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Self-esteem plays a central role in mental health, yet not enough is known about
how youth evaluate themselves as they move across adolescence. This study used
a cross-sectional design to examine age and gender patterns in self-esteem and to
explore how contemporary social influences relate to adolescent self-esteem. Self-
reported influences on self-esteem involving the media, sexual harassment, body
image, family and peer relationships, and emotional expression were evaluated
with 93 boys and 116 girls in Grades 5, 8, and 12. Girls reported lower self-
esteem than boys in early adolescence, and late adolescent boys reported lower
self-esteem than younger boys. The predictors as a set accounted for a significant
portion of the variance in self-esteem, while the best predictor of self-esteem varied
by age and gender. Large gender differences were present for emotional expression,
with boys becoming more restrictive across adolescence. Girls reported more
negative body image and media influence scores than did boys in late childhood
and early adolescence. Body image appeared to mediate the relationships between
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certain predictors and self-esteem for girls, while gender and grade appeared to
moderate the relationship between media influence and self-esteem for girls and
boys.

INTRODUCTION

Global self-esteem, which refers to a person’s general sense of worth or accep-
tance (Wylie, 1979), is recognized for the critical role it plays in mental health and
psychopathology (Bednaret al., 1989; National Advisory Mental Health Council
(NAMHC), 1996; Rosenberget al., 1979), yet not enough is known about how
youth evaluate themselves as they move across adolescence. Research regarding
age declines and gender differences in self-esteem is equivocal (Mulliset al., 1992;
Wadeet al., 1989), and when gender differences are found, adolescent girls report
lower self-esteem relative to boys (Block and Robins, 1993; Bracket al., 1988;
Brown and Gilligan, 1993; Klinget al., 1999). Given the relationship between self-
esteem and mental health, additional research is needed to explain these age and
gender differences in self-esteem and to explore contemporary social predictors
of self-esteem.

Researchers have established direct connections between self-esteem and sev-
eral correlates. Physical appearance consistently correlates positively with adoles-
cent self-esteem (Abell and Richards, 1996; Harter, 1983; Petersenet al., 1984).
Although this association has been established, it is not clear how and why body
image relates so strongly to self-esteem. We wondered if an indirect relationship
between sociocultural predictors and self-esteem might help explain the role of
body image. More specifically, we hypothesized that sociocultural influences (peer
and family relationships, gender harassment, and the media) might be associated
with body image, and that these in turn would be related to self-esteem. This
hypothesis was supported in a pilot study (Polce-Lynchet al., 1994) with early
adolescent girls. Given the importance of body image in adolescence, indirect
relationships to global self-esteem merit further exploration.

Peer and family relationships have been associated with adolescent self-
evaluations. Peer influences such as social acceptance (Harter, 1989), peer rela-
tionships (Moran and Eckenrode, 1991), and peer popularity (Harter, 1989; Miller,
1990) contribute to the adolescent’s evaluation of the self, though the effect of
these influences differs by gender. For example, girls who are socially accepted
by other girls are not necessarily accepted by boys, while boys tend to be ac-
cepted by both boys and girls (Miller, 1990). The relationship between family
relations and adolescent self-esteem also appears to vary by gender. For exam-
ple, Nielson and Metha (1994) found that perceptions of parental support and
autonomy were positively related to self-esteem, but only for girls. While Isberg
et al. (1989) found that girls ages 12–14 had fewer constraining and enabling as-
sociations between selfesteem and parent interactions than boys. Another related
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pattern involves gender role expectations. Steinberg and Hill (1978), and later
Steinberg (1981), observed an increase of sons’ influence and assertiveness with
parents (compared to daughters’) as pubertal development advanced. The presence
of these differing gender patterns in relationships led us to reexamine how family
and peer relationships relate to adolescent self-esteem, with a focus on gender
patterns.

In addition to these established predictors, researchers and mental health
clinicians have suggested that contemporary influences of the media may be asso-
ciated with the development of self-esteem. Mass media is ubiquitously present in
youths’ lives via television and movies, magazines, and advertisements. Pipher’s
(1994, 1996) clinical work led her to scrutinize how media advertisements set
unrealistic expectations of girls’ physical appearance. This observation has been
supported by media theorists and researchers, who also note a recent trend to-
ward setting unrealistic expectations for boys (Kilbourne, 1996.) Connections
have been made between media’s influence and negative psychological impact
for adolescents. These include eating disorders (Walleret al., 1994), body image
problems (Henderson-King and Henderson-King, 1997; Strasburger, 1995), and
the construction of negative gender stereotypes (Currie, 1997; MacDonald, 1995;
Ward, 1995). Media’s messages regarding what to wear, or more invasively, what to
weigh and how to sculpt muscles, may relate to adolescent worries about physical
appearance and self-evaluations. Additional empirical investigation of the asso-
ciation between contemporary media influences and self-esteem is needed, with
attention given to age and gender patterns.

Another contemporary correlate of self-esteem that has not been thoroughly
explored is sexual harassment. Studies with adolescents and adults have largely
focused on prevalence and types of harassment, rather than how harassment af-
fects the individual. We hypothesized that the degree to which one is sexually
harassed may be related to self-esteem. A common form of teen sexual harass-
ment is “gender harassment,” which involves nonphysical actions such as sexual
comments, gestures or looks (Steinet al., 1993). Indeed, in a national survey (Stein
et al., 1993), 89% of 4,200 girls ranging in age from 9 to 19 reported this type of
harassment. Another study revealed boys are also harassed, albeit less so than girls
(American Association of University Women [AAUW], 1993). Prevalence data
are informative, but they do not provide information about how sexual harassment
relates to how adolescents feel about themselves. This study examined whether
gender harassment is related to boys’ and girls’ self-esteem in late childhood and
adolescence.

Since gender differences in feelings about the self have been reported in self-
presentation research (Gitelsonet al., 1982; Daubmanet al., 1992), it becomes
important to consider dynamics that may affect the reporting of self-esteem. Marsh
and Yeung (1999) suggests that a “chameleon effect” occurs in the reporting of
self-esteem, that is, the interpretation of esteem items and the nature of how the
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construct is measured are altered by the content of other items in a survey. Looking
at emotional expression through a gender lens, one’s ability to report feelings
about the self may be a function of culturally prescribed gender roles regarding
expression of affective experiences and behaviors (Polce-Lynchet al., 1998; Real,
1997; Shields, 1997).

Emotional expression refers to the way an individual outwardly displays his
or her emotions (King and Emmons, 1990), while emotional restriction involves
difficulty understanding, dealing with, and expressing emotion (Kilmartin, 1994).
Researchers have identified gender differences in emotional restriction, with men
being more restrictive than women (King and Emmons, 1990; Kilmartin, 1994;
Pennebaker, 1995). In addition, qualitative research supports this same general
pattern, with adolescent boys becoming more restrictive than girls across ado-
lescence (Polce-Lynchet al., 1998). It appears that girls and women have an
easier time knowing or showing what they feel. This becomes a relevant issue
when examining self-esteem since measurement relies upon self-report regard-
ing participants’ thoughts and feelings about themselves. A critical review of
self-esteem research by Sommers (1994) concluded that what appears to be a
gender gap in self-esteem may actually be a gender gap in expressiveness. We
wanted to explore the hypothesis that boys may not actually possess higher self-
esteem but that they may restrict the expression of negative self-evaluations, pos-
sibly inflating self-esteem scores. This study explored age and gender patterns
in emotional expression and whether or not emotional expression mediates boys’
self-esteem.

Although gender roles and stereotypes were not directly measured, gender is a
central focus in this study because the nature of the social predictors of self-esteem
that we examined are sensitive to gender roles and stereotypes. Our conceptual-
ization of gender was guided by the definition of gender as being the externally
imposed pressure to be “masculine” or “feminine” within one’s culture (Basow,
1992). With this working definition of gender, we examined boys and girls sep-
arately as we explored not only if, but how and why, gender relates to social
predictors of adolescent self-esteem.

In the present study, we sought to extend previous research by exploring both
direct and indirect associations with self-esteem that may account for different
gender patterns in youth and adolescence. More specifically, we identified a set
of predictors that reflect youths’ contemporary culture: media influence, sexual
harassment, peer relations, family relations, and body image. While exploring
adolescents’ perceptions of these experiences and relationships and how these
relate to self-esteem, we hypothesized that gender differences in self-esteem would
be present in adolescence, with girls reporting lower self-esteem than boys, that
body image would mediate the relationship between social predictors and girls’
self-esteem, and that emotional expression would mediate the relationship between
social predictors and boys’ self-esteem.
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METHOD

Participants

Two hundred and nine students from 7 private religious schools of a large,
southeastern city participated in the study. Students were enrolled in 5th grade
(34 boys; 41 girls), 8th grade (24 boys; 36 girls) and 12th grade (35 boys; 39
girls). Twelfth graders attended single-sex college preparatory schools; the boys’
high school had a 2-credit military graduation requirement, while the girls’ high
school advocated a feminist milieu. Seventy-one percent of participants lived with
both biological parents, 21% lived with a single mother, 4% lived with a parent
and stepparent, and 1% lived with a single father. The sample’s socio-economic
level was primarily middle class. The ethnic percentages were: Caucasian (76%),
African American (18%), Asian American (5.3%), and Hispanic (.5%), noting an
even distribution of ethnicity across grade levels.

Measures

A questionnaire packet consisting of 7 self-report scales was utilized. The
same questionnaires were used for boys and girls and for all 3 age groups. Minor
word adaptations were made for gender and age considerations. A brief description
of each subscale follows.

Dependent Variable: Self-Esteem

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Inventory (RSI), a global self-esteem measure,
was chosen because it is a generally accepted, well-validated, and reliable measure
for use with adolescents (Petersenet al., 1984). The RSI is a 10-item question-
naire designed to measure global self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1979), and the scale
requires Likert-type responses to 5 questions which indicate high self-esteem and
5 questions which indicate low self-esteem. A sample item from the RSI is, “I feel
that I have a number of good qualities.” The response format isstrongly agree,
agree, disagree, or strongly disagree. Previous internal consistency reliability has
been reported at .89 (Moran and Eckenrode, 1991) using a 4-step method. For this
sample, an internal consistency reliability (Cronbach alpha) of .88 was found.

Predictor Variables

The Media Influence Scale (MIS), a 12-item instrument specifically designed
for the pilot study (Polce-Lynchet al., 1994) , examines how adolescents’ thoughts
and feelings about their physical appearance may be influenced by advertisements,
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movies, and television. Sample items are, “When I compare myself to movie stars
on TV or in the movies, I feel disappointed with how I look,” “When I see what
models or actresses wear and how they style their hair, I try to look like them,”
or “When I look at the body shapes of models and movie stars, I think they have
a better body shape than me.” A Likert-type response is required, ranging from
1 (never) to 4 (always), with a high total score indicating that media relates to
physical appearance. A Cronbach alpha of .87 was found in the pilot study of 66
adolescents (Polce-Lynchet al., 1994) and .88 in the current study.

The Gender Harassment Questionnaire (GHQ) is a 9-item questionnaire
adapted from Level I of The Sexual Experiences Questionnaire ( Fitzgeraldet al.,
1988). It was designed to measure the incidence of generalized sexist remarks and
behaviors directed at an individual. Sample items are, “Have you ever been in
a situation where someone told sexual jokes that made you feel uncomfortable?”
“Have you ever been in a situation where someone made sexual remarks about you
in public or private?” and “Have you ever been in a situation where someone made
sexual remarks about your appearance and body?” Respondents use a Likert-scale
response format of 1 (Never), 2 (Once), 3 (More than once). A Cronbach alpha of
.70 was found for the current study.

Body Image, peer relationships, and family relationships were measured using
3 subscales that are part of the Self-Image Questionnaire for Young Adolescents
(SIQYA) (Petersenet al., 1984). The SIQYA measures the domain-specific areas
of self-image, and its subscales can be used separately from the overall instrument.
A high score on any of these subscales indicates positive self-image in the spe-
cific domain. Each subscale has the same format with Likert-type responses from
1 (describes me very well) to 6 (does not describe me at all) with several reverse-
scored items.

The SIQYA Body Image subscale consists of 11 items related to the specific
domain of thoughts and feelings about the body. Five items indicate positive body
image and 6 indicate negative body image. Sample items are, “Most of the time
I am happy with the way I look,” “I am not satisfied with my weight,” and “I am
proud of my body.” The internal consistency reliability (Cronbach) of this scale for
the current sample was .85. The SIQYA Peer Relationships subscale consists of
10 items. Four items reflect positive peer relationships and 6 reflect negative peer
relationships. Sample items are, “I think that other people just don’t like me” and “I
usually feel out of place at parties.” The internal consistency reliability (Cronbach)
of this scale was .80 in the current study. The SIQYA Family Relationships subscale
includes 17 items with 10 scored negatively and 7 scored positively. Sample items
are, “I can count on my parents most of the time” and “Even when my parents
are strict, I feel that they are right even if I get angry.” The internal consistency
reliability yielded a Cronbach alpha of .89 for the current study.

The Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire (EEQ) (King and Emmons,
1990) consists of 16 items which describe emotional behaviors. Likert-type
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responses range from 1 (describes me very well) to 6 (doesn’t describe me at
all). Sample items are, “People can tell from the look on my face how I am
feeling” and “If someone hurts my feelings, I let them know.” A low score in-
dicates emotional restriction. King and Emmons’ (1990) late adolescent sample
had an internal consistency reliability of .78; the Cronbach alpha was .72 for this
study.

Procedure

Students in Grades 5, 8, and 12 were invited to participate, and volunteers’
parents gave written consent. The survey was administered by the first author
in group administrations. Participants were grouped by grade, and total time for
directions and survey completion averaged 50 min. Qualitative data for a separate
study, reported elsewhere (Polce-Lynchet al., 1998), were also collected at this
time. Qualitative data collection consisted of students’ written answers to questions
related to self-esteem, body image, and emotional expression. These questions
were answeredafter participants completed the questionnaire for this study; so
content was not affected by responses to the qualitative questions. In addition, the
self-esteem questions were listed first in the total survey, so the “chameleon effect”
(Marsh and Yeung, 1999) was reduced. Students participated in a debriefing and
discussion led by the first author after the study. Principals of each school received
a copy of research results and each school was offered a presentation on self-esteem
for parents, students, or teachers.

RESULTS

Gender Differences and Similarities in Self-Esteem

Outliers were checked by reviewing numerical ranges and by using the Cook’s
D distance procedure (Cook and Weisberg, 1982), resulting in the deletion of
4 cases. Missing data for measurements were handled by only including cases with
at least 75% completion. Table I shows means, standard deviations, and ranges for
each measure used in the study. Analyses of variance were conducted to examine
gender and age differences in self-esteem. These were followed by Tukey’s HSD
multiple range post hoc analyses as needed.

As seen in Table I, self-esteem results indicate no significant main effect for
gender, a significant main effect for grade, and an interaction between grade and
gender. Post hoc analyses showed that 12th grade boys reported lower self-esteem
than 5th and 8th grade boys (F(2, 89)=7.23,p < .01), and 8th grade girls reported
lower self-esteem than 8th grade boys (F(1, 56)= 5.52, p < .02). Effect size for
the gender difference (Cohen and Cohen, 1983) in self-esteem in 8th grade was
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Table I. MANOVA Results of Study Variables by Gender and Grade

F
Girls (n = 116) Boys (n = 93)

Grade×
Variable Mean SD Range Mean SD Range Grade Gender Gender

Self-esteem 4.23∗ 1.88 3.54∗
Grade 5 33.3 4.8 19.0 34.9 3.8 14.0
Grade 8 31.5 5.3 20.0 34.5 3.9 15.0
Grade 12 32.4 4.8 22.0 31.0 5.4 20.0

Relationship clustera∗∗∗∗

Peer relationships 1.30 .02 .73
Grade 5 47.1 9.1 41.0 48.1 8.3 34.0
Grade 8 45.5 9.3 36.0 47.7 9.4 35.0
Grade 12 46.1 8.1 34.0 44.2 8.5 37.0

Family relationships 6.62∗∗∗ .39 1.30
Grade 5 83.5 11.9 43.0 85.1 11.8 52.0
Grade 8 76.6 19.1 68.0 81.6 10.3 37.0
Grade 12 75.3 12.7 51.0 72.8 13.2 50.0

Physical Appearance clusterb∗∗∗∗

Body image 9.31∗∗∗ 11.24∗∗∗ 2.80
Grade 5 48.7 11.4 46.0 54.5 9.0 40.0
Grade 8 44.3 10.5 44.0 52.1 6.9 28.0
Grade 12 44.5 9.9 38.0 44.7 9.1 37.0

Media influence 4.94∗∗ 18.19∗∗∗ 1.39
Grade 5 22.5 7.3 32.0 18.4 5.5 21.0
Grade 8 26.5 6.5 28.0 21.0 5.1 20.0
Grade 12 23.6 6.1 26.0 21.8 6.3 25.0

Gender harassment 7.29∗∗∗ 2.61 .53
Grade 5 13.1 4.3 15.0 11.9 4.0 16.0
Grade 8 13.9 5.0 17.0 12.3 3.6 13.0
Grade 12 15.3 3.8 15.0 15.2 4.8 21.0

Emotional expression .07 19.9∗∗∗ 3.42∗
Grade 5 70.0 9.9 47.0 67.9 10.8 43.0
Grade 8 71.2 9.0 36.0 65.6 10.1 40.0
Grade 12 74.1 6.7 25.0 63.7 11.2 36.0

Note.ns denotes nonsignificantF .
aMANOVA F(2, 94)= 4.74, p < .0001.
bMANOVA F(2, 95)= 6.87, p < .0001.
∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001;∗∗∗∗ p < .0001.

Medium (.65), and for male grade differences the effect sizes were Large (.82 for
12th/5th grade; .74 for 12th/8th grades).

Predictor Variables Examined by Gender and Grade

Two 2 (gender)× 3 (grade) MANOVAs were conducted for clusters of similar
predictors. The first MANOVA (labeled “relationship cluster”) included peer and
family relationships as dependent variables and showed an overall significance,
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(F(2, 94)= 4.74,p < .0001). As seen in Table I, results indicate no overall main
effect for gender, and no grade by gender interaction, but family relationships
differed by grade. Post hoc analyses revealed that 5th graders reported significantly
better family relations than did 12th graders (F(2, 197)= 9.68, p < .0001).

The second MANOVA (labeled “physical appearance cluster”) included body
image, media influence, and gender harassment as dependent variables and showed
an overall significance (F(2, 95)= 6.87, p < .0001). As seen in Table I, main
effects were present for body image and media influence. Post hoc analyses of grade
effects for body image, (F(2, 201)= 8.15, p < .001) revealed that 5th graders
reported significantly higher body image than did 12th graders. Body image scores
decreased consistently with age for both boys and girls. In terms of gender effects,
boys reported higher body image relative to girls in 5th (F(1, 71)= 5.68,p < .02;
effect size= .54, Medium) and 8th grades (F(1, 57)= 10.21, p < .01; effect
size= .79, Large), but not in 12th grade. Follow-up analyses of grade effects
for media influence revealed that 8th graders reported being influenced by the
media significantly more than 5th graders,F(2, 202)= 5.43,p < .005, with girls
reporting more influence than boys in 5th gradeF(1, 72)= 7.02, p < .01; effect
size= .59, Medium, and 8th grade,F(1, 58)= 11.98,p < .001; effect size= .84,
Large. The last variable examined in this cluster was gender harassment, and as
indicated in Table I, there was a main effect for grade, but not for gender. Post hoc
analysis (F(2, 199)= 7.27,p < .001) revealed the incidence of gender harassment
increased significantly from late childhood to late adolescence in a similar way for
boys and girls.

The final analysis of mean differences involved a 2 (gender)× 3 (grade)
ANOVA with emotional expression as the dependent variable. A large difference
existed for the main effect of gender (F(1, 201)=19.10,p < .0001). Boys reported
more restriction than girls in emotional expression. Results also indicated a 2-way
interaction (F(2, 197)= 3.42, p < .04) of gender and grade. Post hoc analyses
included a Medium effect size (.58) for gender in 8th grade,F(1, 57)= 5.09,p <
.05, and a Very Large effect size (1.0) for gender in 12th grade,F(1, 71)= 23.80,
p < .0001. These results suggested gender differences in emotional expression
are not present in 5th grade, have begun by 8th grade, and are larger in 12th grade.
A summary of gender and grade comparisons of the selected mean differences is
presented in graph form (Fig. 1).

Regression, Moderator, and Mediator Analyses

Multicollinearity of variables was screened by examining tolerance levels
for each independent variable. Tolerance levels were adequate for variables in
the regressions. Multiple simultaneous regression equations were run separately
for boys and girls by grade to determine how well the independent variables,
as a set, predicted self-esteem for each group of youth. For all equations, the
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criterion variable was self-esteem and the predictors were peer and family rela-
tions, body image, media influence, and gender harassment. Each of the group-
ings had an adequate number of subjects for these analyses, except for the 8th
grade boys; so their results may be less stable. As a set, the predictors accounted
for a substantial portion of the variance in self-esteem:R2 = .53 (F(5, 24)=
5.11, p < .01) for 5th grade boys;R2 = .58 (F(5, 32)= 8.80, p < .0001) for
5th grade girls;R2 = .55 (F(5, 18)= 4.44,p < .01) for 8th grade boys;R2 = .82
(F(5, 27)= 24.38, p < .0001) for 8th grade girls;R2 = .72 (F(5, 28)= 13.96,
p < .0001) for 12th grade boys;R2 = .60 (F(5, 31) = 9.13, p < .0001) for
12th grade girls.

Standardized regression coefficients (beta weights) of the independent vari-
ables were examined to determine the importance of each predictor in direct rela-
tion to self-esteem. Results varied by age and gender. For 5th grade boys, the most
significant predictor of self-esteem was family relations (β = .61,p < .001), while
for 5th grade girls there were 2: body image (β = .37,p < .05) and media influence
(β = −.47, p < .05). The most significant predictors of self-esteem for 8th grade
girls were body image (β = .57, p < .001) and peer relations (β = .25, p < .01),
while for 8th grade boys they were gender harassment (β = .61, p < .05) and
peer relations (β = .43, p < .053). For 12th grade boys, the strongest associations
with self-esteem were media influence (β = −.59, p < .001) and peer relations
(β = .36, p < .01). Similar to early adolescent girls, the most significant relation-
ships with self-esteem for 12th grade girls were peer relations (β = .36, p < .01)
and body image (β = .45, p < .01).

Indirect links between predictors and self-esteem were examined through
moderator and mediator analyses. A moderator variable can be defined as a “third”
variable that alters and qualifies the relationship between predictor(s) and criterion
(Holmbeck, 1997). Conceptually, a moderator variable looks like an interaction
effect, providing clues to “under what conditions” an outcome might occur. A
series of five hierarchical multiple regression analyses were used to test whether
the predictors that influence self-esteem were moderated by gender or grade. The
moderator analysis (Holmbeck, 1997) involves examining the interaction terms
after partialing out the main effects for the moderators (gender and grade) and
predictor terms (family and peer relations, media influence, sexual harassment,
body image). For this analysis gender (coded as a dummy variable), a predictor (i.e.,
media influence), and grade were entered on the 1st step, 3 two-way interactions
for each variable from Step 1 were entered on the 2nd step (predictor× grade;
predictor× gender; grade× gender), and 1 three-way interaction (predictor×
gender× grade) was entered on the last step. In this analysis, moderation was only
detected for the predictor of media influence.

As seen in Table II, the beta coefficient for the 3-way interaction term was
significant on Step 3 of the regression. These results indicated that gender and grade
moderated the relationship between media influence and self-esteem. Examination



P1: VENDOR/GDB/GFQ/GEE P2: GCR/GCQ/LCR QC:

Journal of Youth and Adolescence [jya] PP118-300251 April 6, 2001 12:4 Style file version Nov. 19th, 1999

236 Polce-Lynchet al.

Table II. Moderator Effect of Gender and Grade on the Relationship
Between Media Influence and Self-Esteem

R2 R2 Change Beta

Step 1 .37 .37
Media influence −.36∗∗∗
Gender .31
Grade 1.90∗

Step 2 .39 .02
Media× Grade −.26∗∗∗
Media× Gender −.10
Gender× Grade 1.69∗∗

Step 3 .41 .02∗∗
Media× Grade× Gender .28∗∗

Note. Overall F(7, 196)= 19.83, p < .001; TotalR2 = .41. Beta
refers to the unstandardized beta coefficient from the final step of the
regression equation.
∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001.

of slopes using Aiken and West’s (1991) formula indicated that the associations
between media influence and self-esteem were negative for both males and females,
but the effect was greatest for boys in late adolescence (slope= 6.3) and for girls in
late childhood (slope= 6.3), early adolescence (slope= 6.1), and late adolescence
(5.9). For early adolescent (slope= 5.3) and late childhood boys (slope= 4.8),
the effect appeared to be less extreme.

To examine if body image mediated predictors of self-esteem, several concep-
tual issues must be met first. Mediation criteria involves establishing theoretical
plausibility, as well as establishing (a) an association between the predictors and
outcome; (b) an association between the predictors and the mediator; and (c) an
association between the mediator and the outcome (Holmbeck, 1997). Path anal-
yses were used to test the mediating role of body image because it provided a
parsimonious model. Family relations, gender harassment, media influence, peer
relations, and grade were uniquely associated with body image, and then in turn
related to self-esteem. Separate models were tested for boys and girls. As seen in
Fig. 2, the model provided an adequate fit to the data for girls, Chi Square (5)=
22.83,p < .001, Bentler and Bonett Normed Fit Index [BBNFI]= .91 (Bentler
and Bonett, 1980), Comparative Fit Index [CFI]= .93 (Bentler, 1990). Family
and media influences were uniquely associated with body image (which was re-
lated to self-esteem), and body image was significantly related to self-esteem.
When this model was tested for boys, the model did not provide an adequate
fit to the data, Chi Square (5)= 41.83, p < .001, BBNFI= .82 (Bentler and
Bonett, 1980), CFI= .83 (Bentler, 1990). This suggests that body image is a
mediator for girls’ self-esteem from late childhood to late adolescence, but not
for boys.
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Fig. 2. Path analysis model of body image as a mediator of girls’ self-esteem.Note. n= 111; Values on
the paths are from the standardization solution; Bentler-Bonett Normed Fit Index= .914; Comparative
Fit Index= .927; Chi Square [5]= 22.83; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗∗ p < .001.

The hypothesis that emotional expression mediated predictors of self-esteem
was tested using the same conceptual criteria described for body image. Since
the first 3 criteria needed for establishing a mediator relationship were not met
(Holmbeck, 1997), emotional expression, as measured in this study, was not con-
sidered to mediate reporting of self-esteem as predicted.

DISCUSSION

Age and Gender Patterns in Self-Esteem

This exploratory study revealed both similarities and differences between
boys’ and girls’ self-esteem. Contrary to most findings, a gender difference in late
adolescence was not found. The general pattern indicated that boys and girls are
most similar in late childhood and then again in late adolescence. Boys reported
lower self- esteem in late adolescence relative to younger boys, but girls didn’t show
this age difference. This was an unexpected finding. The majority of researchers
have reported adolescent boys’ self-esteem to be higher than that of girls’ (Brack
et al., 1988; Klinget al., 1999; Richardset al., 1991), with a marked decline across
adolescence for girls, but not for boys (Gilliganet al., 1990; Greenberg-Lake, 1991;
Richardset al., 1991).

The absence of an age difference in girls’ late adolescent self-esteem may re-
flect a healthy environment in their single-sex high school. Girls’ self-esteem was
promoted at their school by “girl power” posters hanging in the hallways and girl
empowering attitudes of the teachers. While the boys’ school was not a traditional
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military school in terms of “brow beatings” or physical types of discipline, self-
esteem was not overtly promoted with posters in the hallways. This contrast of
the 2 high school environments suggests that the girls were afforded a self-esteem
enhancing milieu that may have protected them from lower self-esteem, often re-
ported in the literature (cf. Klinget al., 1999) and may help explain the absence of a
gender difference in late adolescent self-esteem. Indeed, previous researchers have
identified positive effects of single-sex education for girls (Daly, 1996; Monaco and
Gaier, 1992). Many different factors influence outcomes associated with single-sex
high schools, and more research is needed to clarify self-esteem outcome data.

Overall, our study indicated that boys and girls in this sample had compara-
tively similar and healthy levels of self-esteem, that is, scores fell within 2 standard
deviations of a perfect score on the RSI. Direct comparisons between self-esteem
scores across research studies is difficult because of differences in measurement.
Despite these psychometric differences, it appears that self-esteem research con-
ducted with nonclinical populations generally yields scores within this normal
statistical range (Greenberg-Lake 1991; Nielson and Metha, 1994; Thorne and
Michaelieu, 1997), noting significantly elevated reports in narcissistic populations
(Baumeisteret al., 1996) and significantly lower scores for depressed adolescents
(Nolen-Hoeksema, 1994).

Girls had lower self-esteem than boys in our 8th grade sample. This gender
difference in early adolescent self-esteem was also found in a pilot study (Polce-
Lynchet al., 1994) and other studies (Bologniniet al., 1996; DuBoiset al., 1998).
Early adolescence is a time of great change for both boys and girls in terms of
pubertal development (or lack thereof) and the academic and social challenges
associated with middle school. It may seem surprising that girls report lower self-
esteem, given the similar social and physical changes thatbothsexes experience
during early puberty. However, as explained by Frederickson and Roberts’ (1997)
objectification theory, girls are more fully initiated than boys into the culture of
objectification with pubertal changes: “Men and boys ‘notice’ and comment on
girls’ breasts as they develop [. . .] for perhaps for the first time, then, an adolescent
girl recognizes that she will be seen and evaluated by othersas a body[italics
added]” (p. 194).

As we considered the rigid gender stereotypes characteristic of early ado-
lescence (Basow, 1992; Hill and Lynch, 1983), we wondered if 8th grade boys’
reports of higher self-esteem at this age might reflect the “macho” expectations
placed upon boys in our culture. Young teen boys may mask insecurities in an
attempt to “be a man” (Pollack, 1999) and retreat from revealing feelings of self-
doubt or low self-worth. It may be that these boys presented themselves in socially
desirable ways, or as Lynch and Kilmartin (1999) suggest, in ways that mask true
feelings. This type of reporting can result in inflated reports of self-esteem because
the high score masks vulnerable self-appraisals while simultaneously maintaining
the cultural stereotype and expectation of machismo.
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This interpretation may also help to explain the age-related difference in
boys’ self-esteem, a finding that can be interpreted in 2 ways. One perspective
is to focus on why the older boys reported lower self-esteem and the other is to
focus on why the younger boys reported higher self-esteem. It is possible that
the older boys may have reported more accurate or realistic self-evaluations in
that they reported some feelings of vulnerability and doubt in self-worth, which
may actually be indicative of humility and mental health. Following this line
of reasoning, the preteen boys may have been less likely to report vulnerability
(related to the rigid macho gender stereotype characteristic of that age), resulting
in comparatively higher scores for them. From these data alone it is not possible to
determine if boys’ age differences reflect developmental processes in self-esteem,
sampling differences, or reporting differences. Longitudinal research that helps to
distinguish between these independent variables is needed.

Media Influence and Body Image in the Context of Gender

The predictors of self-esteem as a set accounted for a large proportion of the
variance in self-esteem for each group. These contemporary social influences may
be helpful when considering how adolescents evaluate themselves. The acceptance
of media messages (in television, advertisements, movies) about the importance
of physical appearance is negatively related to general feelings about the self.
This was true for boys and girls in each age group, except early adolescent boys.
This finding is consistent with recent empirical findings (cf. Henderson-King and
Henderson-King, 1997). In addition, in this study, the influence of media played
a unique role for girls in that media messages were associated with body image,
which in turn was negatively associated with self-esteem.

It appears that media provides some of the external pressure for the ideal
of masculine and feminine physical appearance for both girls and boys. These
quantitative results support Pipher’s (1994, 1996) qualitative media observations
and previous quantitative findings (Silversteinet al., 1986). Since younger girls
and late adolescent boys reported the most vulnerability to media’s influence, we
wondered if these groups experienced less consciousness raising than the late
adolescent girls who, as described earlier, were exposed to a positive and feminist
milieu in their high school.

Cultural gender images, as communicated through television, movies, and
advertisements, appear to be linked to the way these adolescents evaluated their
physical appearances and themselves. This suggests that adolescents might benefit
from being taught how to evaluate themselves in multidimensional ways (rather
than on physical appearance alone), learning how to deconstruct media messages
both at home and in school. Recent evidence supports the value of encouraging
adolescents to question their acceptance of “ideal” media images (Currie, 1997;
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Waller et al., 1994). Kilbourne (1996) found that most advertisements are pur-
posefully designed to impact children and adolescents, 2 of the largest consumer
populations. That, in this study, girls’ and boys’ self-esteem and body image were
significantly and negatively associated with the media suggests that interventions
designed to enhance self-esteem should consider how media messages might relate
to youth’s perceptions and body ideals. See Frederickson and Roberts (1997) and
Walleret al. (1994) for a fuller discussion of this topic.

Relatedly, body image continues to be associated with adolescent girls’ self-
esteem. And in this study, body image acted as a “filter” between media influence
and self-esteem for girls. This suggests that the relationship between self-esteem
and media may be more embedded in physical appearance for adolescent girls
than for boys. This comes as no surprise since women’s bodies have been used
to sell everything—from automobiles to perfume—for decades. Our data suggest
that girls who perceive themselves as living up to the cultural ideal tend to feel
better about themselves, with the converse also being true. This pattern was also
supported in a qualitative study in which adolescent girls reported in an open-
ended narrative format that feelings about themselves were more influenced by
their body image than were boys’ feelings about themselves (Polce-Lynchet al.,
1998).

It was interesting to find that body image also appeared to act as a filter in
the relationship between family relations and self-esteem for girls. One may have
expected peer relations, rather than family relations, to filter through body image.
But our results suggest that family members provide an important “vote” in how
girls evaluate themselves. This mediating role of body image with family relations
was also found in the pilot study (Polce-Lynchet al., 1994), suggesting a contem-
porary trend. The way adolescent girls tend to focus on their general appearance
and body parts when evaluating themselves is important for researchers, parents,
and professionals to consider.

Emotional Expression

The large gender difference in emotional expression suggested that, with age,
boys become more restrictive and girls become more expressive. This finding is
consistent with quantitative (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1994; Webb and VanDevere, 1985)
and qualitative research (Polce-Lynchet al., 1998). Such gender differences prob-
ably reflect culturally prescribed norms regarding gender display rules (Pollack,
1999; Shields, 1987). While emotional restriction, as measured in this study, was
not associated with the outcome of self-esteem, more research is needed to exam-
ine how differences in emotional expression may be related to other psychological
outcomes for boys and girls, as well as for adults (Courtenay, 1998; Pennebaker,
1995). In this study, we examined if emotional restriction would be negatively
related to boys’ self-esteem via a mediator relationship. Although we did not find
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evidence to support this relationship, it would be interesting to determine whether
or not other dynamics, such as social desirability and self-presentation, affect boys’
reporting of self-esteem.

Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment was not related to girls’ self-esteem as expected. Since
nonphysical types of sexual harassment, as measured in this study, were not as-
sociated with self-esteem, we wondered if this reflected instrumentation issues.
More specifically, it is possible that this less invasive type of sexual harassment (as
compared to physical sexual harassment) was not sufficiently aversive or pervasive
to be negatively associated with self-esteem. Additional research with instruments
that measure “hands on” types of harassment might yield different results.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Although self-report data may not be valid or reliable in an objective sense,
it can be argued that for this study subjectivity (as opposed to objectivity) was
preferred because the construct of self-esteem is inherently based upon an individ-
ual’s perception of the self. The risk posed when considering interventions based
upon self-report data is that information can be missed when respondents present
in socially desirable or psychologically defended ways.

The major limitations of this study involve the sample and the use of corre-
lational data, which even with complex statistical techniques, cannot demonstrate
causality. Since sample size was relatively small and not representative (partici-
pants attended private religious schools and were largely from middle class homes),
results cannot be generalized further. While these students are exposed to many
of the same aspects of larger culture as students in public schools, it would be
important to see if these results are replicated in a public school sample. With
regard to statistical limits, correlational data are subject to variations from sample
to sample. Given the replicated pilot study results, though, it is fair to say that
these results may be an indicator of social factors related to late childhood and
adolescent self-esteem for youth with similar demographics.

Finally, since this study used cross-sectional data, results can only be inter-
preted and discussed in terms of age differences rather than age changes. This
limitation also applies to previous research which has reported that adolescent
girls’ self-esteem “declines,” when in fact, cross-sectional data were collected and
we can only infer age differences (cf. Greenberg-Lake, 1991). Valuable informa-
tion could be obtained by replicating this study with a longitudinal sample. Such
a design would provide information about continuity and change in adolescents’
self-esteem.
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Findings in this study might best be used as an exploratory “map” for par-
ents and professionals who are interested in childhood and adolescent self-esteem.
Future self-esteem research should take into account peer and family relation-
ships, with particular attention given to links between body image, the media, and
self-esteem – for both girls and boys. Boys’ lower self-esteem in late adolescence
merits further exploration, as does the gender difference in early adolescent self-
esteem. It appears that “gender education” is needed in the schools and home.
Our results suggest that children and adolescents might benefit from being taught
how to critically evaluate and deconstruct social pressures to be masculine or
feminine, especially as this relates to media messages. Returning to the map anal-
ogy, identifiable relationships and experiences can affect the directions our youth
take. Parents and educators would do well to become more of a “compass” across
adolescence.
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