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ABSTRACT 

A good deal of research suggests that high self-esteem individuals cope with 

failure by engaging in self-serving biases that allow them to deny the negative 

implications of failure. If high self-esteem individuals cope successfully with failure 

through a process of denial, then making it easier for low self-esteem individuals to deny 

negative feedback might allow them to cope successfully with failure too. To test this 

notion, high and low self-esteem participants took a test of creativity and were given 

feedback that they were either creative or non-creative. Following this procedure, the 

ease of denial of the feedback was manipulated by telling the participants that the 

creativity test was either highly valid or invalid. Participants' evaluations of the test, 

positive and negative mood, and self-ratings on creativity were then assessed. It was 

expected that high self-esteem participants would generally make more self-serving 

evaluations of the test than low self-esteem individuals, and as a result, experience more 

pleasant affect and view themselves more positively on creativity than low self-esteem 

individuals following negative feedback. However, it was also expected that if the 

negative feedback was easy to deny, low self-esteem individuals would be just as self-

serving as high self-esteem individuals in their evaluations of the test and experience a 

similar increase in positive mood, and rate themselves higher on creativity. The results 

did not support these predictions. Both high and low self-esteem individuals made self-

serving evaluations of the test regardless of the ease of denial manipulation. Limitations 

of the current research and directions for future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the inception of psychotherapy dating back to Freud, clinicians and 

researchers in clinical psychology have been interested in how people cope with negative 

life events. More specifically, clinicians have asked why some people are able to cope 

successfully with life's demands and live healthy, productive lives while others seem to 

deal with problems unsuccessfully and suffer from psychological problems such as 

depression and anxiety. One of the most ofl-cited explanations for peoples' ability to 

cope successfully with difficulties is the extent to which they view themselves as 

valuable, competent, capable and lovable individuals—in other words, the extent to which 

they possess high self-esteem. 

In line with this general notion, research has demonstrated that people with high 

self-esteem report fewer psychological problems, experience more positive moods, and 

are generally happier and more well adjusted than people with low self-esteem 

(Rosenberg, Schooler, Schoenbach, & Rosenberg, 1995). Research also shows that high 

self-esteem individuals are more buffered against negative feedback or events that would 

reflect negatively on the self. Following threatening feedback, high self-esteem 

individuals report less anxiety, lower negative mood, and higher self-evaluations than 

people with low self-esteem (e.g.. Brown & Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Brown, 1997; 

Rosenberg et al., 1995; Shrauger & Rosenberg, 1970). As many theorists have suggested. 
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one reason why people Avith high self-esteem are able to cope successfully with 

threatening events without experiencing negative affect is because they readily engage in 

self-serving defensive strategies that diffuse the negative impact of the threat to self 

(Blaine & Crocker, 1993; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Research shows that low self-esteem 

individuals do not readily engage in these self-serving strategies and may, as a result, 

experience more negative affect and anxiety in response to threat. However, if situational 

factors make it easy for low self-esteem individuals to deny the negative implications of 

threatening feedback, then they might engage in more self-serving thoughts and as a 

result, experience the same benefits as people with high self-esteem. The purpose of the 

present research was to examine this hypothesis. 

Enhancement and Consistencv Motives 

The notion that high levels of self-esteem are associated with a tendency to 

engage in self-serving defenses stems from hypotheses derived from self-enhancement 

theories. According to self-enhancement theories, humans possess a fundamental need to 

maintain a positive sense of self-worth (Baumeister, 1982; Covington, 1984; Jones, 1973; 

Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). Because people need self-esteem, they go to 

great lengths to enhance and protect their sense of self-worth, particularly when their self-

image is threatened. Furthermore, because people have a basic need for self-esteem, 

failure to maintain or protect this sense of self may leave them vulnerable to feelings of 

anxiety and distress. Other theorists have posited that in addition to a self-enhancement 
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motive, people also possess a self-consistency motive (Shrauger, 1975; Swann, 1987). 

Self-consistency theories posit that people have a flmdamental need for feedback and 

information that is consistent with their self-views. Evidence supporting the self-

consistency view has demonstrated that people with negative self-concepts seem to solicit 

feedback from others and pay more attention to information that is congruent with their 

negative self-beliefs (Swann & Read, 1981a; Swann & Read, 1981b; Swann, Wenzlaff, 

KruU, & Pelham, 1992). 

In recent years, many theorists have come to the conclusion that people possess 

both self-enhancement and self-consistency motives (Pelham & Hetts, 1999; Swann, 

1990). Research supporting this view has demonstrated that people seek self-

enhancement when they are not constrained by their cognitive system, but when their 

cognitive system is on line they seek self-consistency. For example, Hixon and Swann 

(1993) found that when people were given more time to process self-relevant information 

thoroughly, they preferred information that confirmed their self-views, but when they had 

to make a decision quickly or were placed under cognitive load, they preferred favorable 

information about themselves regardless of the evaluative valence of their self-concept 

(see also Jussim, Yen, & Aiello, 1995; Swann & Schroeder, 1995). Based on these 

findings, Swann (1987) and other theorists have suggested that pe9ple are sometimes 

caught in a crossfire between enhancement and consistency motives (see also Blaine & 

Crocker, 1993, and Shrauger, 1975; Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines, 1987). 

Although people want affectively pleasing information about themselves, their cognitive 
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system is compelled to go after information that is consistent with their self-view. For 

people with high self-esteem, who possess favorable self-concepts, these two motives 

rarely conflict because their affective system wants the same thing as their cognitive 

system. However, for people with low self-esteem, who possess unfavorable self-

concepts, these motives are in conflict: they desire positive, affectively pleasing 

information about themselves but are constrained in going after it by the negative self-

beliefs in their cognitive system. Thus, the reactions of high self-esteem individuals 

generally conform to the predictions of self-enhancement theory. Because high self-

esteem individuals want positive information about themselves and are not constrained in 

going after it, they should be more self-serving and should experience less psychological 

distress than people with low self-esteem. In contrast, although low self-esteem 

individuals want positive information about themselves, they are constrained in going 

after it because of the negativity of their self-concept. As a result, low self-esteem 

individuals are less self-serving and experience more psychological distress than people 

with favorable self-concepts. Indeed, a good deal of research on self-esteem and self-

serving biases is consistent with these conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Research on Self-Esteem and Self-Servine Biases 

Self-enhancing illusions. In a review of the self-esteem literature, Taylor and 

Brown (1988) argued that the self-serving illusions held by high self-esteem individuals 

are necessary for psychological well being. In this widely cited article, Taylor and Brown 

(1988) compiled evidence showing that happy, non-depressed individuals, who 

presiunably have healthy levels of self-esteem, foster unrealistically positive self-views, 

exaggerate their sense of control over future outcomes, and hold unrealistic optimism 

about future events, relative to people with low self-esteem. The bulk of the evidence 

they presented showed that non-depressed individuals judge positive characteristics to be 

more acciuate self-descriptors than negative characteristics and are more efficient at 

processing and recalling positive information about themselves than negative 

information. Most people also seem to recall their task performance as better than it 

really was, and are more likely to attribute positive outcomes to themselves than negative 

outcomes. They also reviewed evidence showing that people generally tend to judge their 

poor abilities to be common, whereas their positive characteristics are judged to be 

unique. Furthermore, people with high self-esteem tend to view themselves in more 

flattering terms than other people see them, and tend to see themselves as better than the 

average person. Taylor and Brown (1988) also cite several studies showing that non-
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depressed individuals generally have an illusion of control over events that are 

determined by chance, but that mildly and severely depressed individuals who generally 

have low self-esteem, provide more accurate estimates of control. Moreover, Taylor and 

Brown (1988) review evidence indicating that people tend to display an optimistic 

orientation toward the future. When asked to estimate the likelihood that positive events 

will come their way (i.e., liking their first job, getting a good salary, having smart 

children, etc.), people overestimate the good and underestimate the likelihood of bad 

events. People also tend to overestimate the degree to which they will do well on future 

tasks, particularly on tasks they consider important. However, people who are mildly 

depressed or who have low self-esteem give more balanced judgments of future events. 

Consistent with Freud (1914/1957) and other early theorists, Taylor and Brown (1988) 

conclude firom this evidence that accurate judgments about the self and self-relevant 

events are not necessarily a hallmark of mental health, but that self-deceptive illusions 

may be necessary for adaptive fimctioning and well-being. 

Although the bulk of the evidence they present is consistent with the notion that 

high self-esteem is associated with self-enhancement biases, their conclusion that 

defensiveness is a hallmark of mental health has been criticized on several points. Colvin 

and Block (1994) have argued that the research cited by Taylor and Brown generally does 

not provide a standard by which to evaluate each individual's self-description with valid 

external criteria to determine if their self-serving tendencies are indeed overly positive. 

As Colvin and Block (1994) argue, overly positive views of the self may emerge because 
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high self-esteem individuals assess themselves according to their most positive individual 

qualities. Thus, all individuals may be better than average if people are left to rank 

themselves on self-selected, idiosyncratic dimensions of self. As Colvin and Block 

(1994) point out, research shows that when people are asked to rate themselves on clearly 

defined dimensions, thereby limiting their private interpretations, people do not display 

this self-enhancing tendency (Dunning, Meyerowitz, & Holzberg, 1989). Furthermore, 

Colvin and Block (1994) argue that the finding that well adjusted, high self-esteem 

individuals ascribe more positive descriptors to themselves than negative descriptors does 

not imply that such tendencies are illusory because mentally healthy people should have 

more positive experiences, events, and thoughts to recall about themselves than poorly 

adjusted individuals. A fiulher criticism raised by Colvin and Block is that people who 

show a self-enhancing tendency also tend to report being high In self-esteem, thus we 

have no way of knowing if their tendency to self-enhance is also reflected in their 

responses to self-esteem questioimaires. It could be that some individuals who report 

having high self-esteem are deceptively self-enhancing, whereas others are not (e.g., 

Hewitt & Goldman, 1974; Turkat, 1978; see also Wylie, 1979). A final criticism of the 

research reviewed by Taylor and Brown is that although high self-esteem people show a 

tendency to rate themselves and their friends as better than people in general, such ratings 

may not be illusory if people are actually getting feedback from others concerning their 

talents, personality traits, and abilities that are highly positive. Indeed, people tend to 

immerse themselves in social groups and opportunity structures in which they will get 
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feedback about their most desurable traits and abilities (Swann, 1987). Thus, peoples' 

tendency to view themselves as better than most others may seem like an illusion in 

comparison to others in general, but may be realistic based on the information they 

receive within the context of their social group. Furthermore, illusions of control may not 

be illusions if people are often able to control events in their social world. People who 

live within close knit social groups often go to great lengths to help each other and meet 

each others' needs. Once again, within the context of their social worlds, people may feel 

like they have a great deal of control over events in their life. 

Although their conclusions regarding mental health and self-deceptive illusions 

should be taken with caution, the evidence presented by Taylor and Brown (1988) 

suggests that self-enhancement biases may help high self-esteem individuals maintain a 

positive outlook on themselves and the ftiture. However, the evidence they reviewed did 

not examine the defensive responses of high and low self-esteem individuals under 

threatening conditions. It may be that these self-serving "illusions" are not defenses, but 

simply reflect perceptual biases that result from one's history of positive experiences. 

Thus we will turn to a brief review of research on the defensive responses of high and low 

self-esteem individuals following threats to the self 

Self-serving biases in response to threat. Consistent with the conclusions of 

Taylor and Brown (1988), research generally shows that high self-esteem individuals are 

more self-serving in response to threat than low self-esteem individuals. Some of the 
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earliest research in support of this notion was reviewed by Shrauger (1975). In his 

review, Shrauger reported on a large number of studies showing that high self-esteem 

individuals were more self-serving than low self-esteem individuals in their acceptance 

and retention of evaluative information (e.g., Crary, 1966; Silverman, 1964), assessments 

of the validity of evaluative feedback (e.g., Korman, 1968; Shrauger & Lund, 1975), and 

attributions of responsibility for performance evaluations (e.g.. Feather & Simon, 1971a; 

1971b; 1972; Fitch, 1970). 

Since Shrauger's (1975) literature review, several studies have yielded similar 

results. For example, Shrauger and Terbovic (1976) instructed high and low self-esteem 

participants to perform a concept formation task. One week later they watched a 

videotape of their own performance or a videotape of a yoked control individual who 

exactly mimicked the performance of the participant. High self-esteem participants rated 

themselves as performing better than low self-esteem individuals despite performing at 

the same level as lows. Additionally, people with high self-esteem rated themselves as 

performing better than the yoked control participant, even though their performance was 

the same. Along similar lines, Schlenker, Soraci, and McCarthy (1976) had individuals 

with high and low trait self-esteem generate ideas on how to solve a group task. After 

receiving failure or success on this task, participants rated how much they thought their 

ideas were influenced by the other members of their group. High self-esteem individuals 

took credit for the outcome by saying that their ideas were not influenced by other group 

members when the group succeeded, however when the group had failed they denied 
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responsibility for the outcome by saying that the other members influenced their ideas. 

Low self-esteem individuals were more even-handed in their responses to success and 

failure. In related research, Ickes and Layden (1978) found that people with high (vs. 

low) self-esteem were more likely to attribute positive outcomes to internal causes and to 

attribute negative outcomes to external causes. Research also shows that individuals high 

in trait self-esteem tend to attribute positive hypothetical events more to internal, stable, 

and global causes, and attribute negative hypothetical events to external, unstable, and 

specific causes (Cohen, van den Bout, van Vliet, & Kramer, 1989; Feather, 1989; Tennen 

& Herzberger, 1987; see also Blain & Crocker, 1993, for a review). In a similar vein, 

Crocker (1991) found that individuals who were high (vs. low) in trait self-esteem 

recalled three times as many negative statements about others after having failed a test of 

social sensitivity compared to when they had succeeded. Individuals with low trait self-

esteem remembered fewer negative sentences when they failed relative to when they had 

succeeded. 

Research on group identity and social comparison processes also supports the 

notion that high self-esteem individuals are more self-serving in response to threat. For 

example, Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, and Ingerman (1987) examined downward social 

comparison processes of high and low self-esteem individuals. In study I of that 

research, participants were assigned to a group based on the minimal group paradigm or 

based on criteria that had meaningful implications for the self. They found that when the 

groups were formed on a meaningful basis, high self-esteem individuals displayed the 
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most ingroup favoritism when they experienced a threat to their self-esteem. Crocker et 

al. (1987) found similar results in a second study that examined groups formed in the real 

world (i.e., sororities). High self-esteem individuals who belonged to a low status 

sorority showed more ingroup favoritism relative to high self-esteem individuals who 

belonged to high status sororities. Thus, high self-esteem individuals whose self-esteem 

was threatened or who belonged to a group whose low status was perceived as a threat to 

their self-concept were most likely to enhance their group's identity, presumably to 

restore or maintain their self-esteem. In a somewhat related line of research Mussweiler, 

Gabriel and Bodenhausen (2000) found that when people with high self-esteem were 

outperformed by another individual, they tended to emphasize aspects of their social 

identity that they did not share with the outperforming individual. According to 

Mussweiler et al. (2000), emphasizing aspects of their social identity that differentiate 

them from the standard makes the standard less relevant for comparison, and therefore, 

less threatening to self-esteem. 

To summarize, the research reviewed thus far indicates that people with high self-

esteem are more self-serving than people with low self-esteem. When they are not 

particularly threatened, high self-esteem individuals seem to possess a self-perceptual 

bias that allows them to maintain a positive outlook on themselves and future outcomes. 

Similarly, when they experience threat or are confronted with negative events, high self-

esteem individuals readily discount the negative information by attributing it to external 

sources or by drawing attention to other positive characteristics they possess. In contrast. 
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low self-esteem individuals tend to be more even handed in their responses to threat and 

in some cases show a self-deprecating bias. As mentioned previously, if the ability of 

high self-esteem individuals to engage in these self-serving maneuvers allows them to 

diffuse the negative impact of threatening events, then they might also be less emotionally 

disturbed than low self-esteem individuals following negative events. 

Research on Self-Esteem and Affective Reactions 

A fair amount of correlational research supports the idea that high self-esteem is 

associated with positive affective states (Rosenberg, 1985; Wylie, 1979). For example, 

Pearlin and Lieberman (1979) sampled 2,300 adults in the Chicago metropolitan area and 
•* 

found a correlation of -.49 between self-esteem and depression. Similarly, Rosenberg et 

al. (1995) analyzed data from a longitudinal study of 1,886 tenth grade boys in 87 high 

schools throughout 48 states extending over a two year period (Bachman, 1970). This 

analysis revealed inverse correlations between self-esteem and depression (r=-.43), 

Anomie (r=-.41), general anxiety (r=-.23), feelings of resentment (r=-.34), anxiety/tension 

(r=-.32), irritability (p=-.35), and general negative affect (r=-.42). Additionally, 

Rosenberg et al. (1995) reported a positive relationship between self-esteem and life 

satisfaction (r=.32) and happiness (^.49). In a similar vein, evidence from clinical 

samples has revealed that self-esteem is negatively correlated with levels of anxiety and 

somatic symptoms (Luck & Heiss, 1972; Rosenberg, 1985). 
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A fair amount of evidence also suggests that people with high self-esteem 

experience less negative affect than people with low self-esteem in response to threat. 

For example, Moreland and Sweeney (1984) examined students' cognitive and affective 

reactions one week after receiving their scores on an examination in their social 

psychology class. Students with low global self-esteem tended to express more negative 

affect and dissatisfaction with the testing format than high self-esteem students when they 

failed. Similarly, research by Swann et al. (1987) found that although people with low 

self-esteem deemed unfavorable feedback as accurate, they were more likely than people 

with high self-esteem to feel depressed and anxious about the feedback. In a related 

study, Kemis, Brockner, and Frankel (1989) found that low self-esteem individuals 

expressed more negative emotion following poor exam performance relative to high self-

esteem individuals, and had less motivation to succeed on an upcoming exam. In a 

conceptually similar set of studies. Brown and Dutton (1995; see also Dutton & Brown, 

1997) led high and low self-esteem people to fail or succeed on a problem solving task 

and then assessed their emotional reactions. Consistent with previous research, they 

found that low self-esteem individuals experienced more negative emotion following 

failure than high self-esteem individuals and that this effect was stronger for emotions 

that were highly related to the performance outcome. 
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Research on Self-Esteem and Self-Concept Oiange 

If high self-esteem individuals are more self-serving in their thoughts about 

themselves than low self-esteem individuals, then they should also be better able to 

maintain a positive self-conception in the face of negative feedback. One study by 

Shrauger and Rosenberg (1970) supports this idea. In this study, Shrauger and Rosenberg 

(1970) gave high and low self-esteem participants positive or negative feedback regarding 

their social sensitivity and then measured the extent to which their self-ratings on social 

sensitivity changed as a fimction of the feedback. High self-esteem participants raised 

their self-perceptions of social sensitivity following positive feedback, but did not change 

following negative feedback. Low self-esteem participants showed the opposite pattern: 

they lowered their self-ratings of social sensitivity following negative feedback and 

stayed the same in response to positive feedback. Interestingly, these effects emerged 

despite the fact that both high and low self-esteem participants rated themselves equally 

on social sensitivity prior to the feedback manipulation. Cohen (1959) has suggested that 

these effects may be due to high (vs. low) self-esteem participants tendency to use a 

defensive mechanisms of avoidance and denial, in which they readily discount the 

validity of negative information. In contrast, low self-esteem people may not use these 

mechanisms, and so they simply go with the negative feedback, despite viewing 

themselves positively on social sensitivity prior to the feedback. 

In sum, it seems that people with high self-esteem seem to be more self-serving, 

less emotionally distraught, and less likely to lower their self-evaluation following 
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negative feedback than low self-esteem individuals. As several authors have suggested, 

one reason why high self-esteem people are able to cope more successfully with negative 

situations and events is because they are able to employ defensive self-serving strategies 

(Blaine & Crocker, 1993; Cohen, 1959; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Despite this well 

docimiented theoretical assumption, research has yet to establish a causal link between 

the use of self-serving biases and successful coping in response to threat. The purpose of 

this research was to establish this possible link between self-serving biases and 

psychological functioning. 

The Role of Self-Servine Biases in Psychological Functioning 

Given that self-serving biases may be important for successful coping, why are 

people with high self-esteem more likely to use self-serving biases than people with low 

self-esteem? One possibility is that the favorability of their self-concepts allows them to 

readily recruit positive attributes about the self. These positive thoughts about the self 

may enable high self-esteem individuals to deny the validity of negative feedback, and 

therefore, reduce its psychological impact. Because people with low self-esteem have 

fewer positive thoughts about themselves, they are less able to recruit these attributes as 

evidence against the negative feedback. In other words, low self-esteem individuals may 

be constrained by what they believe is true about themselves and are therefore limited in 

their ability to engage in self-serving biases (c.f.. Swarm, 1987; Swann et al., 1987; Blaine 
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& Crocker, 1993). Instead of defending against negative feedback, they are left feeling 

miserable, anxious, and possibly depressed. 

These considerations led me to believe that if low self-esteem individuals could 

engage in a self-serving bias, then they might experience the same benefits as people with 

high self-esteem. The problem is how to get low self-esteem individuals to make use of a 

self-serving bias. This should be difficult for them to do because they are constrained by 

their negative self-beliefs. However, one way to accomplish this might be to manipulate 

the ease with which low self-esteem individuals are able to deny threatening feedback. A 

study by Edlow and Kiesler (1966) demonstrated how the ease with which feedback 

could be denied increased peoples' tendency to engage in psychological defense. In that 

study, Edlow and Kiesler (1966) gave participants a measure of decisiveness and then 

gave them negative feedback on their level of decisiveness. Prior to receiving this 

feedback, the participants received information describing the test as either highly valid 

(hard to deny) or valid some of the time (easy to deny). Edlow and Kiesler (1966) found 

that when the negative feedback was easy to deny, participants were more likely to 

engage in defensive projection by seeing their own negative traits in a dissimilar target. 

Thus, when the feedback was easy to deny, people were more likely to use a "denial" 

form of defense (i.e., classic projection). The same logic might apply to peoples' 

tendency to generate self-serving thoughts in response to negative feedback. If negative 

feedback is easy to discount, reject, or deny, then low self-esteem individuals might be 

just as likely to make use of the self-serving bias as people with high self-esteem, and as a 
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result, experience less negative affect and more positive self-evaluations in response to 

negative feedback. The current study examined this possibility. 

The Current Research 

To test this hypothesis, high and low self-esteem participants were asked to take a 

test of creativity and were given positive or negative feedback on their performance. 

Following this feedback, they were led to believe that the test was either a proven, valid 

indicator of creativity or that the test was an unproven, invalid indicator of creativity. 

Following previous research, self-serving tendencies were then assessed by asking 

participants to evaluate the validity of a test on which they received feedback (e.g., Ickes 

& Layden, 1978; Korman, 1968; Shrauger & Lund, 1975). To the extent that participants 

are self-serving, they would be expected to rate the test poorly when they receive negative 

feedback and rate the test favorably when they receive positive feedback. Thus, self-

serving tendencies are reflected in participants' dismissal of the validity of the test when 

their performance has negative implications for the self and their acceptance of the 

validity of the test when their performance reflects positively on the self. Consistent with 

prior research, it was expected that following negative feedback, high (vs. low) self-

esteem individuals would make more self-serving evaluations of the test, experience less 

negative affect, and maintain a positive view concerning their level of creativity when the 

test was framed as a highly valid. However, when the test was framed as an invalid 

measiu-e of creativity, it was expected that low self-esteem individuals would readily 



adopt this self-enhancing view and make more self-serving evaluations of the test. As a 

result, low self-esteem individuals should experience the same benefits as high self-

esteem individuals, that is, they should experience less negative affect and view 

themselves as more creative despite the negative feedback. It was also expected that 

following positive feedback, both high and low self-esteem individuals would accept the 

feedback as valid, and experience more positive affect and a high opinion of their 

creativity regardless of the valid or invalid fiaming of the test. 
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CHAPTERS 

METHOD 

Participants 

The participants were 88 introductory psychology students (36 males and 52 

females) at the University of Arizona who had previously taken part in a pre-screening 

session in the begirming of the semester. At this pre-screening session potential 

participants completed a packet of questionnaires that included the Rosenberg self-esteem 

scale (Rosenberg, 1965). This scale consists of 10 items (e.g., "I take a positive view of 

myself," "On the whole I am satisfied with myself). Participants respond to each item 

on a four point scale (I = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly agree). After reverse scoring the 

five negatively worded items, a total self-esteem score is computed by simiming the 10 

responses. The theoretical range of the scale using this procedure is 10-40. Following 

prior researchers who have used the Rosenberg self-esteem scale (Brown & Dutton, 1995; 

Harmon-Jones, Simon, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 8c Solomon, 1997), participants scoring 

in the upper and lower thirds of the distribution of self-esteem scores were recruited for 

this research. The present sample was made up of 45 low self-esteem participants and 43 

high self-esteem participants. Participants classified as low self-esteem ranged firom 10-

30 (M=24.82; SD=5.13), whereas participants who were classified as high self-esteem 

ranged fi"om 35-40 (M=38.12; SD=2.28). High and low self-esteem participants were 

randomly assigned to conditions in a 2 (self-esteem: high vs. low) X 2 (feedback: positive 
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vs. negative) X 2 (test frame: valid vs. invalid) factorial design and then tested in groups 

of two to five. Seven participants were dropped from the original analysis because they 

expressed suspicion about the study. Participants received course credit for taking part in 

the pre-screening session and the experimental session. 

Procedure 

When participants arrived for the experimental session, the experimenter 

explained that today's study was concerned with how different personality characteristics 

are related to peoples' ability to think and act creatively. The experimenter then explained 

that the study would entail taking a test of creativity and then filling out some personality 

questiormaires. The experimenter added that the creativity test was developed by some 

researchers here at the University of Arizona and that it measures how well people are 

able to come up with "different ways of perceiving and interpreting events" and that this 

kind of creativity "is one of the best predictors of success in all types of occupations." 

After giving these general instructions and getting participants' informed consent, 

the experimenter led the participants into private cubicles and handed them a packet 

containing the test of creativity and explained to them that they would have no more than 

10 minutes to complete the test. The creativity test consisted of several questions (10 

total) such as, "list the different uses for a newspaper" which were followed by several 

options such as, "smash bugs," "punish a cat or dog," "a hat," "a paper airplane," or "cut 

into a clothing pattern." The participant was instructed to indicate on a scantron form 
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whether each response is creative or non-creative by bubbling in "a" for creative and "b" 

for not creative. Before starting the test, the participants were to read a page of general 

instructions and information about the test. This page of instructions described the JCI as 

follows: 

Johnson's Creativity Index (JCI) is a widely used measure of creativity. The 

purpose of the test is to identify individuals who possess a unique ability to think 

and act creatively to various situations. The first part of the test involves 

categorizing several statements as creative or not creative. Creative statements 

are those that combine originality and problem solving. This part of the test was 

constructed by having known creative individuals (e.g., well-known artists, 

scientists, and writers) generate responses to the items on the test. A high 

creativity score reflects the extent to which the test taker's categorizations of the 

various responses match those of known creative individuals. 

When participants completed the test, the experimenter entered the cubicle and explained 

that since participants are usually curious about how they scored on this test, she will take 

a few minutes to score it and then give them feedback. The experimenter gave them a 

short filler personality questionnaire to complete and then returned after about four 

minutes with a sealed envelope. The experimenter explained that the envelope contained 

a printout of their creativity score. 

Inside each sealed envelope was a computer printout of each participant's test 

result. The layout and design of the printout was patterned closely after the feedback 
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forms used by Schimel, Pyszczynski, Greenberg, O'Mahen, & Amdt (2000). At the top 

of the printout was the title "Johnson's Creativity Index (JCI) Percentile Ranking Scores," 

with the participant's name, gender, and date of testing at the top. Below the title was a 

simple line graph with a score emphasized directly on the graph in boldfaced type. This 

score was also printed in boldfaced type and underlined directly below the graph. 

Participants in the high creativity feedback condition received a percentile ranking score 

of 94, and participants in the low anger feedback condition received a percentile ranking 

score of 22. At the bottom of the printout was an interpretation of the score. For those in 

the high creativity feedback condition, the interpretation read, "This person scores above 

the normal range of creative perception and expression. This score is an indication of 

creative potential in problem solving and thought expression." For those in the low 

creativity feedback condition the interpretation read, "This person falls below the normal 

range of creative perception and expression. This score is an indication of low creative 

potential in problem solving and thought expression." After looking at this printout, 

participants were told to put the printout back in the envelope and that they would have a 

chance to discuss their thoughts about the JCI test at the conclusion of the experiment. 

Following the administration of the creativity feedback, the experimenter entered 

the cubicle and explained that she forgot to give them a page of instructions and general 

information about the test. She explained further that she was required by the American 

Psychological Association to have them read this page of information and sign it before 

they inspected their feedback, but since she forget to give it to them they should look 
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through it immediately and sign the form saying that they read and understood all the 

information. This page included a short paragraph that framed the test as either valid or 

invalid. For participants in the valid test frame, this paragraph explained the following: 

This is a well established test of creativity. Recent research suggests that this test 

is reliable in laboratory testing situations. The American Psychological 

Association has approved this test as a valid measure of creativity. As the authors 

indicate, a high or low score on this test may reflect differences in creative 

problem solving ability. 

For participants in the invalid test frame condition, this paragraph explained the 

following; 

This is a newly developed test of creativity. Recent research suggests that this test 

is unreliable in certain testing situations. Although the authors have claimed that 

this test is a measure of creative potential, the American Psychological 

Association has not approved this test as a valid measure creative ability. A high 

or low score on this test may reflect differences in personality characteristics that 

are unrelated to creativity or problem solving. All scores should be interpreted 

with caution. 

Following this procedure, the experimenter entered each cubicle and asked the 

participants to fill out a questiormaire asking them several questions about the JCI 

creativity test they took earlier. On this form were several statements pertaining to the 

validity of the test. Participants were asked to respond to each statement on a 9 point 
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scale ranging from I (totally agree) to 9 (totally disagree). These items were "The JCI is 

a good measure of creativity," "The items on the test were good at distinguishing between 

creative and non-creative people," "Overall the test was poorly constructed," "This test is 

a poor predictor of creative problem solving ability," "My level of creative ability was 

responsible for my performance on the JCI," "Inadequacies in the test were responsible 

for my performance on the JCI," and "My performance on the JCI was due to luck." 

After the participants completed this questionnaire, the experimenter gave them a 

final packet of personality questionnaires to complete. The packet contained the long 

form of the PANAS-X (Watson & Clark, 1991), the PAQ questionnaire (Pelham & 

Swann, 1989) which assesses several self-concept dimensions relevant for participants' 

self-esteem (e.g., intelligence, social skills, musical ability, creativity, athletic ability), 

and some filler questionnaires (e.g., social desirability, Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). The 

purpose of including the filler questionnaires was to maintain consistency with the cover 

story that we were interested in how different personality traits are related to creativity. 

Upon completing the packet of personality questionnaires, the participants were fully 

debriefed, given course credit for participating, and dismissed. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Data Analysis 

Self-serving attributions. It was expected that if it was easy for individuals with 

low self-esteem to defend against the implications of negative feedback, they would take 

advantage of this opportunity and make more self-serving responses to the feedback. To 

test this idea, a principle components analysis was conducted on the seven self-serving 

response items. This analysis indicated that all the items loaded heavily onto a single 

factor (all factor loadings were greater than .45), with the exception of the last item, 

which asked participants how much they thought their performance was due to luck 

(factor loading =12). This item was therefore analyzed separately from the others. For 

the remaining six items, the negatively worded items were reverse scored and summed 

with the positively worded items to create a composite measure of self-serving 

attributions such that higher scores indicated higher self-serving attributions. A 2 (self-

esteem: high vs. low) X 2 (feedback: positive vs. negative) X 2 (test frame: valid vs. 

invalid) ANOVA was then performed on this composite measure. This analysis revealed 

only a main effect of feedback F(l, 80) = 51.90, £ < .0001, indicating that participants 

generally evaluated the test less favorably following the negative creativity feedback than 

following the positive feedback. The predicted interaction was not significant, F(l, 80) = 
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.18, £ > .67. The means and standard deviations for the three-way interaction are 

presented in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 

Participants' Mean Self-Serving Attributions as a Function of Self-Esteem. Feedback, and 

Test Frame 

Hieh Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

Feedback: Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Valid Test Frame: 20.63 (8.98), 39.30 (6.87)^ 24.08 (12.27), 36.27 (7.86^ 

Invalid Test Frame: 24.00 (10.29), 38.27 (6.26)b 24.81 (8.81), 35.91 (9.76)b 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher self-serving bias. Standard deviations are presented 
in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ at 2 < 05. 

The same 3-way ANOVA was also performed on the item that assessed 

participants' attributions of luck. This item was reverse scored such that higher scores 

indicate higher attributions of luck. This analysis produced a trend toward a main effect 

of feedback, F(l, 80) = 3.49, £< .07, indicating that negative feedback led to non-

significantly higher attributions of luck. This analysis also yielded a significant feedback 

X test frame interaction, F(l, 80) = 4.67, £ < .05, however the three-way interaction was 

not significant, F(l, 80) = .14, p > .70 (see Table 4.2 for means and standard deviations 
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for the three-way interaction). To understand the feedback X test frame interaction, 

pairwise comparisons were performed on the interaction means. Looking only at 

participants who were given the valid test frame, a t-test revealed that negative feedback 

led to higher luck attributions than positive feedback, t(38) = 2.84, £ < .01 (Ms = 4.48 & 

2.61, respectively). Among participants who were given the invalid test frame, there was 

no difference between participants who received negative vs. positive feedback (t < 1; Ms 

= 3.31 & 3.45, respectively). No other pairwise comparisons were significant (all ts < 

1.7). Thus, participants were most likely to attribute their performance to luck when they 

received negative feedback and thought the test was valid. 

Table 4.2 

Participants' Mean Attributions of Luck as a Function of Feedback and Test Frame 

Feedback: Positive Negative 

Valid Test Frame: 2.60(1.72)b 4.47(2.62), 

Invalid Test Frame: 3.45 (2.13)3, 3.31 (2.14)^ 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher attributions of luck. Standard deviations are 
presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ at g < .05. 

A series of ANCOVAs were also performed to see whether participants' initial 

levels of creativity, importance of creativity, or certainty of creativity influenced the 



35 

extent to which they made self-serving attributions. To investigate this possibility a 2 

(self-esteem) X 2 (feedback) X 2 (test frame) ANCOVA was performed on participants' 

self-serving attributions using their initial self-ratings of creativity as a covariate. This 

analysis produced only the same main effect of feedback that was found for the analysis 

without the covariate, F(l, 71) = 50.45, g < .0001, indicating that participants made more 

self-serving attributions in response to negative feedback relative to positive feedback. 

The three way interaction was not significant, F( 1,71) = .01, g > .94. The same 

ANCOVA using participants' importance ratings of creativity as a covariate also 

produced a main effect of feedback, F(l, 69) = 49.37, g < .0001, but a non-significant 

three-way interaction, F(l, 69) = .19, g > .66. Similarly, the ANCOVA using participants 

initial certainty ratings as a covariate produced a main effect of feedback, F(l, 70) = 

47.84, B < .0001, but no three-way interaction, F(l, 71) = .05, e > .81. 

Pre-experiment self-ratines of creativitv. To develop an overall picture of 

participants' self-perceptions on the dimension of creativity, high and low self-esteem 

participants were compared on their pre-experiment self-ratings on creativity, their 

importance ratings of creativity, and the extent to which they were certain of their level of 

creativity. T-tests revealed that high self-esteem participants rated themselves no higher 

than low self-esteem participants on their level of creativity, t(80) = 1.08, g > .25, nor did 

they rate creativity as more important than low self-esteem individuals, t(80) = .39, g > 

.70. However, a t-test performed on participants' ratings of how certain they were of their 
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level of creativity revealed that high self-esteem participants were much more certain of 

their self-ratings of creativity than low self-esteem participants, t(80) = 2.95, g < .01 (see 

Table 4.3 for means and standard deviations). Thus, it appears that although participants 

in our sample generally viewed themselves equally high in creativity and deemed 

creativity as of equally high importance, high (vs. low) self-esteem individuals were 

much more certain of their level of creativity prior to the experimental session. 

Correlations between participants' pre-experimental levels of self-esteem and self-ratings 

of creativity, importance of creativity, and certainty of their level of creativity were also 

assessed. There was a moderately strong correlation between participants' self-esteem 

and their self-ratings of creativity (r=.25, e<.03), suggesting that at least for the 

participants in our sample, creativity was important for their feelings of self-worth. Self-

esteem did not significantly correlate with participants' importance (r=-15, g>.16) or 

certainty ratings (r=-04, £>.74) of creativity. 

Self-concept change on creativity. The second primary hypothesis that was 

examined was that if low self-esteem were able to deny the negative feedback when they 

were told that the test was not valid, their self-ascriptions of creativity would not diminish 

or maybe even increase as a result of this defense. Thus, if low self-esteem individuals 

were able to deny the negative feedback, they would be able to maintain a high self-image 

regarding their level of creativity in the same way that high self-esteem individuals seem 

to do. However, because low self-esteem individuals were no more likely to engage in 
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Table 4.3 

High and Low Self-Esteem Participants' Mean Pre-Experimental Levels of Creativity. 

Importance of Creativity, and How Certain Thev Are of Their Level of Creativity 

Hieh Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

Creativity 7.26(1.96). 6.81 (1.81), 

Importance 6.78 (1.73), 6.63 (1.68), 

Certainty 7.46 (1.52), 6.29 (1.95)^ 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher levels of the variable in question. Standard 
deviations are presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts within rows 
differ at e < .05. 

the self-serving bias when the negative feedback was easy to deny, it was not expected 

that this hypothesis would be supported. Nevertheless, we assessed and analyzed the 

extent to which participants would change their self-concepts as a result of the feedback 

and test frame. In order to analyze self-concept change, participants' self-ratings of 

creativity that were assessed during the pre-screening session were subtracted from their 

self-ratings of creativity assessed during the experimental session. Thus, a post-

experiment minus pre-experiment difference score was computed such that higher scores 

indicated that participants' increased their self-attributions of creativity from pre- to post-

experimental assessments. This measure was submitted to a 2 (self-esteem) X (feedback) 
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X 2 (test frame) ANOVA. This analysis revealed a main effect of feedback, F(l, 72) = 

7.34, E < .01, indicating that participants rated themselves as more creative after receiving 

positive feedback than when they received negative feedback. There was also a 

significant two-way (feedback) X (test frame) interaction, F(l, 72) = 5.03, £ < .05. 

However, these effects were qualified by a significant three-way (self-esteem X feedback 

X test Same) interaction, F(l, 72) = 7.61, g < -01. Cell means and standard deviations for 

the three-way interaction are presented in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4 

Participants' Mean Self-Concept Change on Creativity as a Function of Self-Esteem. 

Feedback, and Test Frame 

Hieh Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

Feedback: Positive Negative Positive Negative 

Valid Test Frame: 1.63 (1.86),b -1.22(1.09), 1.27(1.55)^ .20 (.92)̂  

Invalid Test Frame: .22(1.92),bc 1-33(2.06)^ 1.18(1.78)^ -.30(2.45), 

Note: Positive values indicate that participants increased their self-ratings of creativity 
from pre- to post-experimental conditions. Negative values indicate that participants 
decreased their self-ratings on creativity fix)m pre- to post-experimental conditions. 
Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ 
at E < .05. 



To unpack this interaction, individual 2-way (feedback X test frame) ANOVAs 

were performed for individuals with low and high self-esteem. The 2-way ANOVA for 

low self-esteem individuals revealed only a main effect of feedback, F(l, 38) = 5.53, g < 

.05, indicating that low self-esteem participants increased their self-ascriptions of 

creativity following positive (vs. negative) feedback. The 2-way ANOVA for high self-

esteem participants revealed only a significant interaction, F(l, 34) = 11.73, g < .01. 

Pairwise comparisons revealed that when the test was framed as valid, positive feedback 

led to higher self-ratings of creativity relative to negative feedback, t(38) = 3.57, p < .01, 

but not when it was invalid, t(38) = 1.32, p > .20. Looked at differently, among 

participants who received negative feedback, the invalid (vs. valid) test frame led to 

increased self-ratings of creativity, t(38) = 3.01, g < .01, whereas when the feedback was 

positive, the valid test frame led to non-significantly higher self-ratings of creativity, t(38) 

= 1.77,p<.07. 

To further understand this interaction, t-tests were performed comparing high and 

low self-esteem individuals (using the error term from the overall analysis). First, 

looking only at those who received negative feedback, being told that the test was valid 

led to non-significantly lower self-ratings of creativity for high self-esteem participants 

relative to low self-esteem participants, t(80) = 1.75, p < .07, whereas being told that the 

test was invalid led to significantly higher self-ratings of creativity for high self-esteem 

participants relative to lows, t(80) = 2.01, p < .05. Looking only at those who received 

positive feedback, being told that the test was valid had no effect on high and low self-
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esteem individuals' self-ratings of creativity (t < 1), whereas being told that the test was 

invalid led to only slightly lower self-ratings of creativity for high relative to low self-

esteem individuals, t(80) = 1.21, £ < .25. 

A series of analyses were also performed to see whether participants' initial 

ratings of the importance of creativity and the extent to which they were certain of their 

level of creativity may have influenced the participants' self-concept change on creativity. 

To examine this possibility a 2 (self-esteem) X 2 (feedback) X 2 (test frame) analysis of 

covariance (ANCOVA) was performed on participants' post-experiment minus pre-

experiment self-ratings of creativity using their importance ratings as a covariate. This 

analysis revealed a similar 3-way interaction that was found without importance ratings as 

a covariate, F(l, 79) = 7.62, £ < .01. An ANCOVA was also performed on participants' 

self-concept change using their certainty ratings as a covariate. Once again, this analysis 

did not change the results, yielding a similar 3-way interaction, F(l, 79) = 7.27, g < .01. 

Thus, participants initial ratings of the importance of creativity and how certain they were 

of their level of creativity did not play a significant role in their self-concept change on 

creativity. 

Importance and certaintv change on creativitv. The extent to which participants 

changed their ratings of the importance of creativity and how certain they were of there 

level of creativity was also examined. To assess a change in attributions of importance, 

participants' post experiment ratings of the importance of creativity were subtracted from 
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their pre-experiment importance ratings on creativity, yielding a difference score in which 

higher scores indicated that participants' increased their self-attributions of creativity 

from pre- to post-experimental assessments. The same measure was computed for 

participants' certainty ratings on creativity. Each of these measures were then submitted 

to a 2 (self-esteem) X 2 (feedback) X 2 (test frame) ANOVA. The results for 

participants' importance difference scores yielded a main effect of test frame, F(l, 70)= 

3.75, p < .06, indicating that participants increased their ratings of importance on 

creativity when the test was framed as invalid relative to when it was firamed as valid. 

The three-way interaction for the importance measure was not significant, F(l, 70) = .06, 

P > .81. The same ANOVA performed on participants' certainty difference scores 

yielded no significant effects. The three-way interaction was not significant, F(l, 71) = 

1.04, B >.31. 

Affect. Another a-priori hypothesis was that if low self-esteem individuals made 

more self-serving evaluations, then they would experience more pleasant affect following 

negative feedback. Once again, because we did not find that low self-esteem individuals 

made use of the self-serving bias when the feedback was easy to deny, we did not expect 

this prediction to be supported. Nevertheless, the various subscales of the PANAS-X 

(fear, hostility, guilt, sadness, happiness, self-assuredness, attentiveness, serenity, 

surprise, fatigue, and shyness), including positive and negative ziffect, were each 

submitted to a 2 (self-esteem) X 2 (feedback) X 2 (test frame) ANOVA. The most 
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consistent finding that emerged across all the subscales, with the exception of surprise 

and shyness, was a main effect of self-esteem, indicating that low self-esteem individuals 

experienced higher negative moods and lower positive moods than high self-esteem 

individuals, Fs(l, 80) > 4.93, gs < .03. The interaction means and standard deviations for 

the overall positive and negative affect scales are presented in Table 4.5. There was also 

a fairly consistent main effect of test frame on guilt, self-assuredness, attentiveness, 

serenity, happiness, and positive affect, Fs (1, 80) > 4.54, £s < .04, indicating that the 

invalid (vs. valid) test frame evoked more negative moods and less positive moods. 

However, these main effects were qualified by a two-way interaction of esteem X validity 

for self-assuredness, attentiveness, happiness, and positive affect Fs(l, 80) > 4.54, gs < 

.04. The pattern of means for these interactions indicated that high self-esteem 

individuals who received valid feedback experienced more positive affect and less 

negative affect than high self-esteem individuals who received the invalid test frame or 

low self-esteem participants regardless of the test frame they received. There was also a 

significant feedback X test frame interaction for attentiveness, F(l, 80) = 5.57, g < .02. 

The pattern of means for this interaction indicated that participants were generally more 

attentive when the test was valid and they received positive feedback. The interaction 

means and standard deviations for the positive affect subscales are presented in Table 4.6 

and the interaction means and standard deviations for the negative affect subscales are 

presented in Table 4.7. 
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Table 4.5 

Participants' Mean Positive and Negative Affect as a Function of Self-Esteem and Test 

Frame 

High Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

POSITIVE AFFECT 

Valid Test Frame: 3.36 (.74)^ 2.53 (.58), 

Invalid Test Frame: 2.50 (.62), 2.50 (.61), 

NEGATIVE AFFECT 

Valid Test Frame: 1.20 (.22), 1.64 (.58)^ 

Invalid Test Frame: 1.28 (.26), 1.73 (.88)^ 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher levels of the variable in question. Standard 
deviations are presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ at g < .05. 
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Table 4.6 

Participants' Mean Scores for the Positive Affect Subscales of the PANAS as a Function 

of Seif-Esteem and Test Frame 

Hi eh Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

HAPPY 

Valid Test Frame: 3.53 (.96), 2.44 (.89)b 

Invalid Test Frame: 2.54 (.89)b 2.31 (.69)b 

SELF-ASSURED 

Valid Test Frame: 3.54 (.82), 2.62 (.53)b 

Invalid Test Frame: 2.64 (.88)b 2.51 (.64)b 

ATTENTIVE 

Valid Test Frame: 3.75 (.85), 2.89 (.85)b 

Invalid Test Frame: 2.89 (.63)b 3.02 (.78)b 

SERENE 

Valid Test Frame: 4.06 (.79), 3.43 (.97)b 

Invalid Test Frame: 3.54(.77),b 3.03(1.12)b 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher levels of the variable in question. Standard 
deviations are presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ at g < .05. 
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Table 4.7 

Participants' Mean Scores for the Negative Affect Subscales of the PANAS as a Function 

of Self-Esteem and Test Frame 

Hieh Self-Esteem Low Self-Esteem 

FEAR 

Valid Test Frame: 1.25 (.32), 1.56 (.65), 

Invalid Test Frame: 1.28 (.44). 1.58 (.90), 

HOSTILE 

Valid Test Frame: 1.12 (.21)b 1.64 (.85), 

Invalid Test Frame: 1.30 (.40), 1.41 (.47),, 

GUILT 

Valid Test Frame: 1.03 (.08), 1.58 (.68), 

Invalid Test Frame: 1.16 (.27), 2.09(1.10), 

SAD 

Valid Test Frame: 1.25 (.40), 2.07(1.1), 

Invalid Test Frame: 1.47 (.56), 2.04(1.0), 

FATIGUE 

Valid Test Frame: 2.21 (.91), 3.23 (1.04), 

hivalid Test Frame: 2.64(1.05),, 3.02(1.19), 

Note: Higher scores indicate higher levels of the variable in question. Standard 
deviations are presented in parentheses. Means with different subscripts differ at g < .05. 
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Within cell correlations. Within cell correlations were also performed among the 

measures of self-serving evaluations, self-concept change, and positive and negative 

affect. For high self-esteem participants who were given negative feedback and the 

invalid test frame, there was a significant negative correlation between self-serving 

attributions and self-concept change (r=-.68), which indicating that the less self-serving 

these participants were, the more they increased their self-ratings of creativity. There was 

also a significant negative correlation between negative affect and self-concept change for 

high self-esteem participants who received positive feedback, and who received a valid 

test frame (f=-.74) and for high self-esteem participants given positive feedback and an 

invalid test frame (r=-.77). These correlations between negative mood and self-concept 

change indicate that the less negative affect they experienced, the more they increased 

their self-ratings of creativity. 

Discussion of Results 

Overall, these findings did not support the hypothesis that low self-esteem 

individuals would become more self-serving in response to negative feedback if the 

negative feedback was easy to deny. Instead, it was found that both high and low self-

esteem participants, regardless of the framing of the test, made self-serving evaluations in 

response to the negative feedback. It was also found that low self-esteem individuals 

increased their self-ratings of creativity only when they received positive feedback. 

Similarly, individuals with high self-esteem generally increased their self-ratings of 
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creativity when they received positive feedback. However, when they received negative 

feedback, high self-esteem individuals lowered their self-ratings of creativity when the 

test was valid and raised their self-perceived creativity when the test was invalid. Thus, it 

seems that high self-esteem individuals were more sensitive to the validity of the test than 

low self-esteem individuals. It also seems that high self-esteem individuals were better 

able to discount the negative implications of the feedback than low self-esteem 

individuals when the test was invalid. The affect measures generally revealed that low 

self-esteem individuals experienced less positive mood than high self-esteem individuals 

and that the invalid test frame generally induced more negative mood than the valid test 

frame. Moreover, the affect measures showed that high self-esteem individuals generally 

experienced the most positive mood when they received positive feedback on a valid test. 

Previous research has shown that following negative feedback on a valid test, high 

self-esteem individuals tend to discredit the validity of the feedback, whereas low self-

esteem individuals do not (e.g., ICorman, 1968; Shrauger & Lund, 1975). Additionally, 

following positive feedback, high self-esteem individuals readily accept the feedback, 

whereas low self-esteem individuals do not. In the present study, this effect was not 

replicated within the valid test frame conditions. Instead it was found that both high and 

low self-esteem individuals made self-serving evaluations of the test. It may be that the 

low self-esteem participants in this study were not as low as those used in previous 

research. Indeed, some researchers have suggested that low self-esteem participants 

should be selected by taking those that score the lowest on the distribution of self-esteem 
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scores, generally those scoring below the 20"' percentile (Swann, 1987). Participants 

scoring in the lower 30"* percentile were selected in the current research. To examine 

whether selecting extremely low and high self-esteem participants would have 

significantly changed the results of the current findings, the data was re-analyzed using 

only those participants scoring in the upper and lower 20"' percent of the distribution of 

self-esteem scores. This analysis revealed the same results as the previous analysis: both 

high and low self-esteem participants made self-serving evaluations of the test. However, 

there was a slight trend such that extremely low self-esteem were more likely to evaluate 

the test according to the framing of the test, regardless of the feedback. Thus, the lower 

participants' self-esteem, the more their evaluations of the test reflected the valid or 

invalid framing of the test. This finding is consistent with previous research showing that 

low self-esteem individuals are more suggestible and more easily influenced by demand 

characteristics (Brockner, 1988). 

Another reason why both high and low self-esteem participants made self-serving 

evaluations of the test may have been because their specific self-ratings on creativity were 

the same prior to the experimental session. Both high and low self-esteem participants 

rated themselves relatively favorably on creativity (Ms=7.26 & 6.81, respectively). Thus, 

participants' evaluations of the creativity test may have reflected logical conclusions 

based on their own self-knowledge. For example, if they thought they were relatively 

high in creativity and received a low score, then it would be logical for them to conclude 

that the test must have been a poor indicator of creativity. On the other hand, if they 
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perceived themselves to be high in creativity and received a positive score, then it would 

be logical for them to assume that the test was a good measure of creativity. A strict test 

of this explanation would be to classify participants as high or low in creativity according 

to their pre-experimental self-ratings of creativity and then perform a 2 (creativity self-

view: high vs. low) X 2 (feedback: positive vs. negative) X 2 (test frame: valid vs. 

invalid) ANOVA on theur evaluations of the creativity test. Unfortunately there were too 

few participants who rated themselves low on creativity for this analj^is to yield reliable 

results. Nevertheless, this analysis was performed and yielded only a significant main 

effect of feedback, F(l,72) = 17.83, e < -001, indicating lower evaluations of the test 

following negative relative to positive feedback. However, there was a trend toward a 

feedback X creativity self-view interaction, F(l,72) = 1.42, g < .23. An inspection of the 

interaction means for this two-way interaction showed that participants who initially rated 

themselves very low on creativity and who received negative feedback on the test, tended 

to evaluate the test more favorably than high creativity participants who received negative 

feedback (Ms=30.4 and 39.1, respectively). The means for participants who received 

positive feedback were comparable for those who rated themselves low vs. high in 

creativity (Ms=22.24 & 23.58, respectively). Thus, when participants are categorized 

based on their specific self-views on creativity, the results of the present research 

conformed to previous research showing that high self-esteem participants are more self-

serving than low self-esteem participants following negative feedback (e.g., Korman, 

1968; Shrauger & Lund, 1975). However, it is interesting to note that whether 
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participants were classified as high or low based on their self-esteem scores or based on 

their specific self-views of creativity, they showed a strong tendency to evaluate the test 

favorably when they received positive feedback, indicating that participants were 

generally self-enhancing in response to the positive feedback. 

Limitations of the current research. Although there were some interesting 

findings in this research, there are also several limitations that should be pointed out. 

First, it may be that creativity is a dimension that is largely irrelevant to participants' self-

esteem. Although creativity and self-esteem was moderately correlated for the sample of 

students in this research (r=.25, g < 03), they may have considered creativity less 

important to their sense of self-worth than other dimensions, rendering the feedback 

manipulation less potent as a threat to self-esteem. A second limitation is that there is no 

way of knowing whether participants read and understood the valid vs. invalid test frame 

manipulation. They may have simply signed the consent form without reading the 

information about the test. Furthermore, even if they attended to the valid vs. invalid test 

Same information, it may not have had the intended effect on participants. Indeed, the 

affect measures showed that participants generally had more negative mood in response 

to the invalid (vs. valid) test frame conditions. This finding suggests that instead of 

making the feedback easier to deny, participants simply became more agitated by the 

invalid test frame. Perhaps this is because they were excited to learn something about 

their creative ability, but after hearing that the test was invalid, felt as though taking the 
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test was a waste of their time. In a similar vein, the invalid test frame may have simply 

added to participants' uncertainty about their level of creativity, which made them feel 

confiised and upset. In either case, it appears that the invalid test frame was not 

successful in facilitating denial of the negative feedback. 

Directions for future research. These limitations suggest a few directions for 

future research. First, it might be useful to conduct a similar study in which high and low 

self-esteem participants are given feedback on a dimension that is important for their 

personal sense of self-worth. Thus, participants should be selected based on their level of 

self-esteem and based on the extent to which they are highly invested in the feedback 

domain as a source of self-esteem. Future research might also focus on changing the 

sequence of the feedback and the test firame manipulations In the current study, the 

invalid test frame was given after the feedback. Once the feedback was perceived and 

processed, it may have been too late for the invalid test frame information to facilitate 

denial. However, if the invalid test frame manipulation is given prior to the feedback, 

then the defense is in place and can be used to deny the negative feedback when it comes. 
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CHAPTERS 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

This research was intended to establish the conditions under which low self-

esteem individuals would cope successfully in response to threat. It was hypothesized 

that if low self-esteem individuals were able to engage in self-serving thoughts to the 

same degree as high self-esteem individuals, they too would view themselves favorably 

and experience positive mood in response to threatening feedback. The findings were 

inconclusive with regard to this hypothesis. Although low self-esteem participants were 

just as likely as high self-esteem participants to make self-serving evaluations of the test, 

they did not experience the same benefits as high self-esteem individuals. Following 

negative feedback, low self-esteem individuals did not increase their self-perceptions of 

creativity and they experienced more negative affect than high self-esteem individuals 

across all the conditions of the study. What we are left with is wondering why low self-

esteem individuals were unable to benefit firom making self-serving evaluations? 

One possibility is that high self-esteem is, in itself, a defensive structure that feeds 

the process of denial. The possession of many favorable thoughts about the self may be 

necessary to discount and deny negative feedback. Simply engaging in a self-serving 

thought may not be enough. It may be that the self-serving thoughts of low self-esteem 

individuals merely reflect what they want, but may have little to do with what they really 

believe is true about themselves. For example, low self-esteem individuals may desire to 
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see themselves favorably, and so they express thoughts that cast the self in a positive 

light. However, they may not be completely certain that they possess the skills and 

abilities they desire, and so their self-serving thoughts are useless as evidence against 

negative feedback about the self. Interestingly, it was found that both high and low self-

esteem participants rated themselves high in creativity prior to the experimental session— 

the only difference between high and low self-esteem participants was in their certainty of 

these ratings. Following negative feedback, high self-esteem individuals who were more 

certain of their creativity, may have been able to conclude from the invalid test frame that 

their initial high self-appraisal on creativity was right all along. Because low self-esteem 

individuals were uncertain about their level of creativity, they were unable to jump to this 

conclusion in response to the invalid test frame. Earlier in this manuscript, it was 

proposed that low self-esteem individuals may be constrained in their use of self-serving 

biases by the negativity of their self-beliefs. However, this analysis suggests that people 

with low self-esteem may also be constrained by the uncertainty of their self-beliefs. 

Another possibility is that low self-esteem participants simply deal with negative 

situations and events differently than people with high self-esteem. Instead of relying on 

defensive self-serving biases, it may be that low self-esteem individuals cope with 

disappointment and failure by expecting it. In his death bed interview, Ernest Becker 

(Keen, 1974) alluded to this notion in a discussion of holocaust survivors. Becker 

explained that because of the horrors they experienced in concentration camps, holocaust 

survivors' positive illusions about life had been broken. Once these illusions were 
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shattered it was no longer possible for these individuals to have an optimistic view of the 

world. As a result, the consciousness of many Jews following the holocaust was to 

expect the worst. The same may be true oflow self-esteem individuals. By simply 

expecting tragedy to take place, they are able to weather extreme disappointment. 

However, adopting this strategy may also have its downside in that low self-esteem 

individuals experience more negative emotion and disappointment on a day to day basis. 

Whether low self-esteem individuals are constrained in defending against negative events 

by their self-beliefs or whether they choose to deal with disappointment by expecting bad 

things to happen, it seems that low self-esteem individuals experience a great deal more 

pain and suffering than individuals with high self-esteem. Indeed, it may be more 

difBcult to level the playing field than was initially thought—but this should be taken as a 

challenge rather than a threat to future research on the role of self-esteem in psychological 

functioning. 
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