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Gender Paths Wind Toward Self-Esteem

A study tracking self-esteem and psy-
chological adjustment in youngsters from
the early teens to young adulthood finds
that a healthy regard for oneself develops
differently in boys and girls.

What'’s more, reported feelings of self-
worth do not necessarily reflect psycho-
logical health, according to the new data,
which will appear in the June CHILD
DEVELOPMENT. For example, 14-year-old
boys who expressed abundant self-es-
teem displayed considerable trouble in
expressing their emotions and dealing
effectively with others.

However, healthy self-esteem tended to
increase for boys and decrease for girls
during the nine-year study period.

“We’re now looking closely at the possi-
bility that there may be different types of
self-esteem in our sample,” says Jack
Block, a psychologist at the University of
California, Berkeley. Block conducted the
analysis with Berkeley colleague Richard
W. Robins.

Arecent one-time survey of U.S. young-
sters age 9 to 16 noted drops in self-
esteem for girls entering adolescence
that far outpace those reported by boys
(SN: 3/23/91, p.184). Other researchers
who have studied children as they pro-
ceed through early adolescence cite less
pronounced and often temporary self-
esteem differences between boys and
girls.

“It’s rare for self-esteem researchers to
look beyond the early adolescent years,”
asserts Barton J. Hirsch, a psychologist at
Northwestern University in Evanston, Ill.
“That’s what makes this new study inter-
esting.”

Block and Robins studied 47 women
and 44 men, all of whom live in the San
Francisco Bay Area. Each participant
entered the study in 1968, at age 3. About
two-thirds are white; the rest are black or
Asian. Ongoing analyses have yielded
clues to the development of drug use and
delinquency (SN: 5/1/93, p.282).

At ages 14, 18, and 23, volunteers com-
pleted a two-part self-esteem test. First,
they described themselves by grouping
43 adjectives and short phrases —
including “competitive,” “creative,” and
“gets upset easily” — into seven catego-
ries ranging from “most undescriptive”
to “most descriptive.” About one week
later, they performed the same task to
describe the person they would ideally
like to be. The extent of agreement be-
tween the two sets of descriptions deter-
mined that person’s self-esteem.

Most self-esteem studies rely on short
questionnaires that make general in-
quiries into whether people like them-
selves, but fail to establish why they like
themselves, Block contends. On these
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tests, a report of high self-esteem may
reflect an attempt to deceive or please the
researcher, self-absorption, or healthy
feelings of self-worth, he holds.

Unlike most previous studies, the
Berkeley project used clinicians to de-
velop a personality profile of each young-
ster at the time of each self-esteem test.

From age 14 to 23, one-fifth of the boys
displayed substantial losses and one-
third reported marked gains in self-es-
teem. Over the same period, nearly one-
half of the girls cited a significant decline
and one-fifth reported a considerable
increase in self-esteem.

Boys exhibited much individual vola-
tility in self-esteem, particularly between
ages 14 and 18, the researchers note.

The personality profile of girls report-
ing high self-esteem remained consistent
at all three ages. Clinicians rated them as
cheerful, assertive, emotionally open and
warm, relatively spontaneous, able to
work well with others, and unwilling to
give up when frustrated.

In contrast, the profile of boys citing
high self-esteem changed radically. Al-

though rated as stern, humorless, unemo-
tional, and lacking in social skills at age
14, at later ages these boys developed
more of the openness and expressiveness
shown by high self-esteem girls.

Relating to others well fosters self-
esteem for females, whereas managing
one’s anxiety in social situations impor-
tantly aids male self-esteem, the psychol-
ogists suggest. For instance, 23-year-old
women with high self-esteem empha-
sized the closeness of their social rela-
tions, while high self-esteem males at that
age stressed keeping emotional distance
and control when dealing with others.

The “cultural press” of adolescence
may help shape gender differences in the
nature of self-esteem, Block notes. “In
crasser terms, females are socialized to
get along in society, and males are social-
ized to get ahead,” he says.

The researchers plan to look at how
adolescent self-esteem relates to adult
functioning and how universal, gender,
and individual experiences lead some
people to feel good about themselves and
others to feel worthless. — B. Bower

Researchers bid for big-science biodiversity

Now that politicians rank biodiversity
high on the world’s list of environmental
priorities, scientists intimately involved
with identifying Earth’s plants and ani-
mals are calling for a sixfold increase in
funding for their work.

This week, three groups representing
these scientists, known as systematists,
released a draft of “Systematics Agenda
2000: Charting the Biosphere.” This pol-
icy paper urges systematists to discover,
inventory, describe, and classify all exist-
ing organisms within the next 25 years. To
do that, international support for system-
atics must increase to $3 billion per year,
according to the report.

With current manpower and funding —
about $500 million worldwide annually —
that task would take 150 years, says Joel L.
Cracraft, an ornithologist at the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History in New
York City. Systematists estimate that as
many as 90 percent of the world’s species
have not been discovered. Yet according
to a report by the National Research
Council, more than half of those organ-
isms are likely to disappear by the year
2010 — taking with them their potential
economic value — if the current rate of
habitat destruction continues.

For example, scientists have discov-
ered that several endangered woody
mints found in Florida give off potent
insect-repelling aromas, says John
Fitzpatrick of the Archbold Biological
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Station in Lake Placid, Fla. Only recently
did plant taxonomists realize these mints
represent five species (one of which has
not yet been described in the scientific
literature). That information helped
guide their analyses of compounds in
these plants, Fitzpatrick reported last
week at the 16th Annual Spring Systema-
tics Symposium of the Field Museum of
Natural History in Chicago.

“These things are really, really closely
related, and yet they are really different in
their biochemistry,” notes Cracraft. One
mint grows only in a lot behind a bowling
alley; the others are no better off.

Thus, proponents of this agenda are
urging their colleagues to work harder to
gain the attention of the public and of
governments and other funding agencies
before it is too late. “We’ve been thinking
too small for too long; we must make
ourselves relevant,” says George Rabb,
who heads the Brookfield (I1l.) Zoo. “We
need more boldness: We need to unite
and be more effective politically”

With support from the National Sci-
ence Foundation, representatives of the
Society of Systematic Biologists, the Willi
Hennig Society, and the American Soci-
ety of Plant Taxonomists worked for two
years to develop the agenda, which seeks
to put their discipline on a par with large
science initiatives such as the Supercon-
ducting Super Collider, space telescopes,
or the Human Genome Project.
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