .20). We 
also performed an analysis of  covariance using attraction scores 
as a covariate. None of  the effects reported in the preceding 
paragraphs was altered to an appreciable degree. Thus, the fact 
that high self-esteem subjects were more attracted to the group 
does not appear to account for the present findings. 

Discussion 

In sum, the data provide preliminary support for the hypoth- 
esis that people with high and people with low self-esteem seek 
self-enhancement in characteristic ways. In accordance with the 
hypothesis that people with high self-esteem engage in direct 
forms of  self-enhancement, subjects with high self-esteem eval- 
uated their own group's product more favorably than an out- 
group's product. Moreover, the greater favoritism displayed by 
those with high self-esteem in the own-group-out-group condi- 
tion than in the in-group-out-group condition was due to en- 
hanced ratings for one's own group, rather than depressed rat- 
ings of  out-groups. Both of  these findings suggest that individu- 
als with high self-esteem engage in forms of self-enhancement 
that directly implicate the self. High self-esteem subjects did 
not, however, display favoritism when they were not directly in- 
volved in the creation of  the group's product. Although specula- 
tive, one reason why they may eschew indirect forms of  self- 
enhancement is because such strategies are less efficient at en- 
hancing self-worth. 

In contrast to these effects, people with low self-esteem 
showed no evidence of favoritism when evaluating a product 
they had helped to create. To paraphrase Groucho Marx, these 
individuals appear to have been suspicious of  any group that 
would have them as a member. Although reluctant to engage in 
direct forms of  self-enhancement, those with low self-esteem 
were not entirely egalitarian in their product appraisals. Rather, 
these individuals showed a distinct tendency to favor the in- 
group over an out-group. Furthermore, the greater favoritism 
displayed by those with low self-esteem in the in-group--out- 
group condition than in the own-group-out-group condition 
was due to derogation of  the out-group rather than enhance- 
ment of the in-group. Together, these findings suggest that those 
with low self-esteem seek to enhance self-worth indirectly by 
engaging in esteem-enhancing strategies that do not explicitly 
involve the self. 

S tudy  2 

We have argued that the results of  Study I indicate that peo- 
ple with high and people with low self-esteem seek self-enhance- 
ment in different ways. A critical assumption underlying our 
interpretation of  the data is that favoritism in the intergroup 
paradigm derives from a motivation to enhance self-worth. Al- 
though there is both theoretical and empirical support for this 

contention (e.g., Lemyre & Smith, 1985; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 
Wills, 1981), thus far we have provided no evidence that this is 
the case. 

One way to examine this issue is to assess the degree to which 
the effects observed in Study 1 are affected by temporary 
changes in self-esteem. Assuming that a motivated desire to en- 
hance self-worth underlies group bias, favoritism should be less 
apparent when self-esteem has recently been bolstered than 
when it has recently been threatened (cf. Cialdini et al., 1976). 
If so, the following predictions can be derived: (a) People with 
high self-esteem will be less apt to engage in direct self-enhance- 
ment after receiving positive feedback than after receiving nega- 
tive feedback; and (b) people with low self-esteem will be less apt 
to engage in indirect self-enhancement after receiving positive 
feedback than after receiving negative feedback. These hypothe- 
ses were tested in Study 2. 5 

Method  

Subjects. The subjects were 30 male and 81 female undergraduates 
enrolled in introductory psychology courses at UCLA. Subjects partici- 
pated in exchange for course credit. 

Materials and procedure. The same procedures used in Study I were 
followed in this study, with one exception. Instead of informing subjects 
that psychologists placed no value on whether it was better to be an 
overestimator or an underestimator, subjects were led to believe that 
prior research had established that it was better to be an overestimator 
(underestimator) than an underestimator (overestimator). Specifically, 
the following manipulation was delivered after subjects were divided 
randomly into two groups on the alleged basis of their dot-estimation 
tendencies. 

Before we proceed with the rest of the experiment, let me tell you 
what psychologists have learned about overestimators and underes- 
timators. Overestimators tend to be highly confident in their judg- 
ments and are not afraid to take chances. These individuals are 
able to see the broader issues of a problem and are therefore able 
to avoid getting bogged down in details. Underestimators, on the 
other hand, tend to be too conservative in their judgments and are 
afraid to take chances. These individuals tend to get bogged down 
in the specifics of a problem and axe often unable to finish what 
they start. Thus, all in all, psychologists believe that it is better to 
be an overestimator than an underestimator. 

For approximately one half of the subjects, the descriptions were re- 
versed such that overestimators were portrayed as being too expansive 
in their thinking, whereas underestimators were characterized as being 
very precise in their thinking. In this case, subjects were told that psy- 
chologists believed it was better to be an underestimator than an overes- 
timator. 

Resul ts  and  Discussion 

Main analyses. As in Study 1, an evaluation index for us and 
them was derived by averaging subjects' ratings on the five items 
on the evaluation questionnaires (for us, a = .94; for them, ~ = 
.91). Preliminary analyses again revealed no significant effects 
for gender or order of  evaluation, and the subjects' scores were 
submitted to a 2 (self-esteem) × 2 (condition) × 2 (feedback) × 

s Studies 1 and 2 were run concurrently using independent samples 
from the same subject pool. 
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2 (target) unweighted means mixed ANOVA, with the last vari- 
able treated as a within-subjects factor. 6 

We have argued that group favoritism in the minimal group 
paradigm stems from a desire to enhance feelings of personal 
worth. Therefore, we anticipated that the tendency for high self- 
esteem subjects to engage in direct self-enhancement and for 
low self-esteem subjects to engage in indirect self-enhancement 
would be less apparent after they had received positive rather 
than negative feedback. These predictions translate into a sig- 
nificant four-way interaction in the ANOVA. 

Along with a main effect of condition, F(1, 87) = 9.67,/7 < 
.01, a marginal main effect of target, F(I,  87) -- 2.95, p < .10, 
and Condition X Target and Feedback X Target interactions, 
F(l ,  87) = 4.07, p < .05, and F(l ,  87) = 8.04, p < .01, respec- 
tively, the ANOVA revealed the predicted four-way interaction, 
F(l ,  87) = 6.38, p = .01. As each of the lower-order effects is 
qualified by the four-way interaction, our discussion is limited 
to the higher-order effect. 

Separate Self-Esteem • Condition x Target ANOVAS were 
conducted within each feedback group to facilitate interpreta- 
tion of the four-way interaction. A significant triple interaction 
of the form observed in Study l was found among subjects re- 
ceiving negative feedback, F( l, 87) = 5.58, p < .025. Paralleling 
the results of the earlier study, the data displayed in the bottom 
half of Table 2 reveal that, following negative feedback, favorit- 
ism was greater among high self-esteem subjects in the own- 
group-out-group condition than in the in-group-out-group 
condition, but greater among low self-esteem subjects in the lat- 
ter condition than in the former. To be more specific, after re- 
ceiving negative feedback, the discrepancy between us and them 
was significant for high self-esteem subjects in the own-group- 
out-group condition, t(87) = 3.68, p < .01, but not in the in- 
group-out-group condition, t < 1, whereas this pattern tended 
to be reversed among those with low self-esteem, t < 1 and 
t(87) = 1.94, p < .06, respectively. Additional analyses revealed 
that, as before, favoritism among high self-esteem subjects was 
principally due to greater ratings for us in the own-group-out- 
group condition than in the in-group-out-group condition, 
t(87) = 3.08, p < .01. However, unlike in Study l, ratings for 
them were only slightly lower among those with low self-esteem 
in the in-group-out-group condition than in the own-group- 
out-group condition, t < I. 

In contrast to these effects, the triple interaction was not sig- 
nificant among subjects receiving positive feedback, F( l ,  87) = 
1.43, ns. Consistent with the hypothesis that positive feedback 
dampens self-enhancement biases, the data shown in the top 
half of Table 2 reveal that there was little evidence of favoritism 
after subjects had received positive feedback. In fact, low self- 
esteem subjects actually showed a reverse bias in the in-group- 
out-group condition following the receipt of positive feedback, 
giving higher ratings to the out-group's product than to the in- 
group's product, t(87) = 2.48, p < .025. One plausible explana- 
tion for this reversal is that, as self-consistency theory predicts, 
low self-esteem subjects had difficulty accepting feedback indi- 
cating that the in-group was superior. 7 

Ancillary analyses. Subjects' responses on the items assessing 
attitudes toward the group were again highly correlated (a = 
.83) and were averaged to create an attraction index. An ANOVA 
on these scores revealed a single effect of feedback, F(1, 87) = 

Table 2 
Mean Evaluation Ratings for  Us and Them as a Function o f  
Experimental  Condition, Self-Esteem, and Feedback 

High self-esteem Low self-esteem 

Condition Us Them Us Them 

Positive feedback 

Own-group-Out-group 
M 7.97 7.60 7.04 6.86 
SD 1.17 .52 1.42 1.74 
N 7 57 16 31 

In-group-Out-group 
M 6.04 5.91 5.66 7.52 
SD 1.53 2.26 2.08 1.29 
N 17 41 10 00 

Negative feedback 

Own-group-Out-group 
M 8.22 5.48 6.71 6.04 
SD 1.32 2.38 1.67 1.39 
N 13 77 11 55 

In-group-Out-group 
M 6.16 6.20 6.91 5.45 
SD 1.88 1.85 1.38 1.51 
N 10 40 11 82 

Note. Proportions of subjects showing favoritism are presented in ital- 
ics. 

4.42, p < .05, with subjects expressing more favorable attitudes 
toward other group members when group membership was pos- 
itively valued (M = 5.36) than when group membership was 
negatively valued (M = 4.93). However, subjects' scores on the 
attraction index again did not predict favoritism. 

6 The classification of high and low self-esteem groups was made us- 
ing the same guidelines as those used in Study 1. This left 48 subjects 
classified as low in self-esteem (M = 50.31) and 47 subjects classified as 
high in self-esteem (M = 64.94). An analysis of variance on subjects' 
Texas Social Behavior Inventory scores revealed only a significant effect 
for self-esteem classification, F(I, 87) = 172.42, p < .001. In addition, 
the critical four-way interaction reported in the text remained signifi- 
cant when a median split on self-esteem scores was used, F(1, 103) = 
8.70, p < .01. 

7 Analyses using the mean square error for the interaction (MS, = 
3.11) revealed the following effects: Marginal Condition x Feedback X 
Target interactions for those with high self-esteem, F(I, 87) = 2.87, p < 
.10, and for those with low self-esteem, F(1, 87) = 3.53, p < .07; a sig- 
nificant Self-Esteem X Condition X Feedback interaction for ratings for 
them,/7(1, 87) = 5.96, p < .05, but not for ratings for us, F(I, 87) = 
1.28, ns; a nonsignificant Self-Esteem X Feedback X Target interaction 
in the own-group-out-group condition, F(I, 87) = 1.56, ns, but a sig- 
nif icant three-way effect in the in-group-out-group condition, F(I ,  
87) = 5.41,p < .05. 

Finally, an analysis of the proportion of subjects in each condition 
showing favoritism revealed a significant three-way interaction, Z = 
2.24, p < .025. As shown in Table 2, among those receiving negative 
feedback, a greater proportion of high self-esteem subjects showed fa- 
voritism in the own-group--out-group than in the in-group--out-group 
condition, whereas this pattern was reversed among low self-esteem sub- 
jects, Z = 2.25, p < .025. This two-way interaction was not significant 
following the receipt of positive feedback, Z < 1. 
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General Discussion 

The thesis underlying the present research was that all indi- 
viduals strive to enhance their feelings of personal worth. How- 
ever, because people with low self-esteem are more limited in 
their ability to directly pursue this objective than are those with 
high self-esteem, they are more prone to engage in indirect 
forms of self-enhancement. On the basis of this conception, we 
predicted that although individuals with high self-esteem would 
show group favoritism when they were directly involved in 
group processes, those with low self-esteem would be more apt 
to display favoritism when they were not directly involved in 
group processes. 

The data supported the hypotheses. In Study 1, high self-es- 
teem subjects exhibited favoritism when evaluating a product 
they had personally helped create, and did so primarily by over- 
evaluating their own-group's product rather than devaluing the 
out-group's product. These findings support the contention 
that people with high self-esteem engage in forms of esteem en- 
hancement that directly implicate the self. In contrast, those 
with low self-esteem showed little favoritism when evaluating a 
product they had personally helped create. Instead, they exhib- 
ited favoritism when making comparative evaluations of a 
product they had not helped create, and did so primarily by 
derogating the out-group's product. These findings support the 
claim that people with low self-esteem engage in forms of es- 
teem enhancement that do not directly implicate the self. 

Furthermore, in accordance with the view that these effects 
represent a desire to enhance self-worth, Study 2 found that 
these tendencies were less evident following the receipt of posi- 
tive rather than negative feedback. The influence of feedback 
on group bias is particularly important, because it appears to 
support our claim that group favoritism is in service of esteem 
enhancement (see also Tajfel & Turner, 1986). However, at least 
one other interpretation of the effects of feedback is possible. It 
may be argued that positive feedback dampened favoritism not 
because of any temporary reduction in the strength of the self- 
esteem motive, as we have argued, but because subjects' expec- 
tations regarding the quality of the own-group's or in-group's 
solution were raised so high by positive feedback that the actual 
solutions seemed dull in comparison. 

Although this cognitively oriented explanation is plausible, 
two findings argue against its relevance to the present data. 
First, it would appear to predict a Target X Feedback interac- 
tion, rather than the four-way effect we observed. That is, it is 
not clear why raised expectations should systematically vary as 
a function of self-esteem and group involvement. Second, this 
account would predict that feedback would primarily affect 
evaluations of own-group or in-group products. However, an 
examination of the data in Table 2 reveals that feedback mostly 
affected ratings of out-group products. Across all groups, feed- 
back had little effect on ratings for us, F < 1, but a considerable 
impact on ratings for them, F(I, 87) = 9.43, p < .01. Rather 
than diminishing evaluations of own-group or in-group prod- 
ucts, then, positive feedback served primarily to enhance the 
appraisal of out-group products. These findings appear incon- 
sistent with a purely cognitive account of the effects of feedback, 
lending greater credibility to the motivational explanation we 
favor. 

Other research provides further evidence to support the claim 
that group favoritism stems from a desire to enhance self-es- 
teem. Lemyre and Smith (1985) first categorized subjects into 
groups and then gave some subjects the chance to engage in 
group favoritism, whereas others in a control condition were 
given no such opportunity. Compared with those in the control 
condition, subjects in the experimental group subsequently 
showed higher levels of self-esteem. In other words, engaging in 
group bias was found to promote feelings of personal worth (see 
also Oakes & Turner, 1980). When considered along with the 
effects of feedback observed in Study 2 of the present research, 
the finding that group discrimination enhances self-esteem 
gives one added confidence that the behavior of subjects in the 
present study does indeed stem from a desire to promote a posi- 
tive self-image. 

Self-Enhancement, Self-Consistency, 
and the Nature of  Self-Esteem 

At the outset of this article, it was noted that a controversy 
exists between self-enhancement and self-consistency theorists 
(see Jones, 1973; Shrauger, 1975; Swarm, 1987, for reviews). 
Self-enhancement theorists (Jones, 1973; Kaplan, 1975) have 
emphasized the degree to which people actively strive to en- 
hance feelings of personal worth. On the basis of a drive-reduc- 
tion model, these theorists have proposed that people with low 
self-esteem seek self-aggrandizement more avidly than do those 
with high self-esteem, and that self-enhancement biases are 
therefore more prevalent among those with low self-esteem than 
those with high self-esteem. Self-consistency theorists, however, 
have emphasized the degree to which individuals actively strive 
to preserve their current self-conceptions (Lecky, 1945; Swann, 
1987). According to this model, people with high self-estcem 
seek to confirm their positive self-views and those with low self- 
esteem, their negative self-views. The display of self-enhance- 
ment biases is thus presumed to be more prevalent among those 
with high self-esteem than among those with low self-esteem. 

Our finding that both self-esteem groups exhibit self-enhanc- 
ing biases under different conditions suggests that each of tbese 
theories may be in need of amendment. First, it seems evident 
that the classic self-enhancement position needs to be revised. 
The notion that people with negative self-concepts are more apt 
to display esteem-enhancing biases has consistently failed to 
find empirical support (see, e.g., Alloy & Abramson, 1979; 
Brown, 1986; Campbell, 1986). Instead, self-enhancing illu- 
sions appear to be more characteristic of people with positive 
self-concepts than those with negative self-concepts (Sackeim, 
1983; Taylor & Brown, 1988). This evidence, along with the 
present finding that high self-esteem subjects are most prone to 
engage in direct self-enhancement, suggests that the self-en- 
hancement model needs to be amended to allow for the preva- 
lence of self-enhancing behaviors among those with high self- 
esteem (cf. Swarm et al., 1987; Taylor & Brown, 1988). 

At the same time, our data suggest that self-consistency the- 
ory also needs to be revised. Although reluctant to engage in 
direct self-promotion, low self-esteem subjects exhibited indi- 
rect self-enhancement biases. A tendency to seek self-aggran- 
dizement through indirect means suggests that those with low 
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self-esteem are not disinterested in enhancing self-worth be- 
cause of overriding concerns with maintaining self-consistency. 

One way to account for these relations between self-esteem 
and self-enhancement is to assume, as we have proposed, that 
both individuals with high self-esteem and individuals with low 
self-esteem seek a positive identity, but that those with low self- 
esteem are more constrained in their pursuit of this goal by 
doubts that a favorable identity can be maintained. This analy- 
sis is conceptually similar to Shrauger's (1975) distinction be- 
tween affective and cognitive responses to self-evaluative feed- 
back. After reviewing research relevant to the self-enhancement 
versus self-consistency debate, Shrauger concluded that, affec- 
tively, both those with high self-esteem and those with low self- 
esteem desire self-enhancing feedback but, cognitively, individ- 
uals with low self-esteem are more apt to accept and believe 
self-confirming negative feedback. 

Swann and his colleagues have recently provided evidence in 
support of Shrauger's (1975) affect-cognition distinction 
(Swann et al., 1987). These investigators first gave subjects posi- 
tive or negative feedback and then measured their affective and 
cognitive responses. In line with Shrauger's hypothesis, affective 
reactions to feedback showed self-enhancement effects, with 
positive feedback leading to better mood among all subjects re- 
gardless of self-esteem level. Cognitive reactions to events, how- 
ever, showed a self-consistency effect, with high self-esteem sub- 
jects rating favorable feedback as especially self-descriptive, and 
low self-esteem subjects rating unfavorable feedback as espe- 
cially self-descriptive. 

These findings suggest that both self-enhancement and self- 
consistency processes exert an important influence on behavior. 
Among those with high self-esteem, these processes would ap- 
pear to operate in concert to promote the use of self-enhancing 
biases. That is, for these individuals, the motive to enhance self- 
worth is not blocked by a countervailing concern with main- 
taining a consistent self-view. Those with low self-esteem, how- 
ever, experience a conflict between self-enhancement and self- 
consistency concerns (Swann et al., 1987). On the one hand, 
they wish to enhance feelings of personal worth, but at the same 
time they are driven to maintain a consistent, negative self-view. 
Indirectly linking the self to positive identities and outcomes 
may represent one mechanism whereby people with low self- 
esteem attempt to effect a compromise between these compet- 
ing demands. 
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